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 The parable of “the Father and Two Sons” in Luke 15:11-32 is unique to Luke and its 

profundity and popularity may be second to none among the parables of Jesus. Nonetheless it has 

been greatly misunderstood or controversial because of a long tradition of allegorical 

interpretation in that the older brother/son represents merciless Pharisees or Jews whereas the 
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younger brother/son represents contrite sinners or gentile Christians forgiven and accepted by the 

compassionate God.2 In this allegorical interpretation the older brother is a symbol of self-

righteousness or cold-heartedness whereas the younger brother is a symbol of new creation or 

humanity in God. In fact, this kind of a negative reading of the older brother is not new or 

surprising given the rivalry stories in the Hebrew Bible where, for example, Jacob the younger 

brother is preferred to Esau the older (Gen 25:19-34).3 So much so in Christian interpretation of 

this parable or in popular culture, the older brother is non-existent.4 Not surprisingly, there were 

“35 extant Prodigal Son plays composed in England before 1642.”5 Shakespeare rarely refers to 

the older brother and the theme of prodigality is prevalent in his works (for example, King Lear, 

Hamlet, and the Merchant of Venice among others).6 Perhaps his only exception is the Merchant 

of Venice where Shylock is identified with the older brother. 

Journal of Bible and Human Transformation  Volume 6, Issue 1 (November 2016)
©Sopher Press (contact JBHT@sopherpress.com)  Page 2 of 16
 

2 Luke Johnson, The Gospel of Luke (Collegeville, MN: Liturgical Press, 1991), 240-42.
While Jerome and Augustine connect the older brother with unrepentant Israel, Calvin rejects the Jewish link and 
connects with “hypocrites and intolerable pride.” For example, Augustine reads the older brother as “the people of 
Israel following the flesh.” See the Letters of St. Jerome, vol. 1, ed. Johannes Quasten and Walter J. Burghardt 
(Mahwah, NJ: Paulist Press, 1963), 124 (Letter 21); Augustine and Calvin are cited in Mikeal Parsons, “The 
Prodigal's Older Brother: The History and Ethics of Reading Luke 15:25- 32,” Perspectives in Religious Studies 23 
(1996):152, 154. See also Tertullian, On Repentance 8.

3 Brandon Scott, Re-Imagine the World (Sonoma, CA: Polebridge, 2001), 74-81. In fact, the older brother Esau 
accepts the younger brother Jacob without conditions when he returns home with fear. Unlike the narrator’s 
comment on Esau, he is the one who is ready to gladly accept his younger brother with mercy. He forgave Jacob 
already. Seeing Jacob, Esau ran to his brother and kissed him. This scene reminds us the parable of the Father and 
Two Sons in Luke 15 as we deal with here. Readers are not told about what happened to Esau to the degree that he 
changed his mind to accept and welcome his brother without revenging. Obviously, Esau’s action resembles the 
typical mother’s. Here we see no longer Esau as the mannish hunter-father figure in a traditional family.

4 Mikeal Parsons, “The Prodigal's Older Brother: The History and Ethics of Reading Luke 15:25- 32,” Perspectives 
in Religious Studies 23 (1996): 147-174.

5 Mikeal Parsons, “The Prodigal's Older Brother: The History and Ethics of Reading Luke 15:25- 32,” Perspectives 
in Religious Studies 23 (1996), 155.

6 Ibid., 157.
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But from a communal perspective all three characters (the father and two sons) are 

equally important in the family, in which the foremost issue is not who is right or who is wrong, 

but how they can live with mercy, justice, and peace. Otherwise in this parable there is no motif 

of sibling preference by the father. Simply, this parable is a family story through which Jesus 

tells the audience about a new alternative family based on God’s rule.7 By the way, the first-

century Mediterranean society is communal, dyadic culture where one cannot live in isolation.

The Parable in the Lukan Context

To unpack the parable of “the father and two sons” in Luke we need careful examination of all 

three “lost” parables (the lost sheep, the lost coin, and the lost son) in Luke 15. We have to note 

that Luke 15:1-2 is placed before the parable begins: “Now all the tax collectors and sinners were 

coming near to listen to him. And the Pharisees and the scribes were grumbling and saying, ‘This 

fellow welcomes sinners and eats with them’.” These texts of Luke 15:1-2 foreground the 

importance of inclusivism of the gentile sinners. For that purpose, Luke uses the first two “lost” 
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7 The themes of a parable have to do with Jesus’ proclamation of “the good news of God” (euangelion tou theou) 
concerning “the kingdom of God” (basileia tou theou). “The good news of God” (euangelion tou theou) is God’s 
good news that Jesus brings to the world, and “the kingdom of God” is understood as “God’s kingly rule” 
characterized with mercy, justice, and peace. To manifest the rule of God, Jesus heals the sick, exorcises the 
possessed people, and teaches his disciples and the crowds through parables, which takes one third of his teaching in 
the synoptic tradition. According to J. D. Crossan, there are three kinds of parables of Jesus that focus on God’s rule: 
(1) “parables of advent”; (2) “parables of reversal”; (3) “parables of action.” J. D. Crossan, In Parables: The 
Challenge of the Historical Jesus (Sonoma, CA: Polebridge, 1992), 36. The parable of “the father and two sons” in 
Luke 15:11-32 addresses all of these three aspects of God’s rule in the world. First, regarding the advent of God’s 
rule, this parable introduces a new radical egalitarian community where all are embraced without conditions. This 
community of God is radically different from the typical communities in the Roman Empire run by the patron-client 
system. Second, regarding the reversal of God’s rule, because of the radical advent of God’s rule in the here and 
now, the current system or thought is challenged and reversed in ways that God’s rule may be reestablished. In fact, 
the father in this parable does not follow society’s norm that has to maintain a clear boundary between father and 
children and between reward and punishment. Third, regarding the action of God’s rule, the parable exhorts the 
readers to act based on the new vision of a family, seeking an ultimate reconciliation of a community.
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parables and concludes with themes of repentance and forgiveness: “Just so, I tell you, there will 

be more joy in heaven over one sinner who repents than over ninety-nine righteous persons who 

need no repentance” (15:7; see also 15:10).8 But in fact, these parables told by Jesus have 

nothing to do with such themes of repentance or forgiveness since the lost sheep or the lost coin 

cannot return or repent.9 Rather, these parables are about the owners who have lost and searched 

for the lost at all cost. But when it comes to the third parable of “the father and two sons” (Luke 

15:11-32), the issue is more complex than the first two.10 First of all, unlike the first two parables, 

there is no clear Lukan redaction within this parable, which implies that Luke finds it interesting 

on its own. This is perhaps because the younger son/brother’s “conniving” gesture of regretting 

and his return could be read as genuine repentance.11 Second, unlike the first two parables, this 

parable does not end with “feasting and rejoicing” at the party, and the story continues with 

tensions among the family members.12 There is no indication that the two brothers will be 
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8 In the Matthean version of the lost sheep (Matt 18:12-14) there is no statement about repentance for the sinner.

9 Amy Jill Levine, Short Stories by Jesus, 27.

10 There is no consensus among scholars about the origin of this parable. Whereas Jack Sanders argues that the first 
part of the parable (vv. 11-24) comes from Jesus and that the second part (vv. 25-32) comes through later oral 
traditions or Luke, Luise Schottroff attributes the entire parable (vv. 11-32) to the Lukan origin. But I argue that the 
entire parable come from Jesus. First, there is no need for Luke to create the second part if the original parable did 
not come with the second part because the first part would be enough to match the two preceding parables of the lost 
(lost sheep and lost coin). Second, this parable can be well understood in the social cultural setting of first-century 
Palestine under the Roman Empire, in which Jesus appears as a countercultural prophet, announces a new rule of 
God that challenges a narrow conception of community based on patron-client system, and offers an alternative 
vision of a more egalitarian oikos. With this historical plausibility of Jesus’ teaching, Jesus uses an irregular, 
dysfunctional family as a test case to show what is needed to make God’s rule in the family. See Jack T. Sanders, 
“Tradition and Redaction in Lk 15:11-32,” NTS 15 (1968-69): 433-38; Joseph Fitzmyer, The Gospel According to 
Luke (New York: Doubleday, 1985), 1084. Luise Schottroff, “Das Gleichnis vom verlorenen Sohn,” ZTK 68 (1971): 
27-52; Charles Carlston, “Reminiscence and Redaction in Luke 15:11-32,” JBL 94.3 (1975): 368-390. Regarding the 
egalitarian oikos, see Rohun Park, “Revisiting the parable of the prodigal son for decolonization: Luke’s 
reconfiguration of oikos in Luke 15:11-32,” Biblical Interpretation 17 (2009): 507-520.

11 Amy Jill Levine, Short Stories by Jesus, 53.

12 Ibid., 45-6.
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reconciled eventually. Apparently, the father is happy about his newly found son, and yet he has 

to make sure that his sons are reconciled with each other. Third, whereas the first two “lost” 

parables deal with the importance of care or search for what is lost (the lost sheep and the lost 

coin), the third “lost” parable deals with issues regarding a community (family) where all 

members should play a certain role to achieve union or reconciliation. This third parable is a 

story of loss in the family. The father cares for both sons, unlike the paterfamilias who runs with 

authority or matriarchs in the Hebrew Bible who favor the younger son. 

With the above understanding about the third “lost” parable in Luke, the Lukan point is 

that God’s rule is not exclusive to a particular group of people. It is open to all. In fact, the father 

in the parable affirms the place of the older brother and what the father wants is the holistic 

community once again. In light of this third parable’s open-endedness, the Lukan community 

seeks a more open community for Gentiles, and the conditions for joining such a new inclusive 

community are repentance, which is not told in the parable proper; because the younger son/

brother does not seem to repent from his heart other than trying to avoid such a dying misery, it 

would be hardly the case that this parable emphasizes the importance of repentance and 

forgiveness. Rather, regardless of his repentance, the father is ready to accept him with mercy. 

The Lukan inclusive gospel fits well in the context of the Lukan audience – “a group of late-first 

century churches of diverse social composition” where all are welcomed with a new vision of 

God’s oikos.13 Especially in view of the Lukan theology of the universal gospel for all people 

beyond the Jewish boundary, the importance of unity in diversity in a newly emerging Christian 
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community cannot be overemphasized. With a new vision of an alternative community based in 

God’s mercy, justice, and peace, Lukan audience must support each other, seeking a holistic, 

livable community of all.

The Parable as a Dysfunctional Family Story with Struggles

Mediterranean society is a culture of kinship whose domain covers “a broad range of institutions: 

genealogy and decent, marriage and divorce, and dowry systems and inheritance.”14 Kinship in 

the ancient Mediterranean society impacts virtually every part of life and every other social 

domain. In this kin-world context we have to read the parable of Jesus by locating his parabolic 

message in the family as a whole, as Levine observes in her most recent book:15

In its original context, the parable of the Prodigal Son would not have been heard as a 
story of repentance or forgiveness, a story of works-righteousness and grace, or a story 
of Jewish xenophobia and Christian universalism. Instead, the parable’s messages of 
finding the lost, of reclaiming children, of reassessing the meaning of family offer not 
only good news, but better news (italics are mine for emphasis).

With the reading lens of family, we may think of several aspects of family story. First, the 

parable of “the father and two sons” is a story of a dysfunctional family that needs resolution and 

reconciliation.16 The family loses its equilibrium and stability because of the younger son’s 

immature, rash action. The younger son dishonors his father by asking for a share of his property 
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14 K. C. Hanson, “Kinship,” BTB 24 (1994): 183-94. See also Jerome Neyrey, “First-Century Personality,” in Jerome 
Neyrey, ed. The Social World of Luke-Acts: Models for Interpretation (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson Publishers), 
67-96.

15 Amy Jill Levine, Short Stories by Jesus: The Enigmatic Parables of a Controversial Rabbi (New York, NY: 
HarperOne, 2014), 28.

16 Ibid., 62.
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(15:12), which is shameful to his father. In Jewish tradition, inheritance is not transferred until 

the parents die to prevent their children from fighting with each other or from stopping to honor 

them (Num 36:7-9; 27:8-11; Sirach 33:20-24).17

Second, this parable deals with the role of the father (or a parent) in the family, who is 

unlike the paterfamilias in society.18 The father behaves very unconventionally and risks his 

honor as a typical father in a village. He is doubly shamed since he fails “to discipline his son … 

by acquiescing to his son’s dishonorable request.”19 Moreover, this father appears to be mother-

like and has a weak image throughout the story, as he waits for his son outside of his house and 

hugs and kisses upon his return. Brandon Scott observes the father’s mother-like image as 

follows: “The father combines in himself the maternal and paternal roles. As a father he is a 

failure, but as a mother, he is a success.”20 The father is also very much overreacting to the 

younger son’s return home and prepares a big banquet and to invites all village people. Being 

overjoyed, the father could forget about his older brother, but in fact, he seeks him out and 

explains why he does so. That is the unusual father who remembers and takes care of his faithful 

son. To our surprise, there are no mother or daughters in this parable. However irregular the 

Journal of Bible and Human Transformation  Volume 6, Issue 1 (November 2016)
©Sopher Press (contact JBHT@sopherpress.com)  Page 7 of 16
 

17 A similar advice is in Babylonian Talmud, Baba Mezia, 75B: “He who transfers his property to his children in his 
lifetime” is something that needs to be shun.

18 I do not think that the older son/brother resembles the imperial system of the Roman Empire whereas the father is 
considered a model of challenge to the system. For example, Rohun Park elevates the father’s countercultural role 
against the Empire represented by the older son.  But such a view misses the aspects of family story where the goal is 
not who is right but to get ultimate peace and justice. See Rohun Park, “Revisiting the parable of the prodigal son for 
decolonization: Luke’s reconfiguration of oikos in Luke 15:11-32,” Biblical Interpretation 17 (2009): 507-520.

19 See Amy Jill Levine, Short Stories by Jesus, 50.

20  See Brandon Scott, Hear Then the Parable (Minneapolis, MN: Fortress, 1990),  122. See also his work Re-
Imagine the World (Sonoma, CA: Polebridge, 2001), 82. See also Alicia Batten, “Dishonor, Gender and the Parable 
of the Prodigal Son,” Toronto Journal of Theology 13 (1997): 187-200.

mailto:JBHT@sopherpress.com
mailto:JBHT@sopherpress.com


family may be, the father’s role in the family is non-conventional yet enlightening. The father 

waits outside of his house, sees his son from afar and runs to meet him. Immediately, the father 

asks the servants to prepare a big banquet to welcome his son. This father also is equally 

concerned with the older son, calling him “child” (teknon) and assuring that “all that is mine is 

yours” (15:31). At the same time the father explains why he throws a lavish feast to his younger 

son: “For this your brother was dead, and is alive; he was lost, and is found” (15:32). From this it 

is clear that the father cares for both of his sons.21

Accordingly, this parable does not follow a system of reward and punishment in which 

the bad are punished and the good are rewarded. From the perspective of the traditional Jewish 

theology, the father should not act like the one in the parable. He has to scold and punish him and 

then can restore him in the family. The father’s unconditional acceptance based on his mercy is 

exceptional and may cause the state of antinomianism. Moreover, according to the patron-client 
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21 This parable also does not follow the traditional storyline of sibling rivalries in the Hebrew Bible where 
matriarchs are involved in favoring the younger brother over against the older brother (for example: Cain and Abel, 
Ishmael and Isaac, Esau and Jacob, and Judah and his brothers and Joseph). Perhaps it is not accidental in this 
parable that the mother does not appear because of that association with biblical matriarchs. A typical expression 
about sibling rivalry is found in Malachi 1:2-3: “I have loved you, says the Lord. But you say, ‘How have you loved 
us?’ Is not Esau Jacob’s brother? says the Lord. Yet I have loved Jacob but I have hated Esau; I have made his hill 
country a desolation and his heritage a desert for jackals.” In such sibling tales, we find the logic of “either/or”: if 
one is chosen, the other is a loser. This kind of sibling favoritism with a younger son/brother appears in Jewish 
midrash on Psalms 9, where the king loves the little son more than the grown-ups. The movie Amadeus (1984) may 
be a modern reincarnation of this tale of rivalry favoritism: Moses representing a profligate talented young man and 
the older Antonio Salieri as less talented. But this parable does not endorse such logic. Rather, the father cares for 
both sons. The older son is guaranteed to receive the inheritance while the younger son is welcomed back to the 
home. Although complete peace and justice is yet to be seen since this parable is open ended, one thing is clear: the 
father shows no partiality to either of his sons. The older son’s slave language in Luke 15:29-30 may not mean his 
relationship with the father but to mean his hard work for the father as son. See LaHurd, Carol Schersten LaHurd, 
“Re-viewing Luke 15 with Arab Christian Women,” in Amy-Jill Levine, ed. A Feminist Companion to Luke 
(London; New York: Sheffield Academic, 2002), 246-268 (264). Regarding the positive light of the old brother, see 
Donald Juel, “The Strange Silence of the Bible,” Interpretation 51 (1997): 5-19; Nancy Duff, “Luke 15:11-32,” 
Interpretation 49 (1995): 66-69; Heikki Räisänen, “The Prodigal Gentile and His Jewish Christian Brother, Luke 
15:11-32,” in F. Van Segbroek et al. eds. The Four Gospels (Leuven: Leuven University Press, 1992), 1617-36; 
Charles Carlston, “Reminiscence and Redaction in Luke 15:11-32,” JBL 94 (1975): 368-90. See also O'Rourke, 
“Some Notes on Luke 15:11-32,” NTS 18 (1972):431-433.

mailto:JBHT@sopherpress.com
mailto:JBHT@sopherpress.com


system or the honor-shame culture, the father should not act like the way he does in the parable. 

In the end, however, the challenge is that this mother-like father becomes an alternative model of 

a family or community that follows God’s rule – characterized with mercy and justice.22 

Third, this parable deals with a matter of justice in the family. When the older brother/

son hears news about his brother’s return and the father’s extravagant banquet for his brother, he 

is angry and refuses to enter his father’s house. He complains to his father because it seems that 

life is unfair to him. Actually, from a perspective of family in first century, the older brother/son 

is a good man, diligent for the family.23 In a way, his concerns are very legitimate as he cares 

about the well-being of the whole family. Otherwise, his point is not to ruin his younger brother 

or to disobey his father. He has a right to speak up in the family with sound thought and 

judgment. He is very thoughtful and patient enough not to rush to his brother. In fact, he could 

have run to his brother and smashed him by his cheek. Rather, he stays outside of the house and 

takes time to digest and go through this unusual experience. In the end, this parable as a family 

story leaves us with the unresolved questions: Is the younger brother/son accepted 

unconditionally or is he accepted because he repented? Is the father’s overreaction to his son 

necessary? Is the older brother/son’s voice of justice legitimate? How can the justice in the 
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22  See Alicia Batten, “Dishonor, Gender and the Parable of the Prodigal Son,” Toronto Journal of Theology 13 
(1997): 187-200.

23 The older son’s slave language in Luke 15:29-30 may not mean his relationship with the father but to mean his 
hard work for the father as son. See LaHurd, Carol Schersten LaHurd, “Re-viewing Luke 15 with Arab Christian 
Women,” in Amy-Jill Levine, ed. A Feminist Companion to Luke (London; New York: Sheffield Academic, 2002), 
246-268 (264). Regarding the positive light of the old brother, see Donald Juel, “The Strange Silence of the Bible,” 
Interpretation 51 (1997): 5-19; Nancy Duff, “Luke 15:11-32,” Interpretation 49 (1995): 66-69; Heikki Räisänen, 
“The Prodigal Gentile and His Jewish Christian Brother, Luke 15:11-32,” in F. Van Segbroek et al., eds., The Four 
Gospels (Leuven: Leuven University Press, 1992), 1617-36; Charles Carlston, “Reminiscence and Redaction in 
Luke 15:11-32,” JBL 94 (1975): 368-90. See also O'Rourke, “Some Notes on Luke 15:11-32,” NTS 18 (1972):
431-433.
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family be restored? For eventual reconciliation between these family members what should be 

done in the process?

Seeking a Model of Reconciliation

The meaning of this parable is decided not solely by Jesus in his time or Luke in his time, but by 

the flesh-and-blood reader who not only hears what the text says but also interacts with it in view 

of his or her perspectives. In this regard, meaning or interpretation of biblical text involves “the 

intersection of text, context, and hermeneutics.”24 In such a frame of critical contextual 

interpretation, the parable is an ideal place that we can engage because it invites us to think deep 

and find answers for ourselves.25 Since the parable is open-ended, we wonder about the end of 

the story. If there is an ideal scenario of the end of the story, what is it and how can it be 

achieved? Indeed, there are many unresolved questions that await the reader’s engagement: for 

example, whether the brothers will have time to talk with each other? What should the father do 
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24 Yung Suk Kim, Christ’s Body in Corinth: The Politics of a Metaphor (Minneapolis, MN: Fortress, 2008), 8.

25 C.H. Dodd’s definition of the parable is pertinent to this essay: “At its simplest the parable is a metaphor or simile 
drawn from nature or common life, arresting the hearer by its vividness or strangeness, and leaving the mind in 
sufficient doubt about its precise application to tease it into active thought.” See C. H. Dodd, The Parable of the 
Kingdom (New York: Charles Scribner's Sons, 1961), 5. Similarly, according to Marcus Borg, “a parable is a story 
cast alongside of life for the sake of leading the audience to see something differently.” See Marcus Borg, Jesus: The 
Life, Teaching, and Relevance of a Religious Revolutionary (New York: HaperCollins, 2008), 259. Both Dodd and 
Borg emphasize that a parable must engage the reader. For example, if the kingdom of God is compared to leaven 
hidden in three measures of flour (Matt 13:33; Luke 13:20-21), the reader has to wonder in what sense the kingdom 
of God is associated with the leaven. At first hand it is not easy to understand a link between them because leaven 
usually symbolizes corruption or defilement in the New Testament (Matt 16:5-12; Mark 8:15; Luke 12:1-12; Gal 
5:9; 1 Cor 5:1-8). But Jesus uses it positively in this parable. In it, Jesus challenges the reader to see the hidden 
power or role of the leaven taken and hid by a woman, not by a man or an elite person. Jesus perhaps thinks of the 
leaven as a metaphor that represents social outcasts who are considered nobodies in society and yet who can do great 
works in God’s kingdom. See Brandon Scott, Re-Imagine the World, 24-34. The bottom line is that a parable is not 
an exemplary story or moral lesson but a story that invokes the reader to re-imagine the world and God’s rule that 
needs small people or nobodies. As a result, the reader may change his or her views about God’s kingdom and act 
differently because of this parable’s challenge about the re-imagined world.

mailto:JBHT@sopherpress.com
mailto:JBHT@sopherpress.com


more than what he did already? Since the real peace and justice is yet to be seen with this family, 

what will be the next step that each member has to work out in the process of healing and 

ultimate reconciliation?

The Parable as a Path to Future Reconciliation

The groundwork for the possible reconciliation is already paved by the father, and yet there 

should be more work done by all members of the family. Therefore, we need to briefly examine 

what each member has to do for eventual future reconciliations. First, the father is overjoyed by 

his son’s return, and because of that, he does not listen to him. In fact, he does not speak to his 

son, either. At the same time, he has to continue to listen to his older son’s request of justice, 

which must be met somehow in the family.

Second, the younger son has to initiate his full confession story after he is welcomed. It 

seems that the son did not truly repent; instead, he may have uttered “the empty words Pharaoh 

mouths in order to stop the plagues.”26 Exodus 10:16 reads, “Pharaoh hurriedly summoned 

Moses and Aaron and said, ‘I have sinned against the LORD your God, and against you’.” 

Perhaps this poor son fixes his eyes only on food to get out of this dire condition of life or death. 

In doing so, he prepares this prayer. Furthermore, upon arrival at home he omits a part that he 

prepared as in 15:19: “Treat me like one of your hired hands.”27 Given his dire situation of life or 

death, his focus is rather on food and his “granted” place in the father’s house. Perhaps he 

thought he did not have to say more because of the father’s overreaction. But now is the time for 
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26 Amy Jill Levine, Short Stories by Jesus, 53.

27 Robert Tannehill, Luke, 241.
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the younger son/brother to seek reconciliations after talking about his miserable life experience 

and expressing his remorse about it and his determination about a new life at home.

Third, the older brother also must approach his brother and listen to him. He can also 

share what he felt bad about his brother. He also can talk about his work experience in the field 

under the scorching sun for the family. He also has to continue to talk with his father about the 

meaning of his brother’s return and related issues of justice and peace. 

Fourth, in the end, all the family members will need to sit at the same table, sharing 

bread and wine with each other, savoring both sour and sweet moments of life. True relationship 

or reconciliation is neither a one-way channel nor a blind or naïve love without a mutual 

understanding. In sum, there must be both individual and communal efforts for mutual 

understanding and solidarity. In the process, each person’s pain or wounds must be recognized, 

talked, and healed: the father’s pain of losing the younger one; the older brother’s pain that 

justice is not served; and the younger brother’s pain that he lost all. All members have different 

kinds of pain. Based on the study of the parable up to now, I will explore a model of 

reconciliation for the family in the parable and draw “a model of a perpetual process of 

reconciliation.”
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Diagram: A Model of a Perpetual Process of Reconciliation28

MERCY &
TRUST

• unconditional
• impartial

 

PEACE 
Holistic unity
• common table
• harmony

 

JUSTICE
Work of balancing
• character
• morality
• value system

The Right Order: From Mercy to Justice to Peace 

In the above model of reconciliation, the right order must be kept starting with mercy and move 

to justice to peace. In the parable, as we saw before, the most important foundation and starting 

point toward reconciliation is the father’s unconditional and impartial mercy and trust set long 
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28 This diagram is not a linear model but indicates a perpetual ongoing process of reconciliation. A shock wave of a 
sudden disequilibrium caused by one person in the family has a long residue effect that must be dealt with for a 
period of sufficient. Otherwise the father’s big welcome alone would not be enough for the complete reconciliation. 
Even if the holistic unity would be achieved in the future, it is susceptible to a break-up. Therefore, the process will 
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faithfulness will meet; righteousness and peace will kiss each other; Faithfulness will spring up from the ground, and 
righteousness will look down from the sky.”
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before the younger son’s return. Although paterfamilias in society considers the father in this 

parable a fool who sacrifices his honor and mismanages his family, the father acts against the 

system of reward and punishment. Whether the younger son truly repented or not is a secondary 

issue to this model because it can be dealt with in the next step where the older son’s demand of 

justice and the younger son’s repentance must be shown.

So in this second step the father’s mercy and trust should be followed by the necessary 

justice that requires right attitudes and action from all members. Apparently, the younger son/

brother needs those since he wasted family resources and shamed his father and the family as a 

whole. But at the same time the older son/brother must expand his view of justice because justice 

can be restorative too. Earlier, the older brother was preoccupied with the attributive justice in 

which his brother must be punished. Now he thinks of his brother in terms of restoring him, 

which is the ultimate purpose of the law or justice. Actually, in this second step in the diagram 

called “work of balancing” that will be explained in the next section, both brothers have to work 

out their deficiencies. As mercy and justice is worked out, the last step is to forge a holistic unity 

with peace, which is the result of the two preceding steps: mercy/trust and justice.

Work of Balancing: Formation of Character, Morality, and Value System

The second step in the model of reconciliation is “work of balancing” in terms of character, 

morality, and value system. Concerning the formation of character, the father is a model to 

imitate. His character of weakness, as shown in his mercy and trust, must be balanced with his 

character of strength that demands justice. The father has to make sure about the younger son’s 
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response to his mercy and trust as time goes by. Regarding the formation of morality, the older 

brother is a lesson text. His demand for justice must be expanded to the restorative justice and be 

balanced with the father’s mercy. The older brother needs to see a big picture of the family in 

which all are ultimately reconciled with necessary mercy and justice. Concerning the formation 

of value system, the younger brother is a lesson text. His value system of the self-centered life 

must be balanced with that of the community-centered life. While the self is important, it must be 

checked and nurtured by the community. Unfortunately, he did not know the importance of the 

family until he was faced by the dire situation of life or death. Only then he remembers his 

father’s house and returns home to which he belongs. Once he returns, he must make sure that he 

lives with a sense of balance between the self and the community.

Holistic Unity

The work of balancing acts in the diagram must be followed by the next step called the holistic 

unity where all members must come together to celebrate the unity at the common table, rooted 

in mercy, justice, and peace. While in the second step we see the importance of individual works 

done by two brothers or the father toward an ultimate reconciliation, in the last step all members 

of the family must work out their understanding and renewed vision together. They may talk 

about the precious fruit of peace, which is not simply the absence of a conflict but the result of a 

long enduring process of reconciliations that seek an ideal community of God. But we have to 

remember that this last step is not the final since holistic unity or peace cannot be fixed once and 
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for all; it can break any time. Then the cycle must come back to the “mercy and trust” in the 

diagram and continue in the circle.
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