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Loving the marginalised 
 
Where do you find yourself in this story? I suspect all of at times can identify with the younger son, for there 
are times when we all get lost, and muck things up, squander what we have. All of us have been in need of 
the kind of forgiveness and compassion the father shows to this son. Equally it’s not hard to identify with the 
stay at home son, the one who seeks to do the right thing and has a sense of the unfairness of it all as others 
seem to get away with all manner of things and who even prosper despite their obvious decadent life-style. 
Or perhaps you identify with the scribes and Pharisees in their questioning of the company Jesus keeps? 
 
In fact the key to understanding this parable is in the lead up to the parable when we are told that the scribes 
and Pharisees were grumbling and saying, “This fellow welcomes sinners and eats with them.” So he told 
them this parable. Jesus is a master storyteller. It’s as if he has been telling the story of a play – with the 
actors on the stage, being the father and two sons and the community. – The story of a father who has 2 sons 
– both not really sons to him at all, both lost to him – the first obviously so, the second less obviously but 
who reveals by his words and actions that he does not understand the father’s love for him – it’s the story of 
a loving father who seeks to reach out to both his sons that they might come to know the quality of the love 
that he has for them. 
 
But we need to remember who the story is being told to – who the audience is – the grumbling Scribes and 
Pharisees. Kenneth Bailey in his commentary “Through Peasant Eyes” suggests: “By the end it’s as if now 
Jesus and the Scribes and the Pharisees are also on the stage and Jesus is saying to them, ‘You accuse me of 
welcoming sinners and eating with them. You are correct. This is precisely what I do. But I do not do it at 
night behind the door. Rather in broad daylight and before assembled guests, I search out sinners that I might 
by any means convince them to come in and eat with me. But my dear friends, do you not understand that 
this costly offer of love is made for outcasts and "in-casts," for runaways and stay-at-homes, for prodigals 
and older sons… for the sinners and for you - for Pharisees, for tax collectors and for scribes? In the parable, 
the actions of the father in the courtyard are my actions. You are the older son. Costly love was offered the 
prodigal. Even more costly love is offered to the older son. In spite of your hostility to me and my actions, I 
love you and urge you to sit and eat with me. When I sit and eat with sinners, we are not celebrating their sin 
but my costly love. That same costly love is now offered to you. My banquet table is spread. If you accept, 
then the banquet is an occasion of even greater joy. I seek not only them but also you! Come! Be reconciled 
to your brother! Accept the love I offer! I know that you are offended at my table fellowship with sinners. 
But do you not understand, my dear friends, that if I do not sit and eat with sinners then I cannot sit and eat 
with you!’ “.  
 
I said at the beginning, where do you find yourself in this story. Henry Nouwen in his book “The Prodigal 
Son challenges us by insisting that it isn’t enough to find ourselves in either brother but rather ultimately he 
challenges us to find ourself in the father. To live out the same costly love in all of our living and relating. 
For we are addressed and challenged by this story, just as the scribes and Pharisees were. To identify with 
and accept those who our society might want to marginalise, push away, dissociate itself from. Those who 
might make us feel uncomfortable, whose behaviour we find hard to deal with. 
 
That is why we cannot as followers of Jesus have anything to do with any form of violence – of rejecting and 
pushing away those who are different who we perceive as a threat. That is why we must be appalled at any 
suggestion that asylum seekers arriving by boat be turned around and sent back to where they have come 
from – yes by all means prosecute people smugglers, those who seek to profit from the desperation of others, 
but let us be grateful and support our current Government in its attempts to treat asylum seekers themselves 
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humanely and compassionately in fulfilment of International Human Rights protocols. That is why we must 
not fall into the trap of stigmatising Muslims as a whole or any other group for that matter because of the 
words and actions of individual Muslims; why we cannot agree with the church’s condemnation of Gay and 
lesbian persons. If we cannot sit at table with those who make us uncomfortable, with Muslims, with asylum 
seekers with people of same gender sexual orientation, then we will not be sitting at table with Jesus. 
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