
St. Paul & the Redeemer | Rev. Catherine Healy | Lent 4, Year C | March 31, 2019 

In a prior life, I helped organize a Christian summer camp. And one year, in the spring, 
we got a phone call from a priest who wanted to know if we could handle a little boy 
from his church. 

This was a kid whose start to life had been hard. His problems were learning, and 
sensory, and behavioral. The priest warned us that he could be physically aggressive, 
and that he wasn’t having much social success at church or at school. But he also said, 
“Now that I’ve said all that, I have to tell you: He’s really a sweet kid.” 

So the camp leaders put our heads together to think about whether we could make our 
camp a good place for this kid. And we decided to take the chance. 

When he got to camp, we set him up with a one-on-one counselor and a separate place 
to sleep. When camp activities were overwhelming, he had special permission to take 
breaks. 

We all held our breath. 

And that little boy did awesome. 

He had so much fun canoeing and hiking and making s’mores. He had an adult by his 
side who could take him out to the playground when he needed to blow off steam. 
With the right supports, in the right environment, he was thriving. And watching him 
just be a kid at camp brought me so much joy. 

I had worried that the other kids would exclude him for being different, but these were 
fairly young kids. They weren’t nearly as interested in his different behavior as they 
were in his different treatment. 

“How come he gets his own counselor and we don’t?” 

“How come he gets to go to the playground during Bible study and we can’t?” 

“How come all the grown-ups are so interested in him?” 

We told them that everyone learns differently and people need different things to help 
them have fun at camp, but of course that wasn’t a satisfactory answer. All they saw 
was that it wasn’t fair. 

And they were right. It wasn’t fair. 



I still think about that little boy, who is grown up by now. I’m sure he is still a sweet 
kid. And I’m sure he still struggles with problem-solving and impulse control. Probably 
also with money management and choosing friends who are good for him. 

If he has the right supports, and the right environment, I bet he’s thriving. If not … I bet 
he’s hit some real bumps, not unlike the younger brother in today’s Gospel, the one we 
call the Prodigal Son. 

In this story, where the father seems, so unfairly, to favor the younger son who did 
everything wrong, Jesus is trying to teach us something about the forgiveness and 
mercy of God. And that mercy, once we have known it ourselves, should inform how 
we treat the prodigal son figures in our own lives. 

The New Testament scholar Amy-Jill Levine started asking one simple question to 
audiences around the world: “What went wrong with the prodigal son?”1 

To me, the answer seemed obvious: “He squandered his property in dissolute living.”2 

And that turns out to be the answer she hears most often in the United States. But in 
other parts of the world, people notice other parts of the story. 

In places with agrarian economies, what people notice is that a “severe famine” struck 
the land.3 

In places where young adults stay close to home, he went wrong when he cut off his 
support network, left his family, and “traveled to a distant country.”4 

And in communitarian societies, what stands out is that “no one gave him anything.”5 

The question for us is not really which answer is right, because the story Jesus tells us is 
one where all these factors are building. By the time the young man is going hungry, 
feeding pods to pigs, it’s impossible to say that his crisis has come about just because of 
his circumstances, or just because of his choices. And I don’t think that is an accident. 

Maybe Jesus is telling us that it doesn’t matter. 

                                                
1 "Hearing the Parables as Jewish Stories," Amy-Jill Levine. Lecture, 24 April 2018. For more on the 
parables, Levine has a great book: Short Stories by Jesus: The Enigmatic Parables of a Controversial Rabbi. 
2 Luke 15:13, NRSV. 
3 Luke 15:14, NRSV. 
4 Luke 15:13, NRSV. 
5 Luke 15:16, NRSV. 



It certainly doesn’t seem to matter to the young man’s father. 

And maybe it doesn’t matter to God. 

Which is important for us, because in God’s eyes, we are all the younger son. 

We have all wandered away from God. We have all been careless with our most 
precious relationships and wasteful of our time. 

But Jesus promises us that where there is sin, in God there is forgiveness. Where we fall 
short, God is there to raise us up. 

What a liberating possibility, that the God revealed in Jesus is a God waiting for us with 
arms thrown open, that we can run toward God’s embrace with all of our back story, all 
our disappointments and shame, all of the bad choices we’ve made and all the baggage 
we carry as victims of circumstance—and that God allows us to drop all of it at the 
door. 

That God’s love is not something we have to earn by being good. And that when we 
run off the rails, as we all do at some point, God will not shame us or demand that we 
pay back everything we’ve spent. 

God is just happy to have us home. 

And if Jesus tells us that God welcomes us without questioning our choices, which can 
never be entirely perfect, or our motives, which can never be entirely pure— 

Then to imitate Jesus, to truly mirror his radical hospitality, we have to forfeit our 
eagerness to question the choices and motives of others. 

Dorothy Day, the great activist and founder of the Catholic Worker movement, wrote 
often about our culture’s obsession with identifying the “deserving poor.” In the 1940s, 
she had already identified many of the same codes that still shape social policy today. 

To be a “deserving” poor person in our society, it helps to be white. If you are a woman, 
it helps to have children, but not too many children, which will make you undeserving. 
If you are disabled, it helps to have the right kind of disability. Mental illness or 
addiction will also make you undeserving. It also helps to be like the prodigal son: to be 
from an upper-middle-class background and experience a temporary fall from grace. If 
you come from generations of poverty, your deservingness is automatically suspect. 

Most of us know all this, and understand that this system of evaluating human worth is 
morally bankrupt. And yet it’s hard to unlearn it. 



Day believed that this calculus ran absolutely counter to the Gospel of Christ, and in 
fact wrote: “Christ did not talk about the deserving poor. He did not come to save those 
who deserved to be saved.”6 She opened the first Catholic Worker home to everyone in 
need of shelter, without questioning whether that need came from choices or 
circumstance. 

It was not an interesting question to her. 

It does not seem to be an interesting question to God. 

Dorothy Day sought to do what the father of the prodigal son does in this parable, and 
what Jesus commands us to do for each other. 

To stop applying our own criteria to evaluate who is “deserving” of help or of love, and 
simply to offer our help and our love prodigally—recklessly, extravagantly, like we are 
never going to run out. 

The same way God does for us. 

                                                
6 “Odds and Ends,” The Catholic Worker, Dorothy Day. February 1942. The argument that Christ calls us to 
serve the “undeserving poor,” and criticisms of those who only want to serve the “deserving poor,” 
appear throughout Day’s writings. 


