L E N T 4, Mar. 31, 2019, Year C
• In our first reading, God’s people have crossed through the Jordan river
with dry feet, and at last have arrived in the Promised Land.1 The LORD then
says this to Joshua: ”Today I have rolled away from you the disgrace of
Egypt.” Recalling their Exodus, and a similar dry-foot deliverance through
the Red Sea, the people once again celebrate Passover. Here, the manna
from heaven has ceased, and for the first time the people have eaten the
produce of the land. Having previously been taken to a foreign land, they
have returned. They have returned to what had been their ancestors’
promised ‘home,’ and they celebrate their arrival with a feast. So let’s mark
this important theme ~ how we are part of an ancient community that
celebrates our arrival and returning home with a feast.
• From the time of Joshua’s arrival onwards, the question of whether Israel
was faithful to God’s covenants and promises, or not, was a hinge-point. It
became the hinge-point for whether they would live and prosper in that
same land. We know from the books of Samuel and Kings, and from the
Prophets, how tenuous this privilege became. In about 721 BC, the northern
kingdom fell to the Assyrians, and in about 587 BC, the southern kingdom
fell to the Babylonians. In both disasters, people were carried away to exile
in far off lands. When remnants came back, some who had stayed looked at
the returnees with contempt. Ironically, with the same contempt with which
the grumbling brother looks at his younger sibling, in Jesus’ later parable.
• Luke tells us that “all the tax collectors and sinners were coming near to
listen to Jesus. And the Pharisees and the scribes were grumbling, and
saying, ‘This fellow welcomes sinners and eats with them’.” They display a
self-regarding contempt for people whom Jesus has welcomed. So, he tells
them a parable, a parable clearly directed at them. For the Pharisees and
scribes treat tax collectors and ‘sinners’ as if such folks have squandered
their inheritance. The grumbling Pharisees could have complained to God
using the same words as the older brother does in Jesus’ parable. They
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could have said, ‘all these years we have been working like slaves for you,
and we have never disobeyed your commands…’ And in reply, the LORD
could have said to them: ‘But, my children, you are always with me, and all
that is mine is yours. We need to celebrate and rejoice, because your taxcollecting and sinning bothers and sisters were dead, and now have come
to life; they were lost, and now they have been found!’ For, as we hear our
Psalm today say, “happy are they whose transgressions are forgiven, and
whose sin is put away!”
• To paraphrase some of Jesus’ words at the Last Supper, ‘we dwell here in
our Father’s house, and we find a house with many rooms.’2 We forget what
a privilege it is live here. Sometimes, we think we’ve earned our place. And
so, we overlook how we are inheritors rather than owners. Because ‘the
firstborn of the dead’ has shared his own inheritance with us, as a pure gift.
• This morning, I have given you an unusual set of images from James Tissot.
They represent his transition from a French and English society painter, to a
visual communicator of the Gospel.3 They are three of his four paintings of
The Prodigal Son in Modern Life. How beautifully he evokes the son’s
presumptuous ascendancy over his father’s legacy. Then, the son’s foolhardy
journey into adventures of his own making. And, third, his return home to
his father’s good favor. One key to discerning these three paintings is to
notice the older brother in the first painting where he is sitting by his wife.
He is musing at distant possibilities for himself, just as his more impetuous
brother is beginning to act upon a similarly fanciful vision. In the third
image, we observe the older brother’s stoic and prideful reluctance to
embrace his sibling, as he stands by his wife.
• As Tissot show us, wise readers notice in Luke’s story that we hear about two
lost sons, not just the one who went to a far-off land. The older brother
couldn't see how he lived a gifted life, having entered into an abundant
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legacy that would be his. This may be true for us. So, we must be careful
how we refer to this un-named parable. To say it’s about the prodigal son
overlooks how it’s also about the presumptuous older brother, as well as
about the ever-loving father.
• When we focus on the younger son in Jesus’ parable, we are sensitive to
how it may help our souls. This may check our wandering away from God
and from God’s ways. For we find in this story an account of what it’s like to
come to our senses, in circumstances that could kill us spiritually and
physically. It speaks about what it means to ‘return home.’ But as dramatic as
experiences like this can be, they stand out because they are occasional or
singular. Seeing this parable as also about the grumbling older brother
helps us notice how significant it is for the rest of our lives. This is not just a
Gospel about looking back to what was, and has been. This is a Gospel
about living forward, toward the future God is even now preparing for us.
• This is the feast! We gather for the same feast about which hear in our
Gospel today. This Eucharist, like every Eucharist, is our celebration of the
return of lost ones, both ourselves and others. Henri Nouwen’s great insight
about this Gospel passage, and Rembrandt’s painting of it, is this: having
once been the younger brother who has experienced the grace of returning
home, we are all called to become the father in the story! In other words, we
are called to become people who receive others, embracing those who
return after we do. Let us eat and celebrate; for like us, our later-returning
brothers and sisters were dead and are alive again; like us, they were lost,
and now are found!
• Though the world around us may not really seem to have changed, from
now on, we try to regard no one from a merely human point of view. For if
anyone is in Christ, says Paul, “there is a new creation: everything old has
passed away; see, everything has become new!” It’s not just we, ourselves,

© Stephen Holmgren 2019 / Sermon for Lent 4 C 19, Mar. 31, 2019

!3

L E N T 4, Mar. 31, 2019, Year C
who are the new creation. We live as part of a new creation, a new creation
transcending us, in which we discover new life, new community and new
hope. “God, who reconciled us to himself through Christ,… has given us the
ministry of reconciliation… So we are ambassadors for Christ, since God is
making his appeal through us.” Over time, both the prodigal as well as the
grumbling brother are called to become the new creation. Together, they
are called to run out to greet others, and welcome them in to the
celebratory feast.
• It’s easy to hear our Gospel story in two, true but incomplete, ways. It is a
parable about how we are like the younger son, and our need whenever we
fall into sin, to repent and return to the Lord. It is also about how we need,
like the older brother, to practice the virtues of hope and joy, lest we take
our life in God’s household for granted. Yet, most of all, it’s a parable about
our calling to become like the father, to share with others the blessed
inheritance God has shared with us. Today we celebrate our loving Father’s
feast of hospitality. This is the feast that helps us become more like him.
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Luke 15:1-3, 11b-32

All the tax collectors and sinners were coming near to listen to Jesus. And the Pharisees and
the scribes were grumbling and saying, "This fellow welcomes sinners and eats with them."
So Jesus told them this parable:
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"There was a man who had two sons. 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. 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. When he had spent everything, a
severe famine took place throughout that country, and he began to be in need. 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. He would gladly have filled himself with the pods that the pigs were eating; and no
one gave him anything. 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! I will get up
and go to my father, and I will say to him, "Father, I have sinned against heaven and before
you; I am no longer worthy to be called your son; treat me like one of your hired hands."' 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. 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.' 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. And get the fatted
calf and kill it, and let us eat and celebrate; for this son of mine was dead and is alive again;
he was lost and is found!' And they began to celebrate.
"Now his elder son was in the field; and when he came and approached the house, he heard
music and dancing. He called one of the slaves and asked what was going on. He replied,
'Your brother has come, and your father has killed the fatted calf, because he has got him
back safe and sound.' Then he became angry and refused to go in. His father came out and
began to plead with him. 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. But when this
son of yours came back, who has devoured your property with prostitutes, you killed the
fatted calf for him!' Then the father said to him, 'Son, you are always with me, and all that is
mine is yours. 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.'"

Notes:
1

See Joshua 5:9-12.

2

See the 14th chapter of John’s Gospel.

These images are notable in that they reflect his re-conversion, and yet not his departure from
producing images reflecting his contemporary cultural circumstances rather than his later studied and
imagined biblical scenes.
3
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