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A Man Had Two Sons - 2 

4th Sunday in Lent, 3/27/2022 

“Well, Preacher didn’t have to work too hard for that sermon title,” I can hear you 

saying. “All he had to do was look around his own dinner table.” 

That is, indeed, true: I have two sons. Grown and flown, so memory must now do 

the work that sight once could do alone. Actually, tbh my wife and I have two sons 

– the same two, as it turns out – and something must’ve gone right in our home 

when they were young. As you’ve seen, and have heard me say before, both have 

grown into mature young men who live lives of excellence, generosity, insight, and 

integrity. In this they are like their cousins my nephews, each of whom is close to 

them in age. None is a fit topic for a sermon illustration, even had I not promised 

them when young never to use them as one, except perhaps as sources of pride, joy, 

and hope. Despair not of humanity while they live, for humanity created them along 

with the rest of the imperfect world. Even now, each of us still has much to teach 

the others, and love does not diminish, though it changes how it expresses itself 

among us. I hope that their dreams come true and that they help heal the world of 

its flaws and improve the common good as they bear witness to the powers of truth 

and love in a world sorely in need of them both. May we all do likewise. If it be 

God’s good pleasure that we should see our children and our children’s children, may 

they do so as well.  

For those who mourn the passing of our children or our children’s children, please 

know that our prayers are with you, always. May the gall of loss not turn grief to 

bitterness, but make your joy in what was, and the lament for what could have been, 

into a wise and deepened commitment to what is best in us all, even as it bears witness 

to what hurts us the most. 
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In today’s gospel, it may be that the man at its center was as proud of his two sons as 

my wife and I are of ours, at least at first; we have no idea. Jesus seemed to have 

whipped the story up in an exasperated jiffy to stifle the Pharisees and scribes, back 

here as to their traditional role of being irritating. They come to him whining that 

he eats with sinners – making one wonder whether they, like Kennedy’s laureate-

exceeding Jefferson, dine alone – and so he tells them this parable.  

Actually, he tells them three parables – one about a lost sheep, one about a lost coin, 

and one about lost sons. For some reason the church dropped the ones about sheep 

and coin for us this morning, so the Prodigal and the Resenter it is.  

What’s that you say? Both have sinned and fall short of the glory?  

Yep. 

How’s that again? 

Please remember: I just report the news, commenting on what’s there on the page: 

both sons in this story got something wrong. It wasn’t the same thing, but wrong is 

like that. You can make a totally different mistake than somebody else and it’s still a 

mistake. You can climb almost to the top of a mountain, miss the last step, and fall 

further and harder than if you’d never climbed at all. You can drive almost everything 

there and still bang it up at the end, lose the perfect mark on a test by blowing the 

last question, or spoil a perfectly good evening by saying something stupid (as Old 

Blue Eyes and his daughter sing) like, “I love you”.1 

Play it, Sam.  

But love isn’t the problem here. Not by a long shot.  

Unless, that is, you count the father’s. 

 
1 C. Carson Parks, “Somethin’ Stupid.” © 1966 Greenwood Music Co. Most famously sung as a duet by Frank 

and Nancy Sinatra as Track 2 on The World We Knew (Reprise, 1967). 
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Love, that is. Love gone wrong. Oh, dear.  

You see, it was but a week or so ago that we learned about sons grieving fathers – 

vexing them and making them weep. One stole his daddy’s car, ruined half the earth 

with it, and died. One did exactly what his father told him not to do, flew too close 

to the sun, and also died. Jesus, we learned in Bible Study earlier this year, often 

grieved his earthly father while trying to live up to his heavenly one – and he dies, 

in the end, too, even if he only stays dead for the weekend. (That’s apparently how 

long it takes to make an oblation of oneself once offered, to wash away all the sins of 

humankind but not, quite, their capacity for sinning.) At the core of all those stories, 

and this, is not first a son who grieves, but a father who allows it, enabling the son to 

make a hash of his opportunities and possibilities. You might say, but for the sins of 

the father, the sins of the son would not have amounted to much. But for the flaws 

in the Father’s creation – capital ‘F’ there, for those of you listening in – the Son 

(capital ‘S’) might not have had to spend all that time and pain and grief and his seven 

last words giving his last full measure, reconciling the world to God while his mother 

and his beloved stood there helpless, watching him die. 

An aside – everything that happens to Jesus, in the gospels as we have them, happened 

because he allowed them to. He might not have wanted them to, but he allowed 

them, and knew they were coming, could prepare himself, even. By contrast, 

everything that happened to his mother started as someone else’s idea, and she had 

no control over it, from conception to tomb. It is a fair question to ask whether her 

sacrifice was not in fact the greater: Maria Theotokos, as it is in Greek. Mary the 

God-bearer, bearing him as a baby and as a corpse who, while living, rejected her. 

But I digress. 

So, our story. The Prodigal and the Resenter. A young man goes to his father and 

asks for his half of the inheritance – and gets it. Huh? I realize that, were it not for 

this plot point, the story would end abruptly – or would it? Imagine for a moment 
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that the father here had done what any father would have done, and said, “No.” 

What would the son have done? Stayed home and resented it? Possibly. Left home 

and regretted it? Probably. Stayed home and reconciled himself to being patient and 

waiting until he was ready for whatever his daddy’s wealth would empower him to 

do? Not likely. In most cases, that is, Jesus could still have pushed his story to the 

addict-hitting-rock-bottom place the Prodigal gets to, only it might not have taken 

so long, and his father’s grief and his brother’s resentment have been no less. One son 

would still have to learn his own inadequacies and to admit that he screwed up. The 

other would still have to admit that he was jealous of other people being forgiven of 

things he’d never forgive himself for doing. The father would still have to learn that 

any of his children could disappoint him, and then to wait for the opportune moment 

to help them get over that and how they failed themselves.  

Since this story works out well, we sometimes take for granted how hard it is for that 

to happen. One of my sons gave me a book for Christmas that presents the story of 

the Prodigal and the Resenter in almost pristine form. It’s a study of the lifeways and 

political ecology of working-class people living in a beat-down coal town somewhere 

in the grim grey of Pennsylvania, and presents story after story about how people’s 

lives bottom out from under them when the underlying economy of the place is 

taken away. Some of them endure, but many more despair. Few find a way to escape 

or thrive. Several look for someone recognizable to blame, whether the face in the 

mirror, or someone else nearby. Almost none blame the forces, individuals, and 

institutions driving the economy that actually did this to them. To do so struck most 

of them as being about as effective as blaming the clouds for snow and rain. They 

had to internalize their pain to endure, and so they did, typically with tragic 

consequences. 

One such is the story I have in mind. In it, a mother had two daughters. The elder 

bore the brunt of their daddy’s abuse, trying to shield her mother and sister from it, 
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until the old man went out for cigarettes one night and never came back, taking most 

of what little they had with him. The mother took to working two jobs to make 

ends meet, and the elder sister also took jobs after school to help out, but wound up 

in the grip of the drugs she took to deal with it all. The younger sister stayed in school 

and did well, getting her degree and landing on her feet, and staying home and 

worked to help out as best she could. But what heroin gets, heroin keeps, and the 

elder sister could not break free. The mother wept gall, but could not watch her baby 

flounder and hit bottom, so kept enabling her habit, letting her ‘borrow’ what she 

and eventually the younger sister brought home, knowing they’d never get it back 

and might not make rent next month, but at least I don’t have to watch my baby die 

today. Treatment after treatment, program after program, relapse after relapse, she 

paid for it all. 

The younger sister was furious. She came to hate her elder sister, and resent her 

mother deeply, blaming them both for all the sorrows that had befallen them. She 

even accused them of driving off “my father,” forgetting what had actually happened 

or maybe having been too young to actually know. She developed an intense hatred 

of Narcan, that medicine they give to people who’ve overdosed to keep them from 

dying, saying that it’d be better to let addicts die from what they’re doing to 

themselves, spare us having to keep paying to fix what’s never gonna not be broken. 

It even shaped her politics, to the point where anything that helped anyone she 

considered weak or to have failed was anathema to her, except maybe food and 

medicine for children who hadn’t lived long enough yet to deserve life’s miseries.  

The mother all this while drank from the very cup of trembling itself, blamed herself 

for every bit of it, for finding the wrong man, for finding maybe the right man but 

being unable to hold onto him, for having children with him she couldn’t afford or 

raise right, but no, that’s not it, I raised ‘em good and strong, except my first, my 

baby, I asked too much of her, it wasn’t fair. She could not forgive herself for not 
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being able to save the daughter who had saved her, and was not strong enough to 

lean on the only strong one she knew, the resentful younger sister, and none of them 

could make any of this stop.  

It did not stop; this is not the movies, or a parable. It’s real life, though not life as it 

should be. What we can take away from it, throwing the biblical parable in sharp, if 

dark, relief, is this: once love is gone, hope is gone, even if sometimes love just ain’t 

enough (to quote another song), though it may be all we have.  

In the gospel story, it is – love, that is, enough – the father’s love, indulgent and 

enabling at first, but forgiving and reconciling at the end. It’s all he has – all he has 

ever had. He, too, must repent of what he did wrong, as must both of his sons. They 

do. They also learn: waste not, resent not, indulge not; do not vex, and do not grieve. 

Rend your hearts, not your garments; lean on love until it becomes wisdom. 

To close: saying “I love you,” and acting in love, is never something stupid. It may 

not be enough, even if it has to be. As we hear in the psalm for today, “Many are the 

torments of the wicked, but steadfast love surrounds those who trust in the LORD. 

Be glad in the LORD and rejoice, O righteous, and shout for joy, all you upright in 

heart” (Ps.32:10-11). Even in times of loss, and war – rejoice. If we do that – and we 

must do that, on behalf of those who can’t right now – we will find in the mystery 

of God that it is more than enough. It always has been, and it always will be, especially 

when we cannot see how. Amen. 

 


