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The tragedy of our time is the persistent secularization of human
life, that is, the increasing degree to which we have separated
ourselves from the spiritual realm, deepening our isolation from
the God who created us and gives our lives meaning. Despite
our advances in education, science, medicine, and technology,
the lostness that began in the garden of Eden continues today.
So the task of the Scriptures is to point the soul back to its true
home. But how can we ever get there? English novelist G. K.
Chesterton observed that there are two ways of getting home:
one is to stay there, and the other is to walk around the whole
world until you come back.1 The parable of the prodigal son is
a walk around the world, narrated by Christ himself. 

Jesus employed two literary devices to make his instruction
memorable and effective: paradox and parable. A paradox is an

INTRODUCTION



apparent contradiction that reveals truth by juxtaposing con-
tradictory concepts. Truth is so powerful and comprehensive
that it often comes in pairs, even opposites. The world is held
together by such tensions—hot and cold, up and down, east
and west. In paradox, truth is not found at the midpoint
between these poles. Instead, truth resides in a higher insight
that is both born from and transcends the seeming contradic-
tion. “It is better to give than to receive” is a paradox (see Acts
20:35). “The last will be first, and the first will be last” is
another, as is, “The greatest among you will be your servant”
(Matt. 20:16; 23:11). At first it seems that a paradox cannot
possibly be true. How could there be a blessing in giving away
money? How could a servant be greater than a master? Yet the
more we ponder these concepts, the more obvious they
become. Life is riddled with paradoxes. That’s why Jesus
employed the technique so often. A paradox sears eternal truth
into the mind.

Jesus’ other favorite method for revealing deep truth was the
parable. Whereas a paradox reveals truth through contrast, a
parable casts similar things side by side so that truth is seen in
their commonality. “The kingdom of heaven is like a mustard
seed” begins a brief parable that compares the explosive
advance of the kingdom to that of the mustard plant (Matt.
13:31). Both grow large from small beginnings. The story of the
lost coin is another parable, comparing a woman’s joy at finding
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a single lost coin to God’s joy over finding one lost soul. A parable
shows truth by comparison.

Some of Jesus’ parables are longer stories. These tales serve
as a mirror in which we glimpse our own reflection. When we see
ourselves in the characters of the story, we gain insight into the
state of our souls. The parable of the Pharisee and the tax collector
works this way (see Luke 18:9–14). In it, Jesus places the self-
righteous entitlement of a devoutly religious man alongside the
humble confession of an acknowledged sinner. We are convicted
as we recognize aspects of ourselves in either character. 

The story of the prodigal son is arguably Jesus’ greatest and
best-known parable. This is Jesus’ masterpiece, his signature
story, likely told countless times by the Master himself and
certainly repeated by his followers through the centuries. Com-
mentators strain the limits of language to express their praise
for this masterful tale, which “so fills all time that every man is
the prodigal, and everywhere is the far country.”2 This story
defines Jesus’ teaching more than any other. It is a tale of life,
of dreams, of love. It is a drama of parents and children; of ambi-
tion, failure, and loss; of jealousy and accusation. Ultimately,
it is the story of rebirth and reconciliation. It is both the most
human of stories and the most divine, for it reveals a funda-
mental truth about the human condition and an even deeper
reality about the nature of God. After Jesus’ own life story, this
is the second-greatest story ever told. 
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As we journey through this parable, imagine yourself as a
character in the drama. We will meet three principal characters—
a father and his two sons. Consider which one is most like you.
What makes you two alike? How would you respond at each
turn of the plot? Place yourself in the story and see how clear
and convicting the truth becomes. 

And though this is a parable, teaching by comparison, be alert
for the paradoxes hidden within it. You will see contrasts between
dreams and reality, sin and grace, love and justice, pride and
humility. This story will challenge your assumptions about the
nature of righteousness and holiness. 

And so we begin our walk around the world. Nothing is
missing from this journey—boredom, arrogance, the misuse of
freedom, wasteful wandering, disillusionment, failure, grief—
every experience of contemporary life is written here. Yet,
remarkably, it will lead us back to our point of origin, the house
of our heavenly Father. May this be for you the beginning of a
journey to find your heart’s true home.

NOTES
1. G. K. Chesterton, The Everlasting Man (Seaside, OR: Rough Draft

Printing, 2013), 7.
2. Walter Russel Bowie, John Knox, George Arthur Buttrick, and Paul

Scherer, “The Gospel According to St. Luke,” The Interpreter’s Bible, vol. 8,
ed. George Buttrick (New York: Abingdon-Cokesbury Press, 1952), 272.
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There was a man who had two sons. The younger one said
to his father, “Father, give me my share of the estate.” So he
divided his property between them.

Not long after that, the younger son got together all he had,
set off for a distant country and there squandered his wealth in
wild living. After he had spent everything, there was a severe
famine in that whole country, and he began to be in need. So
he went and hired himself out to a citizen of that country, who
sent him to his fields to feed pigs. He longed to fill his stomach
with the pods that the pigs were eating, but no one gave him
anything.

When he came to his senses, he said, “How many of my
father’s hired servants have food to spare, and here I am starving
to death! I will set out and go back to my father and say to him:

THE PARABLE OF 
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Father, I have sinned against heaven and against you. I am no
longer worthy to be called your son; make me like one of your
hired servants.” So he got up and went to his father.

But while he was still a long way off, his father saw him and
was filled with compassion for him; he ran to his son, threw his
arms around him and kissed him.

The son said to him, “Father, I have sinned against heaven
and against you. I am no longer worthy to be called your son.”

But the father said to his servants, “Quick! Bring the best
robe and put it on him. Put a ring on his finger and sandals on
his feet. Bring the fattened calf and kill it. Let’s have a feast
and celebrate. For this son of mine was dead and is alive again;
he was lost and is found.” So they began to celebrate.

Meanwhile, the older son was in the field. When he came
near the house, he heard music and dancing. So he called one
of the servants and asked him what was going on. “Your brother
has come,” he replied, “and your father has killed the fattened
calf because he has him back safe and sound.”

The older brother became angry and refused to go in. So his
father went out and pleaded with him. But he answered his
father, “Look! All these years I’ve been slaving for you and
never disobeyed your orders. Yet you never gave me even a
young goat so I could celebrate with my friends. But when this
son of yours who has squandered your property with prostitutes
comes home, you kill the fattened calf for him!”
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“My son,” the father said, “you are always with me, and
everything I have is yours. But we had to celebrate and be glad,
because this brother of yours was dead and is alive again; he
was lost and is found.”
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This is the story of a family. And all stories about family are
stories of relationships, dreams, love, resentment, rejection,
and, ultimately, reconciliation. It is a story about leaving home
and about finding home again. This is also a story about God.
A man had two sons. And there is a Father who has many children,
all of them needing to find their way back home. 

A boy left home one day because he wanted something he
could not find there, so he thought, only to return to that very
home sometime later to find exactly what he’d been seeking.
How many people in how many ways leave home—break
fidelity, wander from the faith, or abandon a relationship—in
search of a dream, only to find that dream fulfilled in the very
place from which they had run? This sad truth is played out on
a grand scale in our society. Restlessness leads us away from

RELATIONSHIP
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There was a man who had two sons . . .
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the Father, and we become wanderers with only the barest
memory of home. 

The turmoil of a half-remembered past, one to which we
long to return, was experienced in a most dramatic way by Kim
and Krickitt Carpenter. Ten weeks after their wedding a serious
automobile accident left Krickitt with no memory of her hus-
band or their new marriage. Severe brain trauma had erased
eighteen months’ worth of memory, including her courtship and
marriage to Kim. He remained deeply in love with his wife, a
woman who now wanted nothing to do with him. Krickitt spent
months in a coma and even longer in arduous physical therapy.
Her recovery was tedious and slow. Her personality changed.
At times she told her husband that she hated him. “At a low
point in my life, I didn’t think this marriage was going to work.
I didn’t have the faith that we were going to make it,” Kim said.
“At the same time, I wasn’t going to leave her in the state she
was in; I was vowing to stay with her.”1

Steadfast love is the most powerful force in the universe. This
is a love powerful enough to draw the Prodigal Son back to the
home he knew must be waiting. It is the love of the heavenly
Father for all of his wandering children. 

Three years after the fateful collision that robbed Krickitt
Carpenter of her memory, she renewed the wedding vow she
had made to the husband who never left her side, drawn home
by the power of steadfast love. She had found the husband
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she’d always hope for. He was the one who had been there all
along. 

In a sense, this story is being played out all over the world.
People are leaving the Father’s house as if stricken with amnesia.
They search for love, for happiness, for meaning, only to find
themselves running back to the arms of the God whose love for
them has never wavered. Buried deep in our collective con-
science is the memory of a Father, the safety of his house, the
joy of a relationship with him. We are certain this must exist,
as if we have experienced it before. 

This leads to the obvious question, what do we want? It is
difficult to know. Often we don’t know what we want or why
we want it. Sometimes we think we know only to discover that
we have misinterpreted our deepest longings and sought fulfill-
ment through impossible means. The reason there is so much dis-
appointment, unhappiness, and frustration in the world is that we
want something bigger and better than what we have, yet we
don’t know what it is. We have a feeling, sometimes unexpressed
or even unrealized, that we are made for more. 

Christ looked at this world and saw prodigal children,
estranged from the Father, conducting experiments in happiness,
seeking life in impossible places by impossible means. He saw
people groping, reaching upward for something; they knew not
what. We have believed, like the Prodigal Son, that meaning may
be found in having, in doing, in consuming. We judge ourselves
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by the course of our careers, the value of our possessions, or the
exhilaration produced by our adventures. We use things to fill
the void created by the loss of a person, a relationship, a Father.
And what was Jesus’ response to a prodigal generation? He said,
“The thief comes only to steal and kill and destroy; I have come
that they may have life, and have it to the full” (John 10:10).

Against this background we take a fresh look at the Prodigal
Son. Unfortunately, we cannot be spectators now. We must see
the Prodigal as Jesus meant us to see him, as the clear reflection
of life everywhere, in every age, in every person—in you and
in me. Here is a child estranged from the father who has given
him life, a child seeking to find that life again. Can any person
step aside and declare that he or she has nothing in common
with the Prodigal? There is a great, restless hunger in every
heart to return to a place we have never been but know must
exist. We are trying to make our way home. 
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TO PONDER
What is the most important relationship in your life? In what

ways does that relationship fulfill you? 
How do you conceive of your relationship to God? As a

child to a parent? A criminal to a judge? A student to a subject?
Something else?

What are you seeking in life? Where and how do you seek
it? Has the goal of your life changed over time? If so, how?

How have you cultivated your most significant relationships?
In what ways do you already cultivate a relationship with God?
In what new ways might you do so?

NOTE
1. Kathy L. Gilbert, “The Vow: A Real Love Story of Faith,” United

Methodist News, accessed July 21, 2016, http://www.umc.org/news-and-
media/the-vow-a-real-love-story-of-faith.
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