
The story of the prodigal son is, along with the Good Samaritan, probably the

best known of all the parables of Jesus. It certainly got hold of me when I

started to make sense of the Bible stories, and I well remember learning about

it in Sunday School. The identity of those in Jesus’ audience make it quite clear

who the parable is about. But some people would say that this story is unfair.

They feel sorry for the older son and think he got a raw deal. I’ve read and

even given a retell of story as it may have been written from a worldly justice

point of view. The older son is the hero, and the father leaves him to decide

how the younger son is to be treated when he turns up after his years of

wasteful absence.

The story, as told by Jesus, implies that the family knew what the younger son

was up to after he left home. He had been itching to get away and determined

to have his fling. His father freely gave him his money and let him go. Well, the

money ran out, the bright lights faded, and the doors of an easy and hedonistic

life were closed against him. The humiliation and the poverty brought him to

his senses. He decided to go home and face the music. At best, he could get a

job as one of his father’s hired hands. At worst, he could be rejected and

banished from the family. But what actually happened was beyond his wildest

dreams. The biggest discovery he made was that he was loved in spite of his

sins, his failures. His father never stopped loving him. This kind of love is

known as grace - amazing grace, as the Revd John Newton called it, and we

reminded ourselves a couple of weeks ago of his conversion story. Grace runs

totally against the grain of most of our human systems of justice and fair play.

But those who have experienced it know something about the mind and heart

of God.

And of course, that is what the story is all about. Jesus told this story to the

common people, many of whom were society’s rejects, whom the religious

authorities branded as sinners. But the Pharisees, the self-righteous elite, were

also in the audience. Jesus shows the father’s generous welcome to the

younger son as representing God’s attitude to repentant sinners. God has

always longed for them to come back to him and welcomes them with open

arms when they do. The older brother’s attitude symbolises that of the

Pharisees. They would rather see a sinner dammed than saved. Yet they were

very religious people. God clearly loves them too, as shown when the father

1



goes out to the elder son, affirms him, and tries to reason with him and tell him

to come to the party. But such people are as far away from God as the younger

son when he was on the loose. They go to church, say their prayers, give

money to church and charity. But their pride, self-righteousness and

resentment are huge obstacles in their life and keep them separated from God.

All their devotions and rituals and offerings are pointless if these things don’t

help them to be more compassionate, forgiving, and committed to helping

those who fail and fall to be forgiven, healed and restored.

God’s love is unconditional. That’s a hard reality for anyone to take in but

Christians are called actually to imitate it. The story of the prodigal son doesn’t

give anyone permission or encouragement to go out and sin and live

irresponsibly. But it does show that when we mess up or fall short, and in

some way, we all do, then there is a way back if we can find the courage to take

it.  We can make a fresh start.

We may not have gone the way of the prodigal son, but as the late Canadian

songwriter, Leonard Cohen famously put it, ‘There is a crack in everything,

that’s how the light gets in.’ We often find the way to salvation through the

mistakes we make in life. A point well made by Oscar Wilde in the words on

the back of today’s pew sheet for your reflection.

I came across another story of God’s grace restoring someone to wholeness,

and I believe I have told it here before. Not about a prodigal son but a prodigal

priest. The new Bishop of Venice was spending his first morning in his palatial

office overlooking the Grand Canal behind a huge, gold lacquered desk. His

Chaplain handed him documents for his signature from a pile that had

accumulated during the interregnum. The bishop paused when reading one of

them. ‘What is this?’ he asked. ‘A very sad case,’ the Chaplain replied. ‘Father

Alfredo has been seduced by alcohol and women. This document is to confirm

his removal from the priesthood.’ The bishop sighed and set the document to

one side.

Early the next morning he went to the priest’s lodgings only a short distance

away and knocked on the door. A slovenly woman, presumably the

housekeeper, opened it. ‘Is Father at home?’ the bishop asked. ‘Not here,

where do you think he is?’ the woman replied. She nodded to a bar across the
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square. ‘That’s where you will find him,’ she said. The bishop crossed the

square to the bar. He found Father Alfredo, unkempt, unshaven, slouched over

a table, his first tipple of the day at his elbow. The bishop stood over him. He

said, ‘I am your bishop. Follow me.’

The bishop then led the disgraced priest back to his palace. He took him into

his office and locked the door. He spoke kindly to Father Alfredo. ‘You are a

priest,’ he said. I want you to hear my confession’. The bishop then knelt at the

feet of the stupefied priest who proceeded to hear the bishop’s confession and

then he duly absolved him. What happened next, I’m not sure. But this

experience, beyond all expectations led to Father Alfredo being forgiven of his

own transgressions, delivered of his addictions, renewed in his faith and

vocation, and restored to his parish. And the bishop? His name was Angelo

Roncalli. Five years later he became Pope John XIII. He was known as good

Pope John, the pope who called the Second Vatican Council which instigated a

revolution in the Roman Catholic Church which is still to be completed. The

revolutionary grace of God was truly present that morning in Venice. Let us

pray that we may embrace that grace in our own faith and life, accept how

much God loves and accepts us, wants the best for us, always seeks our healing

and restoration. And what’s more, God wants to raise us up to be participants,

partners, in bringing his re-creative love to heal and restore the lives of others.
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