
COME TO THE PARTY! 

Joshua 5: 9-12; Luke 15: 1-3, 11b-32 

Fourth Sunday in Lent • March 27, 2022 

by Pat Berger 

 

"Forty years ago, we celebrated the Passover and then left our homes 

and began a long journey across less-than-friendly land."  That is a part 

of the story that the Hebrew people told around the dinner table as 

they again celebrated the Passover, on the other end of the journey.  

(And I must tell you that I am reading all of this very differently this time 

around, with millions of people who had homes, jobs, schools, et 

cetera, et cetera a month ago, now on journeys.  They have had to 

leave their homes; fortunately, their long journeys, although not what 

they had planned for this part of their lives, their journeys are mostly 

across friendly land with friendly folk.  May that please continue.  And, 

it makes for a different read.) 

 

Now, the Hebrew people are a year out of the desert.  As it is not really 

possible for us to imagine the circumstances that the Ukrainians are in, 

it is also not possible for us to put ourselves into the circumstances of 

the Hebrew people when they were on their journey, and we are 

grateful.  There isn't any place that we might want to go that would 

take 40 years of walking, or even maybe 40 days of walking.  Had we 

headed out all of those years ago, our GPS (had we known to call it 

that) would have been a cloud by day and a pillar of fire by night.  

Burger King was out of the question, but God promised us enough 

food for each day -- the same food, every day, for forty years, but it 

was food.  And one of the commentators mentioned this week that 

God even took responsibility to see that their clothing didn't wear out.  

It wasn't Macy's or wherever they were accustomed to shopping for 

clothes, but they were clothes that lasted. 

 

All of the providing that God had done for them had, indeed, taught 

the Israelites to depend on God -- and as one result, had taught them 

a lack of responsibility for themselves.  Anyone in the group who was 

younger than 40 years of age -- and life expectancy at that time 

being what it was, that would have been most of them -- anyone 



younger than 40 had never known other than "God will provide."  Had 

never eaten other than manna.  Now, settling in the Promised Land, it 

was time to celebrate the Passover, actually to come to the party, 

and "no more manna" was big for them.  How big?  Well, three times 

in two verses in our Joshua reading today, the writer tells us that the 

people ate "the produce of the land" and twice we are told that the 

manna had ceased.  Imagine! Now they could eat unleavened 

cakes and parched grain!  For most in that region, this would have 

been a regular meal; for the Hebrews, it was a feast. 

 

Of most importance for these people at this time would be 

remembering what that manna had represented: God with them, 

always.  From now on, though, they would not need God to provide 

their food; with God's help, they could learn to grow and prepare 

food for themselves.  With God's help, their own efforts could provide 

the water they needed.  With God's help, they could learn to make 

clothing for themselves, and all that their lives required -- with God's 

help.  For God's love and justice and peace to prevail, in creation and 

with all that had been created, the people would need to take 

responsibility and depend on God.  Party time -- with God. 

 

It seems to me that that is what our gospel reading is about today, 

too.  We get to examine, again, the story of the prodigal.  The word 

prodigal means "wastefully extravagant."  That can be applied to any 

of the three main characters in this story.  Most often, it is applied to 

the younger son.  For a reason that isn't a part of this story, the younger 

son asked his father for his inheritance; this is hugely insulting -- quite 

as if he had said to his father, I wish you were dead.  The father 

selflessly gave the son whatever his share of the estate would have 

been, and the son left, for a faraway place, to spend a lot of money.  

Life happens, and it happened at quite a price; the funding ran really 

low; the young man hired himself out to a farmer who put the young 

Jewish man in charge of pigs -- talk about insulting!  A famine came, 

and he would have eaten what the pigs ate (apparently, "wild carob 

pods with bitter berries, which were nauseating and not at all 

nourishing for humans"), but even the pigs were not sharing. 



Eventually, he thought: this is nuts!  He made a plan to go home, plead 

with his father, and work for him as a servant.  And now we see a 

different kind of prodigal; another definition of prodigal is "lavish 

abundance."  We have been thinking about God's abundance, and 

the father in this story had an abundance, for sure.  This story is really 

about this father and the party he throws, the joy that there is when a 

divinely beloved child who was lost returns to the family.  The father, 

as soon as he saw his son coming to him, runs to meet him.  Adult 

males did not run.  He would have had to pull his robe up around his 

knees in order to run; the neighbors would have thought he had lost 

his mind -- and he did it anyway.  And he ordered a fine robe and a 

ring, and sandals -- servants did not wear sandals, only free men.  The 

fatted calf -- big enough to feed the entire community was prepared; 

the party was on.  We serve an abundant God. 

 

Which is where we come to the third prodigal, the oldest son.  Of what 

was he horribly wasteful?  I'm tempted to say: life!  Life is too short and 

too precious and too precarious to spend it being resentful, to spend 

it dishonoring one's father and family, to spend it adding up chips to 

call in one day.  This son, too, seemed to have been wishing his father 

dead, waiting for all that was to be his to in fact be his.  And again, 

the father is lavishly abundant: he goes out to this son, he calls him 

"son," he assures the son that his inheritance will still be his, he invites 

his son to the party, which by rights the son ought to have been 

hosting. 

 

Jesus didn't tidy this one up for the scribes and the Pharisees, or for us.  

Did the oldest son go to the party?  Will we? 

 

Let us pray. 

 

 


