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15 Scott Powell The Prodigal Son and the Merciful Father 

 

Hey everybody, it's Scott Powell, and welcome back to the Pray More 

Lenten Retreat. Today, I want to have story time. But before we do that, 

let's open it in prayer.  

 

In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, amen. 

Jesus, thank You so much for the grace of this Lent. We thank You for 

the season and all that You have to teach us. We pray that we can be 

good stewards and faithful pilgrims as we travel through this season. 

Please be with all of the retreatants, be with all the speakers and the 

organizers, and please use this conference to do whatever You will. We 

pray all these things through Christ our Lord, amen. In the name of the 

Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, amen.  

 

All right, so I want to tell you a story. And this might be a story that 

you've heard before or maybe it'll sound like a story that you've heard 

before, but it goes like this:  

 

It says there was a man who had two sons once. And one day the older 

of the two sons, I'm sorry, the younger of the two sons came to his father 

and said, "Father, I want you to give me the share of the inheritance 

that's supposed to come to me." And so the father gave the younger son 

his share of the inheritance even though he was still alive, which is 

weird. But he gave him the inheritance and the younger son took the 

inheritance and we went off to a faraway country and he squandered the 

inheritance and all the money on loose living and really lousy things. 

And eventually he had lost everything, he spent all of it and he found 

himself in want. And so he tied himself, he attached himself to a person 

of that faraway country and he got a job feeding the swine, the pigs, 

which for any Jewish man that was the worst thing you could possibly 

do. And as he was watching what the pigs were eating and as he was 

longing to have some himself, he realized, "How many of my father's 

servants back home have food enough to spare? And yet here I am 
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longing after what the swine are eating". And so he said, Well I'm going 

to get myself together, I will go back to my father and I will fall on my 

face and I will say, "Father, I have sinned against heaven and before 

you. I'm not worthy to be called your son. Please take me back as one of 

your hired servants." And so the son got himself together and he started 

back for home. And while he was still a long way off his father spotted 

him. And as his father spotted him he went out of the gates of the city to 

meet his son. And as the son approached, he saw his father at the gates 

and fell down before his father and he said, "Father, I have sinned 

against heaven and before you. I am not worthy to be called your son. 

Please take me back as a hired servant." And the father looked at his son 

and he took a giant pot of rotted vegetables and he dumped the rotted 

vegetables in front of his son and he said, "That is what you are to me. 

You are dead to me, you have shamed us. You've brought 

embarrassment to our whole house. You are no longer my son. Leave 

here and never come back." The end, thanks for coming everybody, this 

has been great. I'm just kidding. 

 

Have you heard that story before? You may have not heard that story but 

maybe you've heard a story that's like it. The story that I just told you 

would've been a story, or at least a scenario, that would have been 

familiar to people living in Palestine and the world of Jesus in the first 

century. Because there was a practice known as a kezazah, and that's 

what the story I just told you describes. It's essentially an 

excommunication for someone who has wronged their family, a cutting 

off ceremony.  

 

Now some of you have heard the story that it sounds like, which sounds 

like the Prodigal Son story, right, and a lot of us have heard the story of 

the Prodigal Son a million times, which Jesus tells in the Gospel of 

Luke, it shows up in chapter 15 of Luke. But the thing that's interesting 

about the Prodigal Son is that Jesus was known at the time He gives that 

story as a rabbi, people are calling Him that. And rabbi, of course, in 

Hebrew just means teacher, rabboni. And in the ancient world, what 

made you a good rabbi was not necessarily your ability to think of new, 
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creative ideas like we sort of value in our society. But in the ancient 

world your value as a teacher and as a rabbi was your ability to quote 

and recycle things that came before you so that you could take the 

wisdom of the past, ancient things, and be able to tell them in a new 

way. But it was your ability to know the things that came before you.  

 

And I've heard that stories like the one I told you were actually pretty 

well known in the time of Jesus. Because the story that I just told you, 

for a lot of people in the time of Jesus, and maybe now too, represented 

what a good father was. A good father was just, a good father was strict, 

a good father did not let himself be walked on or embarrassed or put to 

shame. And what does a good father do when he has bad kids? Well, he 

punishes and he casts them out and he has hard, strict rules because 

that's what a good father's supposed to do, that's how a lot of people 

thought about fatherhood. And by extension, that's how a lot of people in 

Jesus's time thought about God.  

 

And I think we're probably not that far off from it. How many times or 

how many of you have thought about God as the big angry old man with 

the beard who's sitting on the throne in heaven just waiting for us to 

mess up so He can punish us, so He can shame us, so He can make us 

never want to do that thing again? 'Cause that's the image I had of God 

for a long time. And I think a lot of us either grew up or just have sort of 

carried that image. 

 

 Now Jesus knew this, and so as a good rabbi He's going to take the 

ideas that people have and He's going to turn 'em on their heads, that's 

what Jesus loved to do. And so when Jesus showed up in Luke 15 and 

started giving this story He said, "There was a man who had two sons." I 

wonder if people around were like, "Ah, yeah, I've heard this one 

before". "I've heard stories like this", "I know where this is going". 

"You're going to give the fatherhood talk again, right?", just like some of 

you actually might have done when you heard me say "There was a man 

who had two sons." You were like, "Ah he's going to give the Prodigal 

Son thing again." But that's the thing about what Jesus does. In Jesus's 
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version of the story, there's a twist at the end, right? And in Jesus's story 

a couple things happen that are different than the version I told you 

which probably would have been more well known in His time. But in 

Jesus's version, when the son makes his decision to come back for home 

and to give himself over to his father, in his mind as a slave, something 

in Jesus's story is different.  

 

Now in Jesus’ story Jesus says, while the son was a long way off the 

father spotted him. But in Jesus's version of the story, when the father 

spots the son he does something different. In Jesus's version the father 

runs, which probably doesn't sound like that big of a deal but it's 

incredibly significant.  

 

There are two things here. One, if the father spotted his son while he was 

a long way off, it means, number one, the father had to have been 

looking for him, watching, waiting. We don't know how long the son is 

gone; the story doesn't tell us. Maybe it was weeks, maybe it was 

months, maybe it was years, and we have no idea. But we do know that 

the father, however long it was, was watching, was waiting, was 

looking, "Maybe today will be the day my son comes back." And then 

when he sees him, in Jesus's story, he runs. Now in the ancient world, in 

Jesus's culture, for an older, dignified land-owning man, which this guy 

was, it would've been totally dishonorable to run.  

 

Why? Well to run, I mean you know, older men in that time would've 

had long robes and, you know, kind of similar to what you might see 

Father wearing at mass. And I don't know if you've ever seen your priest 

at Mass do a dead sprint. It's actually pretty hard to do, I think. But you'd 

kind of have to hike up the robes and pull 'em up and, you know, your 

kneecaps would be showing, maybe your beard would be flapping in the 

breeze, and he's, like, cruising through town, and I guarantee you 

everyone's, like, looking out their window, they're like, "What is that 

idiot doing"? Some guy is running through the village. Children run, 

little kids run around. Dignified men walk, but that guy's running. "What 

is up?"  
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So he's willing to bring that shame, that embarrassment on himself so 

that he can get to the gates of the city. And when the son throws himself 

down and says, "I'm not worthy to be called your son", the father picks 

him back up. He says, "No, no, no get off the ground." And in Jesus's 

version of the story, do you remember what the father does when he 

picks him up? He does three things.  

 

Number one, he embraces him, of course. And then he puts a ring on his 

finger, shoes on his feet, and he puts on his robe. Why did he put on his 

robe? Because it's the Middle East, it's the desert, and it's super cold. No, 

it's probably not because it's chilly, but he's trying to say something. 

Now I don't know where they live in town, but they probably had a long, 

very awkward walk home ahead of them. Because the thing about that 

society, the thing about that culture, is that the father was not the only 

one who had the legal right and really the responsibility in a lot of 

people's eyes to do that kezazah, rotted vegetable, cutting off, 

excommunication ceremony.  

 

Now I think the reason that the father runs in the story, now, I think the 

father's excited, he wants to see his son. I think there is that level to his 

running, but I don't think that's entirely why the father runs. I think the 

father in Jesus's story runs, not just out of excitement, but because he 

knows he has to get to his son first. Because he knows there's other 

people in town, there's other people in the village, maybe other family 

members, who want to get there first. And if they get there first, then 

they're going to dump the rotted vegetables, they're going to perform the 

excommunication, and they are going to shame his son and make him 

leave and never come back. And the father knows that he has to get there 

first, he has to cut through all of the false identities, the false words from 

these different people that are going to tell the son he is worthless. 

 

 So he runs and he gets there first. And as soon as he does, he picks the 

son up, he puts the robe on him, the shoes on his feet, and the ring on his 

finger, not because it's cold and he wants some bling, but to show 

everybody else in the village "This is my son and if you touch him, you 
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need to get through me first". That's what the robe represents, that's what 

the ring means. It means "He is mine, this is my child, and this is my 

son. He is not cut off, he is not cast out. And if you have a problem, you 

need to go through me." 

 

I love imagining what that walk through town must have been, -how 

many people, you know, were peering out their windows like, "Ugh, the 

son is back, that kid is back, that embarrassment, that ‘shamer’. What a 

pushover of a father. What a wuss, what a doormat to let himself be 

walked over that way".  

 

And we know, even at the end of the story, in Jesus's version, right, there 

is an older brother who's not too happy about this. And he says, "How 

can you accept him back? Don't you know he wasted everything? He 

squandered your wealth. Me! Me! I've been here the whole time, right? 

I've done everything you've asked for".  It's funny, in the story; the 

younger son wants to be taken back as a slave. But the older son already 

seems to see himself as slave, which is funny because neither of these 

two sons, it's really not a story about sons; it's really a story about the 

father.  

 

And it really shouldn't necessarily be called The Story of the Prodigal 

Son; it should be called The Story of the Merciful Father, because that's 

who the hero of the story is, that's who the story's about. And neither son 

understands that.  

 

Now why do I share that with you today? I think it's a neat story but 

when I think of the father in Jesus's story running, now I know that 

Jesus, or I assume, that the audience who was listening to Jesus had a 

very particular vision of what a father was supposed to be and 

presumably of who their God was, that he is, and not that it was right, 

not that the Bible taught it, not that everybody had it, but it was probably 

there, that, you know, God's waiting for us to mess up. He's ready to 

punish, He's ready to cast out. He's ready to shame.  
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For a long time, I'm kind of embarrassed to say this, but for a long time, 

I thought that's what the sacrament of confession was all about. And I 

didn't go to the sacrament of confession for a long time because I was 

convinced that it was just this way of shaming me into feeling so bad 

about myself I'd be too embarrassed to do those sins again 'cause I had to 

say it to somebody and the priest was probably going to be mean and 

maybe they were going to smack me over the head or make me feel 

terrible about myself.  

 

And what I didn't see in the sacrament of confession, which was the 

whole sacrament is God's way of reaching down into time and picking 

us back up, putting His robe on us and His ring on our finger, and 

saying, "No this is My beloved son, "this is My beloved daughter. "Don't 

mess with them." And I imagine in the story where the father runs to his 

son, I think he runs, again, because he needs to get there first. 

 

And imagine how many voices we have in our world. How many voices 

are there on social media or in your friend circles or people at work or 

other moms or whatever it is who have very specific ideas of who you 

are supposed to be, of what you're supposed to look like, of how you're 

supposed to dress, of how your kids are supposed to act, if you're a kid, 

how you're supposed to act, what you're supposed to present yourself as 

on social media, how you're supposed to have it all together, all of these 

things that the world is throwing at us constantly to try to tell you you're 

not good enough, you've failed, you don't look good enough, your kids 

aren't cool enough, you're not what you're supposed to be. You're 

worthless, you're cast out, and you’re not good enough.  

 

And what Jesus is telling us is that we have a Father who is running, 

He's throwing elbows desperately trying to get to us first before all those 

voices permeate us so that He can lift us up off the ground, so that He 

can embrace us, wrap us in His arms and in His robes and say, "No you 

are not who they say you are." "Let me remind you." There's a line from 

St. John Paul II, one of my favorite quotes from him after he became 

pope when he went back to his home country of Poland, which was 
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suffering under the weight originally of Nazism, but now by this time 

Communism, which was trying to lie to people about their true 

identities. And he stood on a stage in front of a massive crowd, mainly 

of young people, and he said, "You are not who they say you are”. Let 

me remind you of who you are."  

 

So often, brothers and sisters, it's so easy to forget who we are. And this 

Lent, may it be a time to slow down, to turn to God, to look up at our 

Father, to let Him pick us up, to let Him clothe us in His glory and be 

reminded who we are, to block out those voices, to block out all those 

rotten vegetables that are flying at us from all sorts of different places, 

from the media and TV and your neighbors and social media and co-

workers and classmates and whatever else, but to let God remind us of 

our true identity, to let God remind us, "No, you will never be my slave. 

You will never be cast out. You are my beloved son, you are my beloved 

daughter". "Never forget".  

 

Thanks everybody. 
 


