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“God moves… down the Road” 
A SERMON on Luke 15:1-3, 11b-32 for the Fourth Sunday in Lent, Year C 
Preached 27 March 2022 by the Rev. Matthew Emery, Lead Minister 
Cloverdale United Church, Surrey, British Columbia, Canada 
 

In her New York Times bestseller book Amazing Grace, poet and essayist Kathleen Norris 
writes, “If you can never admit to being a wretch then you haven’t been paying attention.”1  It’s a 
provocative assertion, if you will, of our human brokenness.  While it is the same assertion that 
the author of the New Testament’s 1st Letter of  John makes—that “If we say we have no sin, we 
deceive ourselves” bit that I often use in calling us to confession in worship—it’s perhaps a bit 
more surprising to hear from a poet whose career began in the “I’m OK, You’re OK” era of the late 
‘60s and early ‘70s.   

I have, in fact, occasionally heard an objection or complaints about that word ‘wretch’ in 
the beloved old hymn “Amazing Grace”.  “Ugggh,” they say.  “Why can’t it just be something like 
‘soul’—'that saved a soul like me’”—they ask.  “I’m not a wretch,” they say. 

For some, such a protest about “wretch” comes from a general optimism about humanity, 
the belief that we’re all basically good.  For many other people, though—including some who 
would claim otherwise—their distaste that word in “Amazing Grace” arises out of their own 
imagining of themselves as the respectable ones of our world.  Regardless of how others may be, 
these people are themselves, they think, generally good—you know, productive people who 
contribute positively to our world with their stable, respectable jobs and their marriage and house 
and 2.5 children and membership in the PTA and volunteer work with the Cloverdale Community 
Kitchen.  It isn’t so much that they don’t believe broken people exist; it’s just clear that they are not 
one of them, at least not one of the truly bad ones. 

In other words, a lot—certainly not all, but a lot—of the people who would wrestle wretch 
right out of the beloved hymn, these… are the older brothers of the world. 

The “parable of the prodigal son”, as the story we’ve heard this morning is most often 
called, dwells deep within the imagination of faith for much of Christianity, especially among us 
who know ourselves as Protestants regardless of our theological leanings, liberal or conservative.  
The tale of the reckless child who squanders his inheritance and yet is still welcomed back 
captures our fancy theological language about God’s grace in in the form of a story with which 
just about everyone, it seems, can resonate.  After all, “The beauty of a really good parable”, says 
the famed contemporary preacher Barbara Brown Taylor, “is that it meets generations of listeners 
wherever they are: in first-century Palestine, in fourth-century Rome, in sixteenth-century 
Geneva, or in twenty-first-century [North America].”2   

In the case of today’s story, part of its staying power, she observes, is that “Everyone has a 
weird family.  Everyone has at least thought about running away from home.  And whether or not 
you happen to have one yourself, almost everyone knows what a pain a sibling can be—especially 

 
 

1 Kathleen Norris, Amazing Grace:  A Vocabulary of Faith (New York:  Riverhead Books, 1998), p. 167. 
2 Barbara Brown Taylor, “The Parable of the Dysfunctional Family”, sermon delivered at the Fourth Presbyterian Church 

of Chicago, 18 March 2007; accessed 8 March 2013 at http://www.fourthchurch.org/sermons/2007/031807.html. 
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when there are only two of you, so that the ‘good child/bad child’ thing hovers over you no matter 
which one you happen to be at any given time. For these reasons and more, the parable of the 
prodigal son stays young no matter how old it is, giving all kinds of people all kinds of ways to 
make the story their own.”3 

Making this story our own is, in fact, what we tend to do, and it is probably what we ought 
to do.  Where do we see ourselves in the story?  Who are we? the younger brother? the older? the 
father? the by-standing neighbours invited to the party? the mother from whom, if she is even still 
around, we never hear? 

Even as it is easy to place ourselves in the story—especially since, as the preacher said, 
“Everyone has a weird family”—certain details of the story miss us these days.  They are like so 
many forgotten local highway pull-offs, bypassed by the super-freeway of the supposed saved-
by-grace “point” of the story, hidden from view by the barrier-walls of modern culture and 
society. 

We miss, for instance, the fact that in the time and place of the story, the younger 
brother’s asking his father for the inheritance now was akin to saying “I wish you were dead.  In 
fact, give me what I’ll get when you do die, and then it won’t matter one way or the other, to you, 
to me, to anyone else.”4  Except that it did matter.  It mattered in terms of relationship and 
emotion.  And, especially in those times, inheritances mattered.  Family ties to ancestral lands 
mattered.  Rejection of family and neighbour, land and clan, relationship and religion—these all 
mattered.   

We also often miss the fact that things were never destined to be easy for a younger 
brother in that society.  Always playing second fiddle—at best—to the older one, the younger 
brother would never get more than half-as-big of a share of the inheritances as his elder sibling, 
regardless of when the inheriting happened.  The younger brother may have squandered his share 
while the older one dealt responsibly with his, but we must not forget that the older one got at 
least twice as much to begin with. 

And still a third feature on the landscape of this story that we sometimes have trouble 
making out is how important matters of honour would have been for a family like this, living in 
the time they did.  You can hear the neighbourhood gossips picking up their telephones to 
whisper to their friends in the 3rd house down on the left.  “Did you see how he couldn’t keep that 
son of his in check?  What kind of lily-livered man is that?!”  And then later, when the story comes 
back around, the phone rings again.  “Can you believe it?!  A grown man, running!  The sight was 
just unbearable!  I mean, did you see those pale legs flashing out from underneath his robe?  I’d 
have liked to die!”5   

But, you see, the father—he was willing, in fact, to die.  His child had already considered 
him dead long ago, so what else did he have to lose?  Sometimes it is only by losing the world that 
it can be gained.  Sometimes it is only in dying that life can be found. 

 

 
 

3 Ibid. 
4 Ibid. 
5 Again borrowing language from Barbara Brown Taylor’s retelling. 
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Standing here today, some four Sundays into the season of Lent, our path is beginning to 
turn more clearly toward the events of Jesus’ passion and death.  In just a couple more weeks, 
Holy Week itself will be upon us, and we will hear the full story.  The cross, the crucifixion, the 
death of Jesus, these can be troublesome realities for some people—too dark, too dreary, too 
violent.  Some of those who are most disturbed by the passion story are the same ones who can’t 
quite wrap their minds around that word wretch.  The God they believe in, they say, doesn’t 
demand violent, deathly punishment.   

Well, in that, they are right.  God doesn’t demand violent, deathly punishment of us or of 
some stand-in for us.  The father in the story of the prodigal son wouldn’t let the son be punished, 
wouldn’t let him be caught by the neighbourhood gangs that would dole out his due punishment 
for shaming is father and family and clan.   

But that doesn’t mean that there isn’t a death in order to make for new life.  It’s the 
father’s death, though—the death of respectability, the death of honour, the death of pretence, 
the death that is died because of love so deep and broad it will go to the end.  As another wise 
colleague once put it, “Jesus did not die on the cross in order to convince God to love us.  Jesus 
died on the cross in order to convince us that we are loved by God.”6    

Let me say that again:  Jesus did not die on the cross in order to convince God to love us.  
Jesus died on the cross in order to convince us that we are loved by God. 

The father in today’s story, he is willing to betray social convention in order to go meet his 
son.  He is willing to leave his designated station, betraying the fact that he doesn’t have complete 
control.  The father in the story, he expresses is love to his son, gives him the best that he has, 
invites him to a party thrown in joy and celebration of new life and restored relationship.  And all 
this he does to a son who has broken relationship, a son who has shown contempt for his kindred, 
a son who is interested in himself and his own first.  And that’s the gospel, the good news of this 
story. 

And for those of you who see yourselves as respectable, dutiful, good people; all you who 
question why we need to sing wretch and wonder what the big deal is about grace is all the time, 
those of you who saw yourself in the shoes of the older brother in this story… take your intelligent, 
responsible eyes and look back at the story once more:  betraying social convention, breaking 
honour codes, leaving his place in the household, giving over everything he has, restoring 
relationship with a son more interested securing his own identity than living in peace with the 
rest of the family… and, in doing all of that, dying a new death… that’s precisely what the father 
did for you, older brother.   

That’s what the father did for you. 
 
 

BLESSING AND HONOUR, GLORY AND POWER BE UNTO GOD, NOW AND FOREVER.  AMEN. 

 
 

6 The Rev. Mike Piazza, United Church of Christ minister; quote approximate. 


