
Luke 15:1-3 and 11-32 
Now all the tax collectors and sinners were coming near to listen to him. 2 And the Pharisees 
and the scribes were grumbling and saying, "This fellow welcomes sinners and eats with them." 
3 So he told them this parable: 
 

Then Jesus said, "There was a man who had two sons. 12 The younger of them said to his 
father, 'Father, give me the share of the property that will belong to me.' So he divided his 
property between them. 13 A few days later the younger son gathered all he had and traveled 
to a distant country, and there he squandered his property in dissolute living. 14 When he had 
spent everything, a severe famine took place throughout that country, and he began to be in 
need. 15 So he went and hired himself out to one of the citizens of that country, who sent him 
to his fields to feed the pigs. 16 He would gladly have filled himself with the pods that the pigs 
were eating; and no one gave him anything. 17 But when he came to himself he said, 'How 
many of my father's hired hands have bread enough and to spare, but here I am dying of 
hunger! 18 I will get up and go to my father, and I will say to him, "Father, I have sinned against 
heaven and before you; 19 I am no longer worthy to be called your son; treat me like one of 
your hired hands."' 20 So he set off and went to his father. But while he was still far off, his 
father saw him and was filled with compassion; he ran and put his arms around him and kissed 
him. 21 Then the son said to him, 'Father, I have sinned against heaven and before you; I am no 
longer worthy to be called your son.' 22 But the father said to his slaves, 'Quickly, bring out a 
robe-- the best one-- and put it on him; put a ring on his finger and sandals on his feet. 23 And 
get the fatted calf and kill it, and let us eat and celebrate; 24 for this son of mine was dead and 
is alive again; he was lost and is found!' And they began to celebrate. 25 "Now his elder son was 
in the field; and when he came and approached the house, he heard music and dancing. 26 He 
called one of the slaves and asked what was going on. 27 He replied, 'Your brother has come, 
and your father has killed the fatted calf, because he has got him back safe and sound.' 28 Then 
he became angry and refused to go in. His father came out and began to plead with him. 29 But 
he answered his father, 'Listen! For all these years I have been working like a slave for you, and I 
have never disobeyed your command; yet you have never given me even a young goat so that I 
might celebrate with my friends. 30 But when this son of yours came back, who has devoured 
your property with prostitutes, you killed the fatted calf for him!' 31 Then the father said to 
him, 'Son, you are always with me, and all that is mine is yours. 32 But we had to celebrate and 
rejoice, because this brother of yours was dead and has come to life; he was lost and has been 
found.'" 

 
I think this might be my favorite of Jesus’ stories.  Here’s the context in the gospel of Luke:  the 

Pharisees are grumbling against Jesus, complaining about him keeping unsavory company; welcoming 

sinners, and eating with them.  He is failing to maintain the purity and dignity and holiness of the faith.  

Jesus responds with three parables, of which this is the third:  lost sheep, lost coin, lost son.   

 

Even if you aren’t a church person, this might be one story you know.  There was a man who had two 

sons.  The younger behaves scandalously, shamefully.  Demands his inheritance early, can’t wait until his 

Dad is dead, and to everyone’s astonishment his father gives it.  The kid goes off and blows his whole 



wad, and then, as we say in Alberta, encounters a downturn.  Gets a job working with pigs, another 

shame for a Jew, and is paid so little that he looks at the slop the pigs are eating with envy.  And then, 

the story says, he “comes to himself.”  He somehow realizes that he can go home, and even if he can’t 

be a son anymore, he knows that his father’s servants have a better life than the one he’s living now.  So 

home he goes, having failed massively, shamefully.   

 

This is real stuff, and big stuff, I think.  Kids who reject their parents, reject their values, their wisdom, 

their choices.  Or parents who reject their children, maybe for good reasons but maybe also just because 

they come out as gay, or trans, or because the kids don’t pursue the dreams their parents have for 

them.   You who are parents, you may know the agony of watching a son or a daughter squander their 

potential, and let their life slide into a pit.  Any of us might know what it is to crash and burn in life, and 

to be afraid of going home, afraid of an even deeper rejection.  This is real stuff.  So to own his failure, 

and to return broken and repentant to an uncertain reception, is huge for the younger son.   

 

We know what awaits him.  Not a lecture, not a cold shoulder, but an extravagant welcome.   A tearful 

father running, running to meet him.  The best robe, the best ring, the fatted calf.  The lost son gets the 

royal treatment, and a party of… well… biblical proportions, as all the neighbours are invited in to share 

the father’s joy.  “My son was lost, but now he is found.  He was dead, but now he is alive again.”   

 

 A lot of people stop reading there, as if the younger son was the only lost son.   

 

But there’s another.  The older son is out in the fields working.  He hears this raucous party, and asks 

what is going on.  And when he finds out, he is angry, and refuses to go in.  So Dad comes out, looking 

for his other lost son, seeming once again immune to behaviour that shames him as a father.   

 

This is the part that gets me every time.  The older son says this:  'Listen! For all these years I have been 

working like a slave for you, and I have never disobeyed your command; yet you have never given me 

even a young goat so that I might celebrate with my friends. 30 But when this son of yours came back, 

who has devoured your property with prostitutes, you killed the fatted calf for him!'  Think for a minute: 

what are the emotions you hear in this?   Resentment, for sure.  The older brother has chosen to be 

loyal and dutiful to his father – a good thing to do!  But he expresses this as if he resents his own choice 

– I’ve worked like a slave for you. He lives in the midst of goodness and the reward of his choices, and he 

seems to enjoy none of it.  I think there’s also envy here, of his brother, almost as if he’s saying, “If I’d 

have known I could get away with that kind of behaviour, I’d have done it a long time ago too!”   

 

The older son is probably a bit hard on his younger brother, but also probably not by much.  Actually, 

most of what he says has some merit.  One of the reasons this story gets me every time is that I think I 

understand the older brother perfectly.  He’s really not out of line, in fact, just the opposite.  He’s the 

image of righteousness and correct life choices.  But there he is, full of resentment, envy, and anger.  

There is a party going on, and he will not join it.  I love the quote on the sign outside, from St. 

Augustine, but it stings a bit, too: “resentment is like drinking poison and waiting for the other person to 

die.”  I know exactly what that feels like.  I know exactly what that older brother might be feeling. 

 

 



Who is he serving?   And who is he punishing?   

 

The father’s response is also brilliant.  “My son, you are always with me, and all that is mine is yours.”  

Again, the father affirms that the older son has been faithful, and has reaped the reward.  All the 

remaining inheritance is now his.  He is blessed, and loved.  There is no scarcity of love in this father, 

there is plenty and more for both the elder and the younger son.  “But we had to celebrate and rejoice,” 

he says.  This party is not your brother’s.  It is mine, it is ours, because this brother of yours was lost, yes 

– but now he is found.   

 

And the story ends, brilliantly again, with the elder son on the point of decision.  Will he join the party?  

Or not?  Will he choose envy and anger and resentment, and keep the family divided?  Will he choose 

his own misery?  And it is astonishing to me how often, in this paradise world, we choose our own 

misery.  Or will he come out of himself, and join his father’s party, and celebrate a restoration not his 

own?  Or maybe it is his.  Maybe in this party he can be found, too. 

 

And for the Pharisees, and for all of us who identify with the older brother:  there are people coming to 

Jesus who don’t fit our mold, who are changing the landscape, threatening to take our sacred cows and 

turn them into gourmet burgers.  Will we nurture our resentment?  Or will we join God’s party?   

 

There are two lost sons in this story.  One who repented of his sin, and one who, we hope, repents of his 

righteousness.   

 

Our practice this week, is maybe an odd one.  It is “retiring our loyal soldier.”  The name comes from a 

story from World War 2.  Apparently there were Japanese soldiers on remote Pacific Islands who were 

so remote that they never heard the war was over.  They remained faithfully at their posts, until found.  

So the story goes, a ritual was created for them, by which they were thanked for their faithful service, 

told formally that the war was over, and that they were now decommissioned to return to civilian life.   

 

A few insightful spiritual teachers, Richard Rohr among them, have noticed that many, perhaps most or 

all of us, have such loyal soldiers in our spirits and psyches.  In childhood, mostly, we develop mental 

habits, coping mechanisms, things we do that keep us safe.  If we are mocked for crying we learn to 

repress our tears, hide or stuff our sorrow and hurt.  If we’re socially awkward we maybe learn to avoid 

the dances, avoid new relationships, for fear of rejection.  A loyal soldier forms in us, whose job it is to 

keep us safe.  The loyal soldier tells us who we are, where our limits are, what we need to do to keep 

safe.  This soldier is protective of us – but this soldier is also uncompromising, judgmental, and relatively 

unchanging.   

 

The trick is, most of us left childhood behind a long time ago.  But like the Japanese soldiers, we may not 

have been able to communicate that to our loyal soldier!  So there is something inside of us who is still 

treating us like a kid, still trying to keep us “safe” long after the need for that kind of safety has passed.  

Are you with me?  The habits that keep us safe as kids become the habits that hold us back as adults. 

 



I think the older brother in Jesus’ parable has a loyal soldier inside, who is so dutiful that he won’t let 

him free, won’t let him love, won’t let him forgive, won’t let him dance, won’t even let him enjoy his 

own good choices.   

 

Maybe you’ve got a loyal soldier inside you that is still on duty.  I think I do.  Maybe it’s time to 

decommission that loyal soldier – time to say thanks for your service, but I’m grown up now.  Time to 

return to civilian life!   You can advise me if you will, but the time for you to control me is past.   

 

Is it possible that we might need to repent of some of our righteousness, as well as our sin?  I think so.  

Because we live in a province of incredible abundance, even in this downturn.  Here in this place we 

celebrate a love and a grace that is not even a tiny bit scarce, but is abundant and overflowing for all of 

us.  But in the midst of this blessing and abundance, our resentments are killing us.   

 

Whom do we serve here?  And could it be possible that there is a better, freer, more joyful way to do it? 


