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A Homily preached by 4th Sunday in Lent
The Rev’d Jo Popham      “God of All Mercies”

March 14, 2010
Luke 15:1-3, 11b-32

Is there a limit to God’s mercy? Is anyone beyond the limits of God’s unconditional

love? Those of us who are parents try to offer that sort of love to all our children, not as

merciful or as unconditional as God’s love, perhaps, but we try.

Let me tell you a parable. Once upon a time our five children went on our honeymoon

with us. It was only a three-day trip where all of us came away tired and sunburned. But

the experience bound together two families into one. We continued to go back to that

same beach together for holidays, to the same condo where we became one family. As

Jim and I walked the beach one year, I found a shell and put it in his hand and said “a gift

from the sea; it’s time to move back to Washington, DC.” It was a decision we had been

putting off for a long long time. We decided not to tell the children of our plan, because

we were afraid that we would have complete anarchy at the beach. So as we headed back

to New Orleans, we told them that as soon as we got home we were having a family

dinner that was not optional. We acknowledged that they had been away from their

friends for a whole week, but that we had an announcement that must be made as a

family. I fielded all the “But Mama’s” reminding them once again that my first name is

not But. And we sat down to dinner. In retrospect, the way we presented our plans was

not merciful and did not display the sort of unconditional love we as parents aspire to.

Our first child was heading off to college within days, and we told her that when she

came home for Thanksgiving, not to come to New Orleans because we would not be

there, we were moving. Then we did have anarchy. But when Thanksgiving came, we all

camped out in the airport waiting for her long delayed flight, a delay caused by an early

snowstorm. It was a wonderful joy-filled reunion. Jim barbequed the fatted calf. And I

celebrated the return of our first born to the nest.
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The parable of the return of the prodigal son is the third a series that Jesus tells of the

recovery of what was lost and of rejoicing as a demonstration of God’s mercy: the lost

sheep, the lost coin, and now the lost son.

The religious leaders of the time – the Pharisees and the scribes – had seen Jesus with

sinners and tax collectors. They must have wondered if there were any limits to Jesus’s

love for people. Why Jesus even ate and drank with the dregs of society. So Jesus teaches

them with three parables: the lost sheep, the lost coin, and the lost or prodigal son. These

parables could easily have been named the found sheep, the found coin, and the found

son, or better yet, the good shepherd, the persistent woman, and the waiting father.

In the good shepherd story using a story about lost sheep Jesus illustrated his concern

for those who do not have the ability to find God. Jesus’s listeners knew that if a sheep

were to get separated from the flock, the lost sheep would lie down and not move, and

eventually would die. Jesus had the good shepherd take an unrealistic step in leaving the

99 to find the one that was lost. But he also had the shepherd rejoice when he found the

lost sheep by calling his friends to celebrate with him. So God seeks us out and rejoices

to find one lost soul.

Likewise when the persistent woman lost one of her silver coins – one of the 10 Greek

drachmas that married women wore on their heads like a garland or wreath that had been

part of her wedding headdress, probably her dowry – she searched carefully, for the one

silver coin. It was worth a full day’s wages for a labourer. It seems incredible to us that

she would not light a lamp, but Palestinian homes at the time had only one door and no

windows. So she slowly swept the floor hoping and listening to hear the tinkle of her lost

coin. On finding it she too called her friends and neighbours to share her joy.

Now the waiting father parable is more complex with overtones of family life that

would challenge the hearer’s understanding. The good shepherd and the persistent

woman do what might have been expected of them. Jesus’s audience might have then

expected the father of the lost son to go and look for his son until he found him. But Jesus
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turns conventional wisdom on its head. First of all it was an offence to ask for ones

inheritance while the father lived. It was as though the younger boy considered his father

already dead. First sons were the favoured ones in Old Testament stories. Older sons

would expect to inherit two-thirds of the estate while the younger would expect only one-

third. But the father divided the property. The son converted all his inheritance to cash

and went into Gentile country and wasted it all – Prodigal actually means recklessly

wasteful. After the money was gone there was a famine, and the boy was reduced to

hiring himself out – to feed pigs of all things. What an indignity for a Jew! He had sunk

as low as he would possibly could. He decided to go home, to confess his misdeeds, and

to beg his father to take him back, not as a son, but as one of his hired hands.

Had the father been looking down the road? I imagine that the father must have

looked longingly down the road where he last saw his son walk away. When the father

saw his younger son, he ran to him. Now this was considered extremely undignified in

the eyes of the community, maybe even as scandalous as Jesus eating with sinners and

talking with tax collectors.

The father reinstated his son into the family. He dressed him in a robe and put a ring

on his finger. The first hearers of the prodigal son parable would liken this to Joseph

being arrayed in Pharaoh’s finery. And the father put sandals on his son’s feet. His

younger son had been reduced to the status of a slave, for he was barefooted – only free

people, not slaves, wore sandals. And then they celebrated with an extravagant meal –

with a barbeque. The older son when he came home to the party in progress with his

derelict brother decked out in his father’s finery, must have greeted him with “But Dad!

But Dad?”

The lost son had returned to the waiting father. He was dead and was alive again. He

was lost but was found. Jesus wanted his listeners to hear that it was God’s action that

saved the prodigal son, not boy’s own actions. While the boy did take the initiative to

return home, he did not anticipate his father’s unconditional forgiving love. Like the lost
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sheep and the lost coin parables, the boy who was lost was found. He was redeemed by

God’s mercy.

We do not know whether the hardworking moral stay-at-home elder son finally

accepted his father’s acts of unconditional love so freely given to his younger brother, not

once, but twice. We do not know whether the righteous older but not-so wiser brother

ever accepted God’s mercy. I suspect that the Pharisees and scribes never quite

understood the extent of God’s mercy either. Likely they never embraced that no one was

beyond God’s love and mercy, not even themselves. The consequences of their

misunderstanding would lead to the cross where God, the father of all mercies, would

show the most extravagant love by allowing his only son to be sacrificed for everyone,

for them, for us. Jesus would die, but he would live again. And now because of this most

extreme act of God’s love, no one is beyond God’s mercy. No one!


