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Embracing Love 
Joshua 5:9-12 

Luke 15:1-3, 11B-32 
  

                The opening lines of Luke 15 introduces this morning's Gospel, the Parable of the 
Prodigal Son:  "And the Pharisees and the scribes were grumbling and saying, "This fellow 
welcomes sinners and eats with them."  Well, the Pharisees and scribes are still grumbling 
Twenty-One Centuries later!  People will always manage to find fault, will always manage to 
point fingers, even when someone's motives are pure.  

                But before we get to our Gospel lesson, let us look at one of our other readings for the 
day.  Our lesson from Joshua can help put the story in the proper context.  The Hebrews had 
accused God of leading them into the wilderness only to let them die of hunger.  But god's 
reaction to the “murmuring and complaining” by the children of Israel is not punishment but 
blessing.  And so God says to Joshua, "Today I have rolled away from you the disgrace of 
Egypt."  In that spirit, then, God sends manna to feed the Israelites until they are able to eat the 
produce of the land. 

                The Hebrew children had literally been biting the hand that fed them.  So too the 
prodigal figuratively bites the hand of his father, the stand-in for God.  And yet the father's 
response is one of extravagant generosity, an embracing love.  The father's attitude toward 
both the prodigal and his elder son reflects God's spirit to the people encamped with Joshua:  
"'all that is mine is yours.'" 

                But let us first get into this parable, which Jesus tells to the Pharisees so they will quit 
moaning and settle down.  The parable begins with the famous words, "There was a man who 
had two sons."   As we know the story so well, the two sons are wildly different--the younger 
one is a prodigal--self-absorbed and carefree while the older brother is responsible but 
unforgiving and resentful. 

                The differences between the two sons are clear cut.  Immediately the younger son 
chooses to sever his ties to the family.  Straightaway he announces to his parent, "'father, give 
me the share of the property that will belong to me.'" 

                If you remember my preaching on this text before, you may recall my saying that this 
request was absolutely outside the tradition of the culture.  It was simply not done for a child to 
ask for an inheritance early.  Such a premature and blatant request would signify that the father 
was already dead to the son.  In that society, such outrageousness would have been the 
ultimate insult. 



                And yet, remarkably, Jesus makes no mention of this.  He only says that the father 
"Divided his property between them."  And that sets the stage for everything that is to follow:  
the young man leaving home, finding himself in a far country, broke and hungry.  The only thing 
the prodigal can find to do is to feed pigs--a terrible disgrace for a Jewish boy.  And then as we 
know, he resolves to go back home, hat and hand, and beg his father's forgiveness.  This he 
does, and the young man is welcomed home by his father with open arms.  The old man throws 
a feast in his honor.      Meanwhile, the older brother, outside in the field, wonders what is 
going on when he hears the music and dancing.  When he learns his kid brother has returned, 
the older brother who has stayed at home and done the work that he was supposed to do, is 
angry.  He refuses to go into the party and confronts his father.  "Why are you celebrating this 
son who squandered your living with prostitutes?  Never once, dad, did you celebrate me--even 
with a young goat--and yet you give him the fatted calf!"  But the father, in effect, says I 
celebrate you every day, son, because "You are always with me."  The father reminds the older 
son that this is a day of rejoicing, because the son and brother that was dead to them, has come 
back to life. 

                And that's where the story of the prodigal son meets me.  I am the quintessential elder 
brother--dutiful, caring, hard working--but there is also something of the prodigal in me as 
well.  I always felt at home in my father's house, but there was a difference--I was always in the 
back of the closet inside that house. 

                For LGBTQ people, there is a loneliness about not being able to share with those who 
love you and know you best that is painful beyond description.  And while the qualities that I 
possess as a person had always been cherished and admired by my family, I was terrified that if 
they knew the truth of who I really was--a gay man--they would never love me. 

                For homosexuals, that is the source of endless conversation and hurt and speculation 
and sometimes joy:  what about telling mom and dad?  That is the elephant in every lesbian and 
gay living room.  Finally when I was in my late forties, I could no longer put off or dismiss the 
issue.  My spouse knew about my orientation.  My parents had every right to know. 

                And while I knew that intellectually, still the very thought of telling my mother and 
father that I was gay made me sick to my stomach.  I was, after all, their first born child, their 
eldest son named for St. Mark.  I was their pastor, the offspring who was and is in so many ways 
a combination of the two of them.  How in the world would they react?  While my dad had 
been a pastor and therapist for fifty years, and my mother had done her share of teaching and 
marriage counseling, and had raised the three of us children in a loving home, I just did not 
know how they would feel.  I had the idea that the news would come as a crushing 
disappointment. 

                What actually happened when I finally got the words out was something that I never 
would have predicted.  Their reaction so shocked me that I still marvel at them and my own 
blind side.  When I told them I was gay, my mother and father said together, "We know this!"  
Nothing could have floored me any more than those words.  I was incredulous.  "You know 
this?" "Yes," they said, "we've always known this about you."  "Then why didn't you say 



anything to me?"  "Because it's a personal matter," they said.  "We thought if it ever became a 
problem for you, you would tell us. Mark, it doesn't change a thing.  You're still our son.  We 
still love you unconditionally." 

                With those sweet words, for the first time in my life, I felt somehow that I had been 
invited to leave that dark closet and come inside the lighted parlor.  In that moment, the 
disgrace of my life was rolled away.  Suddenly I had been given an engraved invitation to a party 
in my honor. 

                Several years ago I read a book of essays written by 32 writers who were asked to put 
together pieces about their favorite passages of scripture.  Tobias Wolff has written about the 
prodigal son, which he calls “long road home.”  I once heard Mr. Wolff give a public lecture over 
twenty years ago, just after he had published This Boy's Life.  Today Mr. Wolff is a much-
honored professor and author, but in the piece about the prodigal, he had not traveled far from 
the theme of boyhood that first made him famous. 

               In his essay, Tobias Wolff reminisces about when his mother used to leave him on 
weekends with a farmer and his family when she worked at the local dairy queen.  While the 
farm family looked askance at Tobias' citified ways, one of his favorite pastimes was going with 
them to revivals in the area.  Despite sitting under the hot canvas tents on the world's hardest 
folding chairs, the young boy was still enraptured by what went on around him:  “I loved the 
music, often led by beautiful twin sisters standing before big radio microphones,” Tobias Wolff 
remembers.  But what he loved best was the preaching:  “No dry bromides droned from a 
pulpit, this was theater.  The preacher paced the stage, brandishing his big black Bible” (Tobias 
Wolff, “Long Road Home:  Thoughts on the Prodigal Son,” The Good Book, Ed. Andrew Blauner). 

                It was the story of the prodigal son, writes Mr. Wolff, that disturbed his childhood 
sense of fairness.  His sympathies lay totally with the older brother.  But now as an adult, the 
writer says his attitude has changed:  “What is wonderful to me now in the parable of the 
prodigal son is not just the father's forgiveness of his son, but his eagerness to have him home 
again...” 

                What has validated the parable for Tobias Wolff is the fact that now he is a father:  
“When my children are away I pine for them, and my greatest joy is having them with me again, 
back under my roof.”  I know what that feels like, and I suspect most dads feel that way.  And 
then in heart-felt words that remind me of those amazing words spoken by my own parents 
when I revealed my total self to them, Wolff says this about his children: 

Nothing they can do, nothing will ever lessen the love I have for them.  Even in their absence my 
love abides.  And if I, weak and fickle as I am, can be so constant in this thing, how can I doubt 
the abiding love, of the Father who yearns for me?  We are all a little lost, are we not?  Trying 
this way and that, to find our way home.  The way is eased, at least for me, by this assurance—
that I will be welcomed with a kiss (Wolff). 



                In a sermon she preached on the prodigal son called, "There's a party goin' on 'round 
here," Sarah Jackson Shelton talks about being at a college graduation party for her niece.  The 
song that got everybody up and dancing was "Celebration" by Kool & the Gang: 

There's a party goin' on 'round here.  A celebration to last throughout the year.  So grab a good 
time and some laughter too.  We goin' to celebrate this party WITH YOU.  C'MON 
ON…CELEBRATION!  WE'RE GOIN' TO CELEBRATE AND HAVE A GOOD TIME (Rev. Sarah Jackson 
Shelton, CBF, "There's a Party Goin' On 'Round Here"). 

That's the way I felt as I spoke with my mother and father.  That awful secret of mine 
which had weighed so heavily on my mind and spirit wasn't awful at all.  It really was like my 
left-handedness--just a piece of what makes me who I am. 

                At the close of that "partying" sermon of hers, the Reverend Shelton has a word for all 
of us--prodigal and do-gooder alike: 

So if you are standing at the door, if you have heard the music and the laughter, if you have 
smelled the fatted calf roasting on the open fire, c'mon in!  For it is a party to which we are all 
invited.  It is a party in which there are wondrous things to celebrate!  It is a party hosted by a 
God who is willing to waste it all in order to bring us home again (Shelton). 
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