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Readings
Joshua 5:9-12
Psalm 32 (11)

2 Corinthians 5:16-21
Luke 15:1-3, 11b-32

Prayer of the Day
God of compassion, you welcome the wayward, and you embrace us all with your mercy.

By our baptism clothe us with garments of your grace, and feed us at the table of your love,
through Jesus Christ, our Savior and Lord, who lives and reigns with you and the Holy Spirit,one

God, now and forever.

Gospel Acclamation
I will arise and go to my fa- | ther and say,

I have sinned against heaven | and before you. (Luke 15:18)

Color: Purple

The Parable of the Lost Sheep | Luke 15:1-3, 11b-32 | NRSV
15 Now all the tax collectors and sinners were coming near to listen to him. 2 And the Pharisees
and the scribes were grumbling and saying, “This fellow welcomes sinners and eats with them.”
3 So he told them this parable:

The Parable of the Prodigal and His Brother
11 Then Jesus[a] said, “There was a man who had two sons. 12 The younger of them said to
his father, ‘Father, give me the share of the property that will belong to me.’ So he divided his
property between them. 13 A few days later the younger son gathered all he had and traveled to
a distant country, and there he squandered his property in dissolute living. 14 When he had
spent everything, a severe famine took place throughout that country, and he began to be in
need. 15 So he went and hired himself out to one of the citizens of that country, who sent him to
his fields to feed the pigs. 16 He would gladly have filled himself with[b] the pods that the pigs
were eating; and no one gave him anything. 17 But when he came to himself he said, ‘How
many of my father’s hired hands have bread enough and to spare, but here I am dying of
hunger! 18 I will get up and go to my father, and I will say to him, “Father, I have sinned against
heaven and before you; 19 I am no longer worthy to be called your son; treat me like one of
your hired hands.”’ 20 So he set off and went to his father. But while he was still far off, his
father saw him and was filled with compassion; he ran and put his arms around him and kissed
him. 21 Then the son said to him, ‘Father, I have sinned against heaven and before you; I am no
longer worthy to be called your son.’[c] 22 But the father said to his slaves, ‘Quickly, bring out a
robe—the best one—and put it on him; put a ring on his finger and sandals on his feet. 23 And
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get the fatted calf and kill it, and let us eat and celebrate; 24 for this son of mine was dead and
is alive again; he was lost and is found!’ And they began to celebrate.

25 “Now his elder son was in the field; and when he came and approached the house, he heard
music and dancing. 26 He called one of the slaves and asked what was going on. 27 He replied,
‘Your brother has come, and your father has killed the fatted calf, because he has got him back
safe and sound.’ 28 Then he became angry and refused to go in. His father came out and
began to plead with him. 29 But he answered his father, ‘Listen! For all these years I have been
working like a slave for you, and I have never disobeyed your command; yet you have never
given me even a young goat so that I might celebrate with my friends. 30 But when this son of
yours came back, who has devoured your property with prostitutes, you killed the fatted calf for
him!’ 31 Then the father[d] said to him, ‘Son, you are always with me, and all that is mine is
yours. 32 But we had to celebrate and rejoice, because this brother of yours was dead and has
come to life; he was lost and has been found.’”

A few years ago, author and researcher, Brene Brown gave a Ted talk that ended up going viral
online. You may know of her work, as her research focuses on the role of vulnerability and
shame in our lives. I am guessing that the way in which shame is a universal feeling is what has
led many of her books to be best sellers. On her blog, she shared about research studies that
inspired her to research the role of shame and guilt.

She shares that in a set of experiments, researchers investigated a very subtle difference in
language and labeling. “In a series of three experiments, participants were given a chance to
claim unearned money at the expense of the researchers. There were two groups that took part
in the experiment, and the only difference between them was in the wording of the instructions.
In the first group participants were told that researchers were interested in “how common
cheating is on college campuses,” while in the second group, they wondered “how common
cheaters are on college campuses. The only difference was the change in language of labeling
one group as “cheaters” and the other as “people who are cheating.”

This is a subtle but, as it turned out, significant difference. Participants in the “cheating” group
claimed significantly more cash than those in the “cheater” group, who, surprisingly, did not
cheat at all. This was true in both face-to-face and online interactions between the researchers
and participants. We learned from this study that people may allow themselves to cheat
sometimes, if they understand their actions to be separate from their identity. But if doing so
involves identifying themselves as Cheaters, they don’t want to take on this identity.

This small experiment reveals a lot about ourselves as humans. It points to the differences
between shame and guilt and forces us to question our self-identity. The goal of this research
and the role of labeling and shame provides us with a new lens as we approach our Gospel
reading from Luke today.

Similar to last week, we are again dropped into a story from Luke in which Jesus is sharing
another parable, this one often referred to as “the Parable of the Prodigal Son.” It’s an excerpt
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that shares a nice little story on its own, but doesn’t necessarily capture the nuances and other
important features of the story’s greater context within Roman culture.

What is important for us to know is that this parable is the third parable shared by Jesus in
chapter 15 of Luke. The three parables we hear include, the parable of the lost sheep, the
parable of the lost coin, and this one, the parable of the lost, or prodigal son. Before Jesus tells
these three stories, we first learn that Jesus is sitting with all of these tax collectors, and sex
workers, and gamblers, and just normal women, and all ‘those people’ the religious elites,
referred to as the Pharisees here, don’t approve of. They have labeled them simply as “the
sinners.” Jesus is not only talking with them often, but sharing meals together, and listening to
them. And so the religious elites, the authorities, the leaders of this time come to Jesus and
complain about these actions of his. How dare he welcome “sinners” and eat alongside them,
doesn’t he know who they are? Doesn’t Jesus know who he is? He shouldn’t be mingling with
“those people.”

The writer of Luke is sharing with us a detail that we can kind of understand. Yes, Jesus was
hanging out with people he shouldn’t have. As modern Christians, this is not terribly surprising
to us. This is the Jesus we have come to know. We know a Jesus that not only mingles, but
pays special attention to the vulnerable and marginalized. But Jesus’ audience would have felt
these actions to be much more impactful. It’s not simply that he is hanging out with the sinners,
but instead that he is challenging the power of the religious elites by doing so. Labels are
created to reinforce power. Given our political climate today, it seems we have not really
changed all that much in the past 2000 years.

Some details we might miss, reinforce the role of power during Jesus’ time. In Roman culture,
the division between the master and the servant, the religious elites and the sinners, and even
the division between men and women, was a function of the empire. These divisions were vitally
important because they upheld the power structures of the Roman empire. Without power, the
masters, the religious elites, the men, are nothing in the eyes of the government. And this
cultural understanding of these power differentials have become adopted by these religious
authorities and they come to understand God’s power as functioning similar to the Roman
culture. They come to believe that God is only welcoming of the so-called clean ones, the ones
who are not doing bad in the eyes of the Roman empire, the ones that have become wealthy.
And Jesus is stepping in to share this set of parables that challenges this belief. He directly
challenges the power structures of the Roman empire. A risky task.

Before we even get to the parable, this is a cultural insight that we might have missed at first
glance. In this short introduction, we are reminded of the important role that power, labels,
inclusion, and exclusion play in Jesus’ ministry. And there are a number of other cultural
intricacies that we might miss as modern readers, but that would have sounded much more
radical to the listeners of Jesus’ day. And we’ll get to those in a minute, but first we revisit the
parable and remind ourselves of what exactly is happening in it.

Jesus shares this story with his audience of presumably quite wealthy and powerful men. In
short, the story features three characters, the obedient older son, the ungrateful younger son,
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and the forgiving father. In this story, the younger son asks his father for his inheritance early,
before the father has even died. Surprisingly, the father does so and provides the wealth to his
younger son. The older son is shocked, mortified, and angry. He can’t believe the audacity of his
little brother to ask such a question and can’t believe his father actually did it. The baby of the
family always gets what they won’t, don’t they?

So the younger son takes all this wealth and he goes out and spends it. Sounds like he probably
had a pretty good time doing so. We often call this son the prodigal son and prodigal really
translates to “wastefully extravagant.” So, he goes out and he wastes all this money on
unnecessary fancy things. Unsurprisingly, he quickly becomes broke. Embarrassed, he goes out
to find work and becomes a servant to someone who has him go and feed the pigs. In his
misfortune, this also happens to be the time that famine hits the area and so as a servant, he is
receiving even less food and pay that he might normally, which still isn’t much. He has a
moment, where he sees himself as this poor, dirty worker, literally covered in the filth of pigs,
and realizes he will soon starve if he remains in this position. So he gathers up his pride and he
returns home to his father. Shame filled, he gets home, expecting to be turned away or worse by
his father and his hometown. But instead, his father welcomes him in. And not just that, but
throws a party for him and forgives him for the hurt he has caused.

I imagine at this point in the story, the older son can barely hold in his resentment. I can’t
imagine he had much fun at this party. The older son essentially says, “What the heck dad? He
is the worst, look how terrible and insulting he has been! He is such an embarrassment.” And
the story ends with the father not scolding the younger son that has returned, but instead by
responding to the older son to be more grateful that his brother has returned and less resentful
about the money.

This is already a pretty good story, fairly radical, but there are a few cultural points that I think
are important here, because they further highlight the deep deep shame that this younger son
would have been feeling throughout this experience. These cultural details reiterate how his
family and community would have labeled him.

First, we know that in ancient Rome to ask one’s father for one’s share of the inheritance early
was unheard of. This was essentially the same thing as saying, “Father, I wish you were already
dead.”1 Such a statement would not go over well even today, and in a society that stresses
one’s obedience to their father as paramount, would signal a serious act of rebellion towards the
father. It would not have been unheard of for the father to respond with physical punishment or
worse. This is an incredibly huge misgiving that likely would have shocked Jesus’ audience.2

This question should have been met with refusal, anger and punishment.

2 Craig Keener. The IVP Bible Background Commentary: New Testament. United Kingdom, InterVarsity
Press, 2014. 233.

1 Cultural information gathered from: John McCormack. “Culturally Understanding the Prodigal Son (Luke
15:11-32) Pt 1, Pt 2, Pt 3, Pt 4.” Exploring for Truth: Digging Deeper than Modern Traditionalism tends to
Anymore.” Blog. 1 November 2015.
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Another cultural note is that according to the laws in Deuteronomy, the first born would receive a
double portion of the father’s wealth, and so therefore, in this case, the younger son’s portion
should have been a third.3 And it’s not as if he would have been handed a bag of cash or simply
gone to the ATM to transfer the money. At this time, when the father passed, inheritance meant
more so that one inherited the property, possessions, and duties of the father. It was not simply
the money that was passed on, but there was also a great deal of responsibility that
accompanied this. The son also got out of this difficult work. The story tells us that he took the
possessions that his father granted him, likely some farmland and animals, and sold them for
cash. Insulting yet again to the family. These possessions were far more valuable than the cash
because they were the family's livelihood. They were the food and income sources of the family.
This is even more insulting than the initial request.

For the father, this means that he is not only financially destroyed, but such a destructive
relationship would have brought about public humiliation in his town and to the father’s name in
general. The son then not only spends all of the money and wastes it away, but he now
shamefully goes to look for work. The language of this passage states that the son went and
joined himself to this landowner that offered him work. In this context, to join oneself to another,
means to rid yourself of your past identity. The son is no longer a Hebrew, now he is a Gentile.
Chances are the speech and dress of the son would have given him away as being a Hebrew,
so not even the man that hires him respects him. He even tries to get rid of him by offering him a
job he suspects will cause him to leave. The son comes from a culture that deeply loathes pigs.
We can not fully grasp how truly insulting this situation is. But even with this, he is so desperate
that he takes the job. desperate in fact that the next verse tells us that he has lost any and all
respect from his family and community. Even the man he joins himself to, the landowner, also
disrespects him.

Eventually, he becomes so desperate the text tells us that he would have even been willing to to
eat what the pigs were eating. He decides that his options are to die here of starvation or return
shamefully to his father. He decides that if he wants to live, he should probably go back. He
expects to be an outcast when he gets there. He knows this culture, he knows the pain that he
has caused his family, I am sure he is not expecting to be welcomed back with open arms. He
does not even approach his father asking to be restored to the status of his son, but asks to be
granted the status of a servant, simply so that he can eat.

And yet he is given the title of son yet again. It’s likely that the father never stripped him of his
status of being his son. The story tells us that the father runs to him. Again, another cultural
point: an older man was expected to walk slowly, with calm and poise. To run is an act of
embarrassment for this old man, yet he does it anyway.

In this kind of situation, when a Jewish man left the community, went and lived with the Gentiles,
lost his wealth, and returned to the community, he would be met with something called a

3 Deuteronomy 21:17. NRSV.
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Kezazah ceremony.4 When he came back, he would be expected to go to the city gates where
the older men would throw down a pot in front of the young man - symbolizing the broken
relationship that now existed between the community and this 'sinner.' This would symbolize the
breaking off or the separation from his family, his community, and his faith. Like the pot, these
relationships are never able to truly be restored. However, now that the father has publicly
reconciled with the younger son, the Kezazah ceremony can not be performed. Instead the gifts
he is given, ones that are considered quite extravagant, take the place of this ceremony,
symbolizing instead a restoration, a reconciliation, a wholeness.

After this part of the story, the attention turns to the older son. Now he, too, is publicly
disrespecting his father. Earlier, I noted that I imagined that the older son looked on this
celebration with resentment. I imagine him sitting in the corner, with his arms folded and a look
of anger on his face. At a celebration like this, it would have been expected that the oldest son
would act as the head waiter, the one welcoming and serving the guests as an act of respect to
his father. Even more, not welcoming his brother back is a direct challenge to his father. His
refusal to love his brother is deeply disrespectful to the family. And when this son publicly
challenges his father, again the father responds unexpectedly. While sternness and even
physical punishment would not have been an uncommon response, he instead pleads with his
oldest son, once again embarrassing himself. The father seems to only be interested in
reconciliation and not at all interested in maintaining their brokenness.

This parable is so much more than it first appears to our modern ears. When it is read from this
cultural lens, it takes on a new meaning and is even more powerful. I share all of these small
cultural details because they highlight the importance of honor and shame in Roman culture,
which is central to this parable.

Oftentimes, interpretations of this parable skip over the cultural relevance of shame that Jesus
is speaking to. The Sunday School version of this story talks about repentance. Many often
describe the parable of the Prodigal Son as symbolizing the various stages of repentance. You
might hear this explained as: Sin is exile, enslavement to strangers, hunger. Repentance is the
return from exile to our true home; it is to receive back our inheritance and freedom in the
Father’s house. Even further, repentance requires action and reconciliation in relationships.

4 KEẒAẒAH (Heb. ;ְקָצָצה "a severing of connections," lit. "cutting-off "), a technical term used in the Talmud
for a ceremony, whereby a family severs its connection with one of its members who marries a person
beneath his social rank (Ket. 28b), or when one sells part of his estate (tj, Kid. 1:5, 60c). In both of these
instances the keẓaẓah acts as a kind of publicity for the act done. It would seem from the Jerusalem
Talmud that the keẓaẓah was at one time a form of kinyan ("act of possession"), but even in early times it
fell, as such, into disuse. The Talmud gives the following description of the keẓaẓah. "How is the keẓaẓah
performed? If one of the brothers married a woman unsuitable for him, members of the family come and
bring a barrel filled with fruit and break it in the town square, saying, 'O brethren of the House of Israel,
give ear, our brother so-and-so has married an unsuitable woman and we are afraid lest his seed mingle
with our seed. Come and take yourselves a sign for the generations [which are to come], that his seed
mingle not with our seed'" (Ket. 28b). A similar keẓaẓah took place when the renegade divorced his
unsuitable mate, or when the estate which had been sold was repurchased (tj,ibid.).

Festschrift A. Schwarz (1917), 179f.; Krauss, Tal Arch, 2 (1911), 33; 3 (1912), 188. via encyclopedia.com.
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We might recall this lesson surrounding the role of repentance from last week’s Parable of the
Unfruitful Fig Tree” in which we were reminded about the role of repentance in our lives as
Christians. As a reminder, we learned that repentance is more than a simple confession or
apology, but is instead something called a metanoia, or the spiritual process of reconciliation.

While I don’t necessarily disagree with this reading today’s parable through a lens of
repentance, I believe we can sometimes skip over the transformational experience of the story
by quickly intellectualizing it and framing it in terms of sin and repentance.5

As I noted earlier, Roman culture is largely a culture based on honor and shame. Maybe more
fittingly, everything that one does is aimed at avoiding the feeling of shame. I have to admit, this
to, doesn’t seem all too different from how we operate today. The use of the word shame
instead of guilt is an important detail. When we speak of repentance, we are often speaking of
the feelings of guilt, instead of a deep sense of shame. Repentance is intended to lead to
forgiveness, found through the grace of God. Traditionally, at the start of service after
confession, we hear words of forgiveness. The words usually sound something like: “know that
your sins are forgiven.” This is a recognition of our not-so-great actions, not a conviction of who
we inherently are. As Lutherans, we rarely, if ever label one another or ourselves as “sinners.”
This subtle change in language again reminds us that there is not something inherently wrong
with us as people, but instead that we just sometimes make mistakes, which God knows and
forgives.

The author and researcher I began with, Brené Brown, defines shame as an, “intensely painful
feeling or experience of believing that we are flawed and therefore unworthy of love and
belonging- something we’ve experienced, done, or failed to do makes us unworthy of
connection.”6 As we see in the Parable of the Prodigal Son, Roman culture is very good at
cultivating shame. Even in the example of the Kezazah ceremony, when one returns back to
their community and the elders break a pot in front of them to symbolize the person’s broken
relationships, it is aimed at making the person believe that it is not simply their actions that were
unwelcome, but that they as a person are unwelcome.7 The Kezazah ceremony translates
literally as “the cutting off” ceremony and again, is intended to communicate to the person that
they are unworthy of love and belonging. It tells the person that there is something inherently

7 Martin Saunders. “Six Amazing Things You Might Not Know About The Prodigal Son.” Christianity
Today. 10 December 2016.

6 Brené Brown.“Shame vs. Guilt.” BreneBrown.com. 15 January 2013.

5 Martin Luther. “Vol. 48, Letters (May 30, 1518 Letter to John von Staupitz).” Luther’s Works. 65-70.
“In opposition to the Church's interpretation of metanoia as comprising contrition, confession, and
penances, Martin Luther objected that it retained its classical sense of "a change of mind."[12] For John
Staupitz, "...metanoia can be derived, though not without violence, not only from post and mentem, but
also from trans and mentem, so that metanoia signifies a changing of the mind and heart, because it
seemed to indicate not only a change of the heart, but also a manner of changing it, i.e., the grace of
God.".[13] Metanoia is a concept of fundamental character for Luther, as it marks the ground of the first of
his 95 theses.”
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wrong with them. Something that is so awful that not even their own community can welcome
them back in.

I think many of us can relate to this definition of shame; this intense feeling of unbelonging. This
feeling that there is just something wrong with me. Brené Brown also reminds us of the subtle
difference between guilt and shame. She says that, “Shame is a focus on self, guilt is a focus on
behavior. Shame is “I am bad.” Guilt is “I did something bad.”” She goes on to ask: “How many
of you, if you did something that was hurtful to me, would be willing to say, “I’m sorry. I made a
mistake?” How many of you would be willing to say that? Guilt: I’m sorry. I made a mistake.
Shame: I’m sorry. I am a mistake.””8 The message of Brené Brown’s work and research is not
too far from what I believe the message of our Gospel lesson is today. And that is that shame is
not productive or helpful, shame has no place in our relationships.

The father in this story is also making a clear differentiation between guilt and shame. The father
is communicating to his son and to his community, that the younger son does not need to feel
shame. He is still welcomed and loved regardless of what he has done. Guilt, yes, he should
feel bad about his actions and he should attempt reconciliation. But shame, not so much.
Culturally, this is a radical tithing to believe. The parable reminds us that if his son had held onto
his shame, should he had believed that he was not worthy of returning home, he would have
simply starved to death. And though he fights through this feeling of shame and does eventually
return home, the shame shows up again for him when he asks his father to take him in as a
servant, not as his son. Again, he feels a deep sense of unbelonging. He feels inherently
flawed. While his father could have easily contributed to these feelings of pain, he resists doing
so. Shame is not helpful or productive.

In fact, as Brené Brown points out, “shame is much more likely to be the source of destructive,
hurtful behavior than the solution or cure.” Shame would have severed the relationship of the
father and the son, of the son and the community, and the brothers, and so on. Understanding
the differences between guilt and shame add an entirely new dimension to this story. It is not
simply a symbolic story about repentance, but also a lesson on the roles of guilt and shame in
our relationships. The differences between shame and guilt are critical in informing everything
from the way we parent and engage in relationships, to the way we give feedback at work and
school. If we can get over our shame, we can grow closer in our relationships to ourselves,
others, and the divine.

Shame not only shows up in this parable, but also in that little introduction to the parable that we
talked about earlier, in which we are told the context in which Jesus is sharing these parables.
We remember that Jesus is responding to the criticism of the religious elites for mingling with
the so-called “sinners.” These apparent sinners brought their shame to Jesus, where they
learned that they are worthy of love, that they do belong, that they are accepted, regardless of
what society thinks of their actions or what others have labeled them as.

8 Brown. “Shame vs. Guilt.”
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I wonder what happens for us in our relationships when we too change our labels? Pay more
attention to our language? What happens is that we are able to come to the Table as someone
who makes a mistake and not as someone who is a mistake. What happens is that we see our
family members not as a mistake, but as someone who has made mistakes.

While maybe it is a subtle shifting in language, it signifies a significant shift in our thinking. It
offers an opportunity to change how we are in relationship with ourselves, one another, and
God.

While I believe wholeheartedly that shame is an unproductive part of our lives, I also know that it
is something I will continue to feel if I don’t intentionally focus on it. If you are like me, you might
do better when you have a guide or something on paper to help you think and process. I wanted
to offer a worksheet from Brené Brown that is intended to be completed while reading one of her
books, “I Thought it was Just Me (But it isn’t): Making the journey from “what will people think?”
to “I am enough.” Even without the book, I believe that the worksheet is still quite helpful, so I
have printed some out and left them in the back, if you would like to take one home with you.
While it is not a Christian centric practice, my hope is that as you work your way through it,
maybe engage in conversation with trusted loved ones throughout, you might be able to
approach the topic of shame from the lens of our Lutheran faith, remembering what our Gospel
lesson tells us today.
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