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We come into your presence, Gracious God, full of expectation for your divine 

encounter. Won’t you please open the ears of our hearts, so that we will hear 

that which you would we hear. And so we pray that the words of my mouth, and 

the meditations of all our hearts, may be acceptable to you, our God and our 

Redeemer.  

 Greet you people of Central Methodist Mission on this Father’s Day. I 

confess that I am not sure whether to say Happy Father’s Day or whether 

to just mark it and get on with the business of the day. A few weeks ago 

Alan wrote that he was speaking to a group of about 20 people just after 

Mother’s Day. He asked how the day had been and one person I believe said no 

different from other days. His question as to how his audience’s relationships with 

their fathers are, elicited even sadder news. It seems that as fathers go, many of 

us have father issues. And so we turn to the gospel of Luke and hear Jesus begin 

this last parable of the trilogy, “There was a father and two sons.”   

I 



You see, Jesus finds himself with two groups polarised by rules and attitudes. 

The Pharisees and the scribes on the one side of the table and the tax collectors 

and a motley crew of sinners and “unworthy” people on the other. The Pharisees 

and scribes had observed Jesus having a meal with the tax collectors and sinners 

and they had grumbled and carelessly thrown condemnatory remarks. Instead of 

mounting a justification against these folk, Jesus tells three parables. One about a 

lost and found sheep, another about a lost and found coin and this one which he 

introduces in that simple but profound line… There was a father and two sons… 

The Pharisees and the scribes who knew stories about fathers and sons from 

the Torah would have exchanged knowing glances and thought … Mmmm, this 

will not end well. And the tax collectors and sinners and the unworthy people 

would look down and think … Oh no Jesus… Father and sons? They would have 

read of Adam who has Cain and Abel; Isaac who had Jacob and Esau and others in 

the Torah who had sons and the stories ended on a sad note1.  

And perhaps being Father’s Day, you and I think of our own father stories. We 

think of our father who we have never met; we think of our own father who we 

knew but never really, because he was never home, never really paid much 
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attention to us; some of us think of their father who never really accepted them 

for who they are, forced them to choose a sport they did not like, and eventually 

chose a career for them, but no matter how much we have tried to prove 

ourselves, our younger brother was always been the favourite; some here think of 

their father to whom they have not spoken and every father’s day reminds us of 

the pain they have had to endure; some think of how great their father was, and 

this day reminds them of the day of his passing; some of us have haunting 

memories of fathers who abused our mother and us. Some of us think of how 

much we long to be parents, and for some reason we have not been able to 

conceive. Some of us have good memories of our daddy, thank God, but for most 

of us, “Jesus, please, let’s not go there…” 

So when the younger son wishes his father dead, demands his inheritance and 

loads it on a big lorry and disappears into the ever receding horizon, the Pharisees 

and the scribes would have looked at each other and said, I told you this was 

gonna end in disaster. The sinners and tax collectors would have looked down, 

the story hitting too close to home.  

I have often wondered what made the boy do such a thing to his father. And I 

still don’t know, but I can’t help wondering if he watched too much TV. You know 



those channels that give you a before and after picture. I wonder if he did not 

read those magazines with extravagant displays of things that glitter brightest, 

with promises that if you have one of these you will be worthy of love and 

respect. I wonder if he did not spend most of his time dreaming about what he 

would do with all the money when he finally won the lotto. And he could not 

postpone his day of glory any longer, and the best he could come to was to break 

his father’s heart, left it shattered into a tiny million pieces as he goes off to a far 

off land.  

The wealth quickly dissipates, and his victory is all but pyrrhic, here today and 

gone tomorrow, leaving him with nothing but the bumper sticker, “When days are 

dark, friends are few”. And you could see that he was going down, ending up 

homeless and feeding with pigs. And Jesus’ audience snigger with disgust at the 

mention of pigs. The boy is down and out.  

But he comes to and he remembers the warmth of his home, the love that he 

experienced. And he determines to go back home. And Jesus’ audience leans in. 

The Pharisees and scribes are disgusted, how dare you... “You go back home, boy, 

and you will finally get what you deserve. After what you did to your father, you 

think you can simply waltz back into his life? Well that’s not how the world works. 



You will see. That’s right, go back home and get a taste of your own medicine. 

And the tax collectors and the lame and the prostitutes would have thought, “No, 

boy, do not go home.” They would have known all too well what it means to be 

rejected. They would have known how it feels to have the door slammed against 

your face, to have your family deny they know you, to have friends turn against 

you and pretend they have never met you. Rejection would have been their daily 

bread and they would have thought, “Don’t go back home, child, it’s not worth it, 

don’t go back home.”2 But the boy, bruised and battered lifts himself up from the 

squalor, puts one heavy step after another, while rehearsing his penance speech 

to his father, “Forgive me, for I have sinned against you, heaven and earth. I no 

longer deserve to be your son. Just make me one of your servants.  The clickety-

clack of his old once branded sneakers cause the children on the street to laugh at 

him and adults stand against fences and exchange looks as they point at him… 

Don’t look now, but isn’t that that boy who insulted his father took his stuff… 

I bet he is beginning to think that this was all a bad idea when his father spots 

him. He does what an old man his age does not do. He gathers his clothes in his 

hands and runs, risking the ridicule of anyone who sees him, does the undignified 
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for love. Tears run parallel on his cheeks and confluence at the end of his chin, he 

opens his arms and takes the boy and kisses him. The boy begins his rehearsed 

speech… Father, I…I … Shhhhh, hush child….the boy’s tears meet the father’s 

tears. You see, the son “arrives at the end of his exploring, and knows the place 

for the first time”3, a place of surprising grace, exuberant grace, extravagant 

grace! 

And the father calls in divine eagerness, “Quick, put a robe on him, put a ring 

on him, put sandals on him. Slaughter the fatted calf and let’s celebrate for this 

son of mine was lost, now he is found, he was dead, now he is alive again!” The 

Pharisees and the scribes would have indignantly thought, “Celebrate! Celebrate! 

Are you kidding me? And the prostitutes and tax collectors would have had tears 

of surprise flowing down and would have said, “Celebrate…” 

And they would have called the DJ, got their party hats out and the aroma of 

calf on the spit braai would have wafted into the air. Exuberant joy and an 

extravagant celebration, laughter and eating and music heard far beyond the 

household. And the older brother comes back from work, all sweat and fatigue, 

looking forward to a hot shower and a meal. He hears this exuberant music 
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blaring from the DJ’s speakers and yes the smell of the braai from the spit and he 

calls one of the servants who announces, “Your brother is back and your dad is 

throwing a party in his honour.” And he stands on the porch and refuses to go in. 

The father hears that his elder son is outside, and he leaves the party to speak to 

him. The elder boy refuses, says to his father, “I am the good one, the dutiful one, 

the one who has never let you down, done things according to your book. And 

you have never even given me a goat to have a party with my friends. And this 

son of yours, who took his share and wasted it on prostitutes, gets to have a 

party?” “Son, son, you are always with me, and everything I have is yours”, says 

the father.   

And Jesus’s listeners would have looked at each other surprised at this 

unexpected turn of events. The one who deserved condemnation received grace, 

taken in the father’s arms, washed of his disgrace and gets into grace. It is 

shocking to us too. We want him to come back home, apologise and have him do 

something to deserve a party. Jesus tells us that the party happens not because of 

what the son deserves, but because the father is full of grace. He tells us that no 

matter how self-orphaned we are, we can never render ourselves4 fatherless. The 
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father has always been there, unchangeable in his love for us, and has scanned 

the horizon every day for us, waiting, hoping for our safe return. Sometimes we 

think we have gone too far, that we are unforgivable, that we deserve worse, and 

we struggle to forgive ourselves. But the father knows. God knows that failure to 

forgive binds us to our past and makes it impossible to move on.  

“Forgiving is love’s revolution against life’s unfairness. When we forgive, we ignore the normal laws 

that strap us to the natural law of getting even and, by the alchemy of love; we release ourselves from 

our own painful pasts5. 

 

Come into the party, friends. Sometimes we struggle with our own self-

righteousness, and we stay out on the porch. Come into the party. You see, you 

can’t throw your own party. God, in God’s grace throws the party and invites you 

and I and those we like and those who don’t like us, and those we have offended 

and those who have offended us to join in the same party. God does not give us 

what we deserve, but what we need. All of us can never deserve God’s party, but 

God knows we need it. The party is for everyone.  
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But the elder son stands outside, and inside I can hear that song that played in 

my varsity days when I was a DJ: 

There's a party goin' on right here 

A celebration to last throughout the years 

So bring your good times 

And your laughter too 

We gonna celebrate your party with you 

Come on now 

(Celebration) 

Let's all celebrate and have a good time 

(Celebration) 

We gonna celebrate and have a good time 

It's time to come together 

It's up to you 

What's your pleasure 

Everyone around the world 

Come on
6
 

Our identity as children of God, our worth is a gift from the father, not an 

achievement or what others say or not even what TV says we are. It’s grace. We 
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don’t have to do anything. You know that saying, “There is nothing we can do to 

make God love us anymore or any less”. God is love. God is grace.  

So I can see as the story draws to the end the young son, now exhausted from 

his long walk to grace and the unexpected party finds himself a quiet corner, 

earphones in his ear, his finger on repeat and Bono sings into his very heart:  

Grace 

She takes the blame 

She covers the shame 

Removes the stain 

It could be her name … 

What once was hurt 

What once was friction 

What left a mark 

No longer stings 

Because grace makes beauty 

Out of ugly things 

Grace makes beauty out of ugly things7 
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May you and I hear this good news today. Grace makes beauty out of ugly 

things… 

So, it’s Father’s Day. You and I have heard of the gift of grace extended to us, 

even me, even me! Friends, the gifts of God are God’s invitation. May you rise up 

today and go and be the father. May those who have offended you know the love 

of the father through you! Yes, friend, it’s Father’s Day. The mystic, Meister 

Eckardt said he heard God clearly invite him with these words, “I became human 

for you. If you do not become God for me, you do me wrong”. God became the 

gracious father for me and you, may we become the gracious father for those 

who come back to us seeking forgiveness and grace. It’s Father’s Day. May it be a 

great one.  

Yes friends, it is Father’s Day. May you come to know the love of the Father 

today. That no matter what far off land you find yourself in, you may find the 

courage to rise up and go back home and join the party prepared for you, for you! 

It is Father’s Day. Elder son, elder daughter, on the patio where you stand 

outside, may you hear the father’s invitation and join the party! The party is for 

you too, for everything the father has is yours. Come now into the father’s rest. 

Hear the music inside,  

                                Come on and celebrate,  



                                                          for grace makes beauty, out of ugly things.  

                                                                                                 Happy Father’s Day! 

Siphiwe Ndlovu 


