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“God’s prodigality”

Professor Fred Craddock tells the following story: I’ve told some of my friends

what a shocking thing it was to discover that I had not really heard the story of

the prodigal son when I preached those sermons about his coming from the far

country, about them bringing the ring and the robe and killing the fatted calf.

Then  they  bring  the  musicians,  and  there’s  a  party,  and  there’s  music  and

dancing,  and  all  of  that.  I  preached  that  sermon  as  though  this  was  the

wonderful, natural, easy, right thing to do.

   I had never thought about that party until a family up the street divorced and

left three or four youngsters, girls, one of them attractive, prematurely mature,

and about fourteen years old. She was truant at school, into marijuana, always in

trouble, always up before the judge, chasing around and hanging on the tail end

of every motorcycle that went roaring through the neighbourhood. She finally

was so truant and so involved in misdemeanours that the judge said, “You’re

going to  the  reform school  in  southern  Oklahoma.”  She was  sent  away to  a

detention home for girls. About the fourth or fifth month that she was there, she

gave birth to the child she was carrying. She was fifteen at the time.

   Word came to the neighbourhood some months afterward that she was coming

home. “Will she have that baby with her?” “Is she really coming home, back to

our  neighbourhood?”  The  day  we  heard  she  was  to  come,  all  of  us  in  the

neighbourhood had to mow our grass. We were out in our yards, mowing our

grass,  and watching the  house.  She  didn’t  show,  nobody came,  and we kept

watching the house and mowing the grass. I was down to about a blade at a time,

you  know,  watching  the  house,  when  a  car  pulled  in  the  driveway—and out

steps... “It’s Cathy. She has the baby. She brought home the baby.” People in the

house ran out and grabbed her and took turns holding the baby, and they were

all laughing and joking, then they went in. Another car pulled in, then another

car pulled in, and another car pulled in. They started parking in the street. You
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couldn’t have gotten a Christian car down the street, just cars on either side, and

they’re all gathering there, you know. Suddenly I got disturbed and anxious and

went in my house. It suddenly struck me, what if one of them saw me down in the

yard and said, “Hey Fred, she’s home and she has the baby. We’re giving a party,

and we’d like for you and Nettie to come.” 

   “Well, I’ve got a lot of papers to grade and all.” Would I have gone? If you lived

next door to the prodigal son’s father’s house, would you have gone over to the

party? It’s easier to preach on that than to go to the party.1

   It’s easier to preach on that than to go to the party—how true! Especially if

you’re an elder son or daughter, I think, and have obeyed the commandment to

honour your father and mother, and if, most of the time you can be counted on, if

you are hard-working and responsible, like the elder son in the gospel parable. 

   I don’t know, perhaps we all struggle with God’s prodigality. According to my

dictionary, prodigal is defined as: “given to reckless spending, wasteful, lavishly

generous.”  My  dictionary  defines  prodigality  as:  “extravagance,  very  great

generosity, abundance.” 

   At times, God’s grace seems like reckless spending, wasteful,  and lavishly

generous. The extravagance, the very great generosity, the abundance of God’s

grace can seem like it is pointless—don’t we use it all up? Don’t we, in our sinful,

rebellious  state  keep  ignoring  God,  turning  away  from  God,  and  taking  our

LORD’s  grace  for  granted?  Although  this  gospel  parable  is  one  of  the  most

powerful messages of God’s grace, love and forgiveness; I wonder, are we still a

little  sceptical  about  that  dissolute  living  younger  son?  Maybe  we  still  have

questions about him, like: What happened after the welcome home party? Was

his repentance really genuine or was it a show? Then too, there are questions

about the elder brother. Did he go into the party after his father talked to him?

Did he too welcome and forgive his younger brother, like his father? We simply

don’t  have the  answers to  these questions,  since  the  parable  is  left,  I  think,

intentionally open-ended. 

1 Fred B. Craddock, Craddock Stories (St. Louis, MO: Chalice Press, 2001), pp. 35-36. 
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   However, in the Greek, one thing that comes across quite clearly is the word

the father chooses in addressing his elder son. The Greek has two words, huios,

which means son, and teknon, which means beloved son. In other words, the

father loves both sons equally as much, they are both beloved sons—the dissolute

living son, guilty of debauchery and corruption, of excessive self-indulgence in

sensual pleasures; and the eldest son, who has trouble forgiving and accepting

his  younger  brother,  and  the  extremely  gracious  and  merciful,  loving  and

forgiving actions of his father. 

   It is interesting that the audience of this parable is similar to the characters in

the  parable:  tax  collectors  and  sinners,  and  Pharisees  and  scribes.  Like  the

responses of the characters in the parable, tax collectors and sinners are likely

most grateful to receive the forgiveness, love and acceptance of Jesus; while the

Pharisees and scribes grumble about Jesus associating with such “riff-raff.”

   In a sense, we are all prodigals, we are all “riff-raff,” and we are all beloved

sons and beloved daughters, thanks to God’s prodigality. Such it is,  and ever

shall be! For that, thanks be to God! 

   The question I leave you with is this: Will you, like Professor Craddock, try to

escape into your house before your prodigal neighbours invite you to their party,

or will  you accept the invitation and go to the party—even if,  or  shall  I  say,

especially if it is Lent?     
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