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I’m going to begin this morning with a story from the Sufi tradition, which is a 

mystical school of thought in Islam. The story goes like this: A scorpion had 

literally gone out on a limb that was hanging over a rushing river. It had gone too 

far out on the limb, as it turned out, and was dangling helplessly just inches above 

the lapping waters. Scorpions don’t swim. A Sufi, a holy man, happened on this 

unfolding drama. He climbed out onto the branch and was able to reach the 

scorpion with his hand. But every time he tried to pull the scorpion off the branch, 

it would sting him. A disciple asked the  Sufi, “Don’t you know that it’s in the 

scorpion’s nature to sting?” To which the Sufi replied, “And don’t you know that 

it’s in my nature to save?” 

 

This story from another religious tradition, it seems to me, goes well with the 

passage from the Gospel of Luke that we’re considering today, the well-known 

and much loved story that Jesus told and that tradition has labeled “the Parable of 

the Prodigal Son.” Stories can often get to the heart of things in ways that a 

theological treatise can’t. That’s probably why Jesus didn’t write any theological 

treatises, but he did tell a lot of stories. 

 

Both the story of the scorpion and the Sufi, and the story of the Prodigal Son have 

to do with the nature of things. In the Sufi story, the nature of the scorpion is to 

reject the salvation represented in the Sufi’s persistence. The scorpion can’t help 

itself. It has to sting, just as we are naturally inclined to turn away from God, to 

reject God’s efforts to rescue us. Our short-term interest and God’s longer term 
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hopes for us always seem to be in tension, and yet it is God’s nature to reach out 

for us with a tenacity that defies our understanding, continually trying to save us, 

because God can do no other.  “My ways are not your ways,” says the Lord. 

 

In today’s lesson from Luke, we read that the Pharisees were grumbling about 

Jesus and the company he was keeping. “This fellow welcomes sinners and eats 

with them,” they said. This was not a compliment. In response to that criticism, 

Jesus told his story about our nature and about God’s. There was a father who had 

two sons. The younger son asked his father for his share of the family inheritance, 

and the father proceeded to divide up his estate between the two sons. The 

younger son took the money and ran. He went off to the big city, where he 

squandered his money, got into trouble, and finally found himself both destitute 

and, for a Jewish boy, in the worst imaginable circumstances. He had to eke out 

his survival by feeding pigs, the most unclean of animals, which meant that he was 

working for a Gentile and eating the scraps that even the pigs rejected. When he 

was at the end of his rope, starving and completely alienated from all that he held 

dear, he decided to throw himself on his father’s mercy, to offer himself as his 

father’s hired hand.  

 

Well, even as the young man was just an approaching dot on the horizon, his 

father, who every day had his eyes on the road in constant expectation, spotted 

him, ran down the road, embraced and kissed him. Before his son could get out his 

confession and offer to work for him, the father ordered his servants to bring the 

finest robe, a ring, and sandals, and to slaughter a fatted calf for a lavish welcome 

home party. “My son was dead, but now he’s alive again. He was lost, and now 

he’s been found,” he cried out in joy. 

 

Meanwhile, the older son, the son who had dutifully soldiered on in his father’s 

service, asked what the all the to-do was about. “Your father is throwing a party 
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for your brother, and he killed a fatted calf,” he was told. The older son was 

understandably miffed, and he refused to take part in the festivities. So the father 

went to this outraged young man and pleaded with him to join the celebration. But 

the older son was adamant. “Look, Dad, all these years I’ve worked for you; I 

never disobeyed you; and forget about a calf, you’ve never even given me a goat 

for a party with my friends. But this sleazeball, who has spent his inheritance and 

cavorted with all those people you told me stay away from, and now is coming 

back all sorry--for him you kill a calf and bring out all the finery. This just isn’t 

fair.” “Son, you are always with me,” the father replied, “and all that is mine is 

yours. But we have to celebrate: your brother was dead and now he’s alive; he was 

lost and has been found.”  

 

There are actually two wayward sons in this story. The first, the one for whom the 

story is named, is, of course, the younger spendthrift son. He’s really a piece of 

work. He’s so disdainful of his father that he wants his inheritance while his father 

is still alive. Since Jewish inheritance customs of the day were a lot like ours, this 

son was practically saying to his father, “I wish you were dead.” Isn’t that how 

you might regard such a request from one of your own kids? “You’re kidding, 

right?” we might say, or something even more vivid. So the first counter-intuitive 

part of this story is that the father actually complied with his younger son’s 

request. The father’s willingness to part with his own estate at the mere request of 

his son should tell us that we’re already talking about a place and a cast of 

characters that may look familiar, but doesn’t actually correspond with anything in 

our experience. This parable, like so many of Jesus’ other parables isn’t about this 

world as we know it; it’s about the kingdom of God, and it tells us how that 

kingdom differs from the kingdoms of this world. 

 

The inheritance in the story actually isn’t what we might expect it to be--it isn’t 

the money or possessions that would normally constitute an estate. This is a story 



 

4 

about love. Love is the currency of God’s kingdom, and unlike the currency of this 

world, it increases when it’s spent extravagantly, when it’s devoted to God and to 

other people. The responses of the two sons to this gift will tell us something about 

how we typically handle God’s gift of love to us.  

 

The first son, the one we call “prodigal” wasted the gift, God’s gift of love, on 

unworthy things. We know about wasting love, don’t we? We know about 

devoting our lives to lesser things: to self-gratification, to our insatiable appetite 

for material goods. We may attach ourselves to those things with a devotion that 

far outweighs any sense of obligation to God or to other people. During this 

season of Lent, we may try to set things right with God by giving up some of those 

unhealthy things to which we devote so much time and energy, so much love. But 

if we don’t repent, if we don’t actually redirect our love to God and to other 

people, as the Great Commandment tells us to do, then giving something up isn’t 

enough. Giving up something for Lent should be matched by taking up something 

for Lent. Jesus gave up his life on the cross so that we in turn would take up that 

cross and follow him.  

 

And like the inheritance received by the younger prodigal son, we’ve been given 

this gift of God’s love without even having to work for it; it’s a gift of grace. Our 

challenge, the challenge that will shape our lives is, “What shall we do with this 

gift?” The younger brother learns that God, represented in the story by the 

forgiving Father, is the ultimate spendthrift precisely because God’s love can 

never be spent to exhaustion. If you return to God, if you repent and turn your life 

around, God’s love is there for you in an almost embarrassing abundance, not 

because you’ve earned it but because you have simply asked for it. You’ve thrown 

yourself into the father’s welcoming arms, asked for God’s forgiveness, and 

you’ve received God’s love in unexpected and undeserved abundance.  
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And this brings us to the other son, the “responsible” older brother, who is 

prodigal in another way. I think that this story may really be about him. After all, 

Jesus told the parable in response to criticism that he had received from the “older 

brothers” of his time and perhaps of his circle, those seemingly upright religious 

people who disapproved of his cavorting with sinners and tax-collectors. While the 

younger brother spent his inheritance unwisely, the older brother’s problem is that 

he tried to keep it for himself. He tried to put a limit on God’s love. Remember 

that he’d gotten his share of the inheritance too. So when he complained about the 

unfairness of his father’s forgiving generosity toward his wayward younger 

sibling, he was really saying that “there’s only so much love in this world, and 

I’ve kept mine safe. I haven’t spent it, and I’m certainly not going to spend it on 

this wastrel brother of mine.” 

 

Jesus is saying that his critics are like that older brother. They haven’t spent their 

inheritance of God’s love, because they’ve lost the capacity to take the risk of 

love. They see God’s love as limited, something to be earned by doing one’s duty, 

by playing it safe, by following all the rules. They want to keep that love in that 

nice little box, a box to which they alone have the key. Theirs is a pinched, self-

interested understanding of what love is about. They think that they can keep it to 

themselves, while Jesus tells them and us that God’s love grows only when it is 

spent.  

 

It’s a hard lesson for us good Christians to swallow, because it seems to unfair, but 

in this story it almost seems that Jesus’ sympathies tip toward the younger, 

profligate brother. After all, at the conclusion of the story we know that the 

younger brother had a joyous reunion with his father, while the fate of the older, 

judgmental brother is left in doubt. Maybe it’s because the younger brother at least 

did something with his inheritance. Yes, he made bad choices; yes, he sinned 

grievously; but at least he did something. Luther, in one of his exuberant 
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moments—and there weren’t all that many—once said, “If you’re going to sin, sin 

boldly, but believe and rejoice in Christ even more boldly.” Careful Christians are 

boring Christians; they’re the older brothers in the faith, the ones whose fear of the 

consequences of sin has prevailed over their gratitude for God’s love and their 

ability to take risks with that love. Fear leads to the need to control, and it’s just 

when we think that we’re most in control that we’ve closed ourselves off from 

God’s unpredictable spirit, a spirit that can transform us into people who really 

know how to live.   

 

“It’s in my nature to save,” the Sufi saint told his incredulous and commonsensical 

student as he watched the Sufi being stung again and again by the scorpion. It’s in 

our nature either to waste God’s gift of love or to try to lock it away in the 

strongbox of our pride and of our fear. But a faithful observance of Lent doesn’t 

allow us to leave things there, stuck in the nature of who we are; Lent pushes us to 

consider who we might become. Paul’s second letter to the Corinthians tells us 

that if anyone is in Christ, that person is a new person altogether. So the good 

news is that it is in God’s nature to forgive, to be stung by our willfulness and our 

pride over and over again, and yet to reach out persistently to save us. God, who 

never gives up on us, waits patiently, her eyes on the road for us to come home. 

And even if in our pride we’ve lived with the illusion that we’ve been at home all 

along, if we’re like that judgmental and fearful older brother, there are those 

reassuring words addressed to us as well. “You are always with me, and all that is 

mine is yours.”   

 

Lent isn’t all long faces and self-punishment. Even in the darkness of this season 

of the soul there is that underlying glow, and that undying promise. “I once was 

lost, but now I’m found,” the hymn says, echoing the joy of the loving Father. In 

the coming days may we all find and be found by God’s undying love. Amen.   
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