
With that, grace and peace to you from our God who defies expectations 
and our biases, who sets the record straight for our hearts. Amen? Amen!  
 

So did you know the chapter numbers, verse numbers, and section titles in 
Scripture weren’t added until the 13th, 14th, and 15th centuries?  The 
chapter divisions, without verses, were first added by an archbishop around 
the year 1227.  A good stint later, a rabbi then followed suit by dividing the 
Hebrew Bible or our Old Testament into both chapters and verses.  Finally, 
a few hundred years later, in 1555, a new testament scholar fully divided 
the New Testament. We use the chapter and verse numbers as well as the 
section titles to reference Scripture more conveniently so stories and 
sayings could be found easier.  However, these divisions in Scripture can 
sometimes be problematic in that they can direct our perspectives and 
approach to stories in Scripture.  Take the Story of the Prodigal Son for 
example.  The chapter title sets us up to interpret this story in a particular 
way, causing us to diminish some of its complexities.   
 

Let me explain further. To be prodigal is to be one who spends his or her 
money recklessly.  As we approach this story, then, with its section title and 
verses and without considering what’s come before or after it, our minds 
are automatically made up. Before we read a word we know what kind of 
lesson we need to be learning. What’s more, we presume the disposition of 
the main character. This person we’re about to read about will be selfish, 
lazy, and ungrateful. This young man’s “piggy” behavior (pun intended) is 
and will be a disgrace to his family. He will certainly squander away his 
inheritance, as well as all major opportunities presented before him (like so 
many young people do these days), and he’ll most importantly ruin his 
future. He won’t make anything of himself.  He’s, therefore, worthless to our 
society, which makes the ending of this story all the more shocking and 
lovely.  He’s forgiven and accepted home.  May it be the same for us when 
we do wrong. 
 

But what if this story had a different section title, such as “The Scavaging 
Son” or “The Forgotten One”?  How would we then interpret this 
story?  This is one question asked by Dr. Mark Allen Powell, a pastor and 
seminary professor at Trinity Lutheran in Ohio. We recently studied his 
DVD series for our Adult Forum, entitled “How Lutherans Interpret the 
Bible.” He always has some great insights and I really like his take on the 
Prodigal Son story.  
 



When out on preaching engagements, Powell asked a similar question to 
three different groups of people: people in the United States, a group from 
Russia, and a group from Africa.  He asked his different audiences “why did 
the son end up where he did.” Was it his own fault or was it 
circumstantial?  What was going on in the background that made him hit 
rock bottom as he did and return home?  Of course, the responses varied 
from group to group.  
 

The group from the United States answered, “Well, of course, it was totally 
his fault.  He squandered his livelihood and everything he was given. He 
was ungrateful and this is why he ended up where he did.”  As I alluded to 
above, in the U.S. we often equate people’s worth to how busy they are or 
the amount of money they earn. This is part due to our Protestant work 
ethic and background as a country. People need to earn their keep by 
working hard or they’re cheating the system, whether they’re rich or poor. 
Furthermore, when we find ourselves emitting similar behaviors may we 
pray God is just as forgiving, am I right?  This is how this story is often 
interpreted within our context.   
 

When asked the same question to a group of folks in Russia, however, 
their response was a lot different. Their reason for the son ending up where 
he did wasn’t due to his decisions with money or the lifestyle he was 
choosing, per se. He was just being a silly adolescent and figuring out his 
way.  Rather, the famine that subsequently took place as he was out living 
his life--this is why he ended up hanging out with pigs hungry and alone. As 
we’re relearning or being reminded, Russian citizens know famine all too 
well and this is what caused him to be in dire straights. If you don’t believe 
why this would ever be a response for people, check out verse 14 to see 
for yourself. Our wandering, squandering son began to be in need post the 
famine described.  
 

And then, once more, the same question was posed to an audience when 
Powell was in Africa. Their response to his question is the most unique 
and, I think,  the most compassionate. Concerning the young man and his 
ultimate position, he ended up there because nobody offered to help him as 
he went along his way.  His piggy situation was in part due to the piggy 
personalities of others. People weren’t looking out for him on his journey. 
They weren't willing to share.  They weren’t holding space for him in their 
lives and this is why he had to set for home again. As Christians, we called 



to be kind to strangers in need so of course he ended up all alone and 
forgotten.   
  
Isn’t all of this interesting? The different interpretations to this story are a 
testament to the fact that context and cultural biases matter when 
approaching Scripture.  Our biggest challenge, then, is to take our biases 
into account as we read passages before we jump to conclusions about 
what we’re supposed to be learning. 
 

So let’s do that. Let’s take a good look at our Gospel reading this morning 
to reorient ourselves a bit. What we’re supposed to be learning can be so 
much more than we realize. 
 

First of all, Jesus is telling this story to religious officials.  This is a clue for 
us as we seek to interpret Jesus’ lessons within his words. Secondly, as 
he’s telling this story he’s sitting down to dine with prostitutes and tax 
collectors.  This was an act of defiance. It was frowned upon by those 
gawking at Jesus as he blatantly broke Jewish law. He did it, though, to 
prove a point. Jesus didn’t care about the backgrounds or past decisions of 
those he was dining with. He was there to love and embrace them 
unconditionally. Period.  He was there to treat them differently than the 
religious officials and those who turned up their noses to the poor and the 
lost or abandoned by society.  
 

What this story isn’t meant to do is justify our tendencies to be judgy. When 
we allow our biases to overrule what may actually be going on in a story, 
we’re at a loss. Again, using today’s Gospel as an example, a young 
person’s immaturity shouldn’t be the focus of this wonderful story or other 
parables. We’re not meant to use it as a teaching tool for moral living and 
what could happen to us when we’re reckless if not for the love of a 
forgiving father.  Rather, this story is meant to teach us how to be kinder to 
those who are desolate and on their own. It’s meant to teach us about 
compassion that cancels out judgment when we encounter people like this 
adolescent young man in our everyday lives.   
 

Better stated, we have a tendency to act like the religious officials Jesus is 
preaching to today.  So let’s put ourselves not in the shoes of the son, for 
once, or even the father or brother in this story.  These are characters we’d 
rather analyze and relate to.  Instead, we are the religious ones Jesus is 
speaking to as he sits down with society's “sinners” to walk his talk right in 



front of us. Yes, we are being called to check ourselves using this story. No 
matter the reason one ends up hungry or alone, we are to reach out to the 
person struggling right before us. This is our take home for today and it 
makes sense considering all we’ve been learning in Luke about justice and 
Christ’s love for the poor throughout Lent.   
 

So can we?  Can we take on the compassionate mindset of the African 
group this morning instead of getting stuck in our own biases that place the 
blame on individuals rather than the community at large?  This is the 
question before us today.  It’s a question worth considering as we go out 
into the world.  In a culture and context such as the United States, we don’t 
lend ourselves to sharing very much. We live in abundance yet we operate 
out of a mindset of scarcity.  We think, someday there may not be enough 
so we consume and hoard more than our fair share.   
 

Yet, in Christ, per usual, we’re asked to see things in a different way.  In 
Christ, we speak of wondrous love that doesn’t limit us or our relationships 
with the lost, broken, and destitute. May we stand with all who struggle 
because we all do in one way or another. And may we stand to sing of this 
wonderous love God is teaching about as we prepare to go into our week 
anew. May we emulate the intentions and new understanding of God’s love 
now and always.  Amen.  
 


