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On the Sunday of the Prodigal Son 

(Luke 15:11-32)1 

By The Very Rev. Panteleimon Manoussakis 

Today’s Gospel, my dear brethren, is without doubt one of the most famous and well known 
passages of the New Testament. It has been commented upon by biblical scholars and 
theologians since the first centuries of the Christian era, and it has inspired poets and painters 
who have turned the story of the prodigal son into the subject matter of their creations. One of 
the most renowned representations of the story is the painting made at the end of his life by 
Rembrandt. Those of you who are familiar with that masterpiece, now kept at the Hermitage 
Museum in St. Petersburg, would recall how the figure of the elderly father, emerging from the 
dark background of the canvas, embraces with both hands his younger son who kneels in front of 
him. Art scholars have been puzzled by the telling detail of the Father’s hands: the painter, you 
see, has made them in such way that one can scarcely imagine that they belong to the same 
person. There are two hands quite different from each other: the left hand is visibly older and 
even shorter than the right. The right hand is depicted with smooth and elongated fingers. What 
was the point that the artist wish to made with such an intentional inconsistency? I have heard 
that the two hands with which the Father welcomes and receives his lost son stand for the two 
Testaments—one new, the other older—by which our Heavenly Father welcomes us into our 
paternal house, that is, this very place we have gathered today.  

Like every other story in the Gospel, the story of the prodigal son is a story about each one and 
all of us. It is not a story only for the sinner, the morally reprobate, the faithless. It is rather a 
story about what it means to be human as such. Being human, today’s Gospel tells us, means to 
be derivative. 

“There was a man who had two sons. The younger one said to his father, ‘Father, 
give me my share of the estate.’ So he divided his property between them. Not 
long after that, the younger son got together all he had, set off for a distant 
country and there squandered his wealth in wild living.” (Lk. 15:11-14) 

“Father, give me my share of the estate.” What did the prodigal son ask for, my dear brothers and 
sisters? His share of the estate, says the English text, translating a Greek word with many and 
important meanings: give me, says the Greek text, “µέρος τῆς οὐσίας”—give me, that is, a part 
of being, give me part of your paternal essence. What the prodigal son asks for is, in a deeper 
sense, impossible. Either he asks for a share in the father’s fatherhood, he asks to become 
himself his own father, to give birth to himself, or, he asks that being itself be given to him, that 
his being might be given.  

                                                
1 A sermon offered at the Church of the Holy Trinity, Fitchburg (February 12, 2012). 
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Yet, my dear brothers and sisters, what sense does it make for one to ask to be given that 
which one already is? “Give me my being, father” says that being who is a being given. Isn’t life 
always given? Isn’t it being who we are given as much as our very names are given? That life is 
given it can mean two different things to different people: it can either mean that life as given is 
a gift over which one is full with gratitude, or it can mean that life is a given, something over 
which I have no choice, and therefore no freedom. Life itself, insofar as it is given, it constricts 
and constrains my freedom. Thus the given-ness of life can give rise to two opposing 
experiences: on the one hand, that of gratitude and thanksgiving, and, on the other, to an 
experience of imprisonment from which one desperately seeks to free oneself. 

What the prodigal son really asks for in asking for his share of “the estate”—even if we 
were to understand “the estate” according to the language of the parable in purely pragmatic and 
practical terms, as referring to his property—is nothing more than his freedom.  The very figure 
of his father is a reminder that everything he has, his life included, is not his but something for 
which he ought to feel indebted to someone else. And a man who feels indebted, that is, under 
debt, cannot presumably feel free. It is freedom that the prodigal son longs for, the kind of 
freedom one understands under the prized word of “independence.” He simply wants to be 
independent.  

And so he becomes an independent being—as much, that is, as any being can be 
independent. For as soon as he has left the paternal house, he finds himself in a “distant land.”  
But what land can be distant from the Father who holds all in His hand? Is there a place devoid 
of God? This land, my brothers and sisters, is not any other than the world we all live in—for 
each one of us has left the paternal house and has come to dwell in the exile that this world 
which we call home really is. What is wrong with our world? You would ask. It is precisely this, 
that it is “the distant land”—that is, the land of distance, a land in which everything is presented 
in some distance, no matter how close we come to people and to things. It is a world that is 
fragmented—into so many fragments as many people and places as are there; fragmented into 
gender and race, into different languages and ethnicities, into different social classes, separated 
from each other and ultimately from ourselves by both our nature and our choices.  

 In such a land, one cannot but “squander his wealth”—again, the Greek text is helpful: 
καὶ ἐκεῖ διεσκόρπισεν τὴν οὐσίαν αὐτοῦ: there one scatters one’s life and oneself; in this land, 
which we call world, one cannot but be a scattered being. As scattered, we desire our lost unity, 
we desire to be one again, to be whole. First, to be one again with ourselves, for not unlike that 
demon who, when questioned about his name, answered “legion” (Mk. 5:9), each of us is many. 
That’s why the return to the Father begins with a return to oneself: “εἰς ἑαυτὸν δὲ ἐλθὼν …” (Lk 
15:17) which we translate “when he came to his senses…” even though a more faithful 
translation would have render it “having returned to himself…” Indeed, one can be distant not 
only from others, but from oneself; and returning to the Other takes place by a turning toward 
oneself. Secondly, to be one with others, to overcome that fragmentation which we experienced 
in our relationships with others. For not matter how much we try, no matter how much we love 
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each other, our efforts remain frustrated, our intimacy with one another never quiet succeeds in 
making us one. Hence that sense of failure, of a desire unsatisfied and unsatisfiable that awaits us 
at the end of the day. The land of distance is not so much a land defined by geography but rather 
by a way of being, our way of life, which is to say that we don’t reside in the land of distance, 
but rather we have become it: each in his and her way making out of ourselves a wasteland (“et 
factus sum mihi region egestatis” Confessiones, II, x). 

“After he had spent everything, there was a severe famine in that whole country, 
and he began to be in need. So he went and hired himself out to a citizen of that 
country, who sent him to his fields to feed pigs. He longed to fill his stomach with 
the pods that the pigs were eating, but no one gave him anything.” (Lk. 15:14-16) 

Notice, my dear brothers and sisters, that from all the images that the Gospel could use in order 
to convey the state of human misery, the evangelist chose that of hunger. Eating is not only a 
way for recognizing our dependency to each other and to the world—so much for the prodigal 
son’s independence!—but by eating we assimilate the world to ourselves, we turn that which is 
outside inside. Think of this passing from outside to inside and you will discover that this 
opposition is nothing else than the exemplification of distance and fragmentation. Ultimately, 
distance comes down to this opposition between an inside (that I identify with myself) and 
everything else that is outside me. In eating, however, this wall of separation collapses—when I 
am hungry I am really hungry for the Other—and eating is one of the ways we have in 
overcoming our solitary isolation that is the result of being scattered beings. 

 It is also a way that can take place only by means of and thanks to our bodies. Obviously 
only an embodied being can be hungry and only an embodied being can eat. Contrary to what 
one might believe, our best chance to overcome the fragmentation that human nature imposes on 
us is through our bodies. It is our body that abridges the distance that keeps separating us from 
others, but it is our body that allows us to be united with God—it is not accidental that we eat the 
Eucharist and that that this liturgy we celebrated takes the form of a meal, such as the meal that 
the Father offers in celebration for the return of the lost son: “Bring the fattened calf and kill it. 
Let’s have a feast and celebrate” (Lk. 15:23). As it is not an accident that we have these gifts on 
account of the body that our Lord took upon Himself in His kenotic effort to traverse the land of 
distance that separated us from Him. It is only the devil who despises the body and everything 
bodily, because he despises the communion which the human body can effect. Thus, when a 
beloved person dies, we grieve, knowing that we have lost all possibility for being in communion 
with that person: the distance we have experience as scattered beings through life becomes 
solidified as permanent in death, only because death is the annihilation of the body.  

 It is for this reason that the Church could not compromise with any of the versions of 
immortality that classical thought had made available to her—neither the immortality of the soul 
alone, nor reincarnation—but insisted upon the scandalous and paradoxical notion of the 
resurrection of the bodies. “When they heard about the resurrection of the dead, some of them 
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sneered, but others said, ‘We want to hear you again on this subject.’” (Acts, 17:32) Without a 
physical body, our experience of the distance that separates us from each other becomes 
permanent. It is in this sense that we read in the parable of the rich man and the poor Lazarus 
that: “between us and you a great chasm has been set in place, so that those who want to go from 
here to you cannot, nor can anyone cross over from there to us.” (Lk, 16:26) For it is only as hell 
that a human being can experience the absence of communion with other beings. 

 My dear brothers and sisters, return to yourselves, that is, turn toward one another, and 
may by doing so return to the house of our eternal Father where the “fattened calf” has been 
already prepared and a celebration already awaits you. Amen. 

  

  

 


