
dead so that he can receive now what 
would be his eventually. He leaves to 
“find himself,” something he apparently 
can’t do at home with parents and a 
model sibling looking over his shoulder. 
So he takes off for a “far country,” and 
squanders his livelihood on “loose 
living.” Finding himself penniless, he 
also finds that his friends are fair 
weather friends and that home never 
seemed so far away. It is in a pig’s pen 
that he really finds himself. Scripture 
says “he came to himself,” i.e., he turns, 

he repents, and then begins the long 
walk home with shame and humility 
leading the way.

The younger son’s prodigality, however, 
turns out to be slightly less damning 
than the elder son’s self-righteousness. 
(Barbara Brown Taylor, “The Evils of Pride and 
Self-Righteousness," The Living Pulpit) Oh, I 
know that the older brother “behaves.” 
He stays home to fulfill his duty. He 
cares for his parents. He works the 
farm. He follows the rules. He wears 
himself out trying to be the perfect 
child, but he resents every minute of it. 

He is a perfect representative for 
those murmuring Pharisees and scribes 
who are too right-eous to associate 
with sinners. Do you remember the 
context that prompted Jesus to tell 
these stories? The religious leaders 
scoff with, “This man (Jesus) receives 
sinners and eats with them!” And so 
Jesus responds with stories about lost 
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I have already invited you to engage 
in the Jewish tradition of Midrash. It is 
a mode of interpretation that not only 
engages the text, but also fills in the 
story behind and beyond the text. To 
put it simply, a Midrash imagines what 
is not in the scriptural story. While I 
will stay close to the Biblical text for 
the male characters described, I would 
also like to wander from the literal text 
as Rembrandt did in his painting of the 
prodigal son. It is found on the cover of 
the bulletin. You will find that Rembrandt 
includes three extra characters. 
I want to draw your attention 
to the upper left corner of 
the painting, in the darkest 
shadow. There is a woman 
there and she has captured my 
imagination. I want to suggest 
to you that she is the mother of these 
two sons and the wife of the father. 

Throughout Hebrew scripture, whenever 
the phrase “a father had two sons” is 
used, the assumption is that the first 
son is going to be the one who messes 
up. The youngest son is expected to get 
everything right. Some examples are: 
Cain and Abel, Ishmael and Isaac, Esau 
and Jacob. A.J. Levine says, “The pattern 
continues throughout Israel’s history … 
so that all of Jesus’ biblically literate 
listeners, as soon as they hear “a father 
had two sons,” would knowingly desire 
to identify with the younger son. (Short 
Stories by Jesus: The Enigmatic Parables of a 
Controversial Rabbi) But Jesus, in his usual 
upside down way of telling the gospel, 
tells this story where the younger son is 
irresponsible and self-indulgent.

His request that his father give him 
his inheritance early is a huge affront. 
This son might as well wish his father 
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Dear Friends,
Thank you for wanting 

to read and study these 
thoughts more 

carefully. Please know that 
I do not take full credit 

for anything that may be 
contained within, because 
I may have read or heard 
something at some point 

during my pilgrimage 
and do not remember its 
source and thus, cannot 
give the rightful author 

his/her credit. I pray that 
you will find inspiration 

and encouragement.

Sarah Shelton

Silent and Invisible
Psalm 32; II Corinthians 5:16-21; Luke 15:1-3, 11b-32
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He wears himself out trying 
to be the perfect child, but he 

resents every minute of it. 



sheep, lost coins and lost sons. Every image Jesus 
uses is offensive to the scribes and Pharisees: a dirty 
shepherd, a woman no higher in social station than 
a piece of property, and a father who lacks such 
personal dignity that he runs down a road to meet his 
son with his robes flapping 
in the wind. (Alyce McKenzie, 
“Lost and Found,” September 8, 
2013) Jesus is looking for any 
way to evoke some softness 
in their hearts. Sinners, 
according to this story and others, already possess 
broken hearts, so it is not hard for Jesus to get 
inside. But the righteous? The rule followers? Those 
convinced that they have all the answers? They are 
like locked vaults. “They are so full of their precious 
values and so defensive to those who do not share 
their opinions and beliefs that even the dynamite of 
the gospel has little effect on them.” (Taylor) And so at 
some places, we read that Jesus tries railing at them, 
“Woe to the Pharisees!” But in this 15th chapter of 
Luke, Jesus tells them a story about an older brother 
whose high standards place him in a darker and more 
dangerous corner than his prodigal brother. No longer 
just altruistic, the Pharisees and the older son possess 
a pernicious pride that works evil in their souls. (Taylor) 
Those scribes and Pharisees have religious fervor, 
intellectual faith, moderate enlightenment but it 
creates thoughts that they are better than everyone 
else. They are at a point of holding sacred the ways 
they worship and the ways they do church and the 
ways they serve rather than worshiping God. They 
miss grace altogether.

And then there is the father. I imagine him standing 
in the threshold between the two sons. Most 
scholars focus here on a father who represents God’s 
forgiveness, reconciliation and healing to both sons. 
This father-God invites everyone to “rejoice” and 
to “come celebrate.” This father-God doesn’t want 
anyone left out. No, he wants everyone to share in 
the rejoicing. From God’s perspective, one act of 
repentance, one small gesture of selfless love, one 
moment of true forgiveness is all that is needed to 
bring God from the heavenly throne to run to the 
returning child and to fill heaven with the sounds 
of divine joy. (Nouwen, pp. 114-116) And while I love this 
image, have preached this image, believe this image, 
I do wonder about his wife – the mother of the two 
boys. She is silent in the story; invisible in the text. 
Where is she during this family implosion?

She hears them arguing of course. No longer the high-

pitched tenor of little boys, her sons possess grown-
man voices. The dissonance of their pitches speaks 
to the dissension of their words. She scrubs the dried 
grits off the breakfast dishes as furiously as they 
chew on one another. The door slams. The house is 

filled with such a powerful 
silence that she knows. She 
knows her youngest has 
left without as much as a 
goodbye. And so she raises 
her head to look out the 

window above the kitchen sink. She looks just in time 
to see him one last time before he is hidden from 
sight by the bend in the road. She is silent in the 
story. She is invisible in the text.

It is the oldest who storms out next. The screen door 
slaps as he leaves to work the fields. Her husband 
takes up vigil on the veranda, and she is left to watch 
from her window: wondering, praying, remembering; 
willing her sons to return so that they will all be 
together for a meal; together at Thanksgiving; 
together for birthdays; together for Christmas.

Women, considered little more than property, 
received personal worth in relation to the number of 
sons they birth and the dowry given at marriage. Her 
dowry helps her husband’s opinion of her: a tract of 
land to add to his own farm, a few goats, some coins. 
While he is tolerant of her, for the most part she is 
silent. She is invisible. But when she gives birth to 
two sons, she insures her future.

From the very beginning, her sons are dramatically 
different from one another. The eldest is a rule 
follower, always doing exactly as his father instructs. 
He has to be perfect to keep the attention off his 
younger brother who seems bound and determined 
to ruin the family’s reputation. And that younger 
one!? His head is in the clouds, and this mother loves 
him all the more for it, because it is with the younger 
son that she re-discovers delight and laughter. 

She carries him from conception through delivery to 
feeding him … her body provides the source of life. 
This bodily connection blurs the line between their 
two selves. Most days, it feels as if their souls are 

But the righteous? 

They are like locked vaults.
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The mother is silent in the 
story. She is invisible in the 

text.



interchangeable. (Gin Phillips, Fierce Kingdom, p. 79) 

At meals, he would offer his sticky fingers to her mouth 
and would giggle as she smack-smack-smacked off 
whatever was on his dimpled fingers. She alone could 
console his bumps and bruises, and she often nuzzled 
that soft place in his neck as his eyes became heavy 
with sleep. So she would linger with him in the 
sweetness of the moment before laying him in his crib 
for the night. She knew every freckle and mole. She 
recognized all of his signals: twirling the hair on the 
crown of his head when tired or in long, hard thought. 
She knew how grumpy he got when he was hungry. 
And while he never asked for displays of emotion, he 
would seek comforting connection by sitting at the 
kitchen counter while she cooked, or he would lay his 
head in her lap while chatting in the living room.

Ohhh, he could be wild as a buck – late nights, 
cavorting with other boys in the village, falling behind 
in Saturday School, but he had never 
done anything this drastic. He had 
never wished his father dead by 
asking for his inheritance early. He 
had never left without checking in 
with her before leaving either. And 
so this time felt very different.

As night followed day, after day, 
after day, she began to lose count 
and gave herself over to those 
remaining in her household. While 
she is invisible in the text, silent in 
the story, I imagine that she grieves 
for her husband. He stands incessantly on the porch 
keeping watch. He is imprisoned in his grief and 
regret, guilt and fear. He is so removed it feels as 
if the rest of them don’t even exist. She knows he 
questions what he could he have done differently. 
Like the shepherd who lost the sheep, like the woman 
who lost the coin, he is the father who has lost one 
son and stands in danger of losing another.

While she is silent and invisible in the text, she also 
watches the older, responsible son. Day after day, 
he attacks his life rather than receiving it as a gift. 
His face hardens with anger. He works hard because 
he thinks everything is up to him now. He strives for 
perfection. “Surely,” he thinks, “if I can be successful, 
it will make up for all the ways this brother of mine 
has let us all down.”

In reaching out to them, the mother never loses hope. 

In fact, she is the one who reminds the oldest that 
he is enough just like he is, and she is the one who 
holds the old father in the middle of the night when 
he is tormented by disturbing dreams. She whispers 
to him of forgiveness and reconciliation and reunion. 
For her own sanity, she bakes a chocolate chip pound 
cake and a chicken pot pie. She labels them with his 
name and slips them into the freezer for whenever he 
returns. 

While the waiting is hard, the waiting seems to define 
the worth of that lost son. Not knowing where he is, 
what he is doing, or who he is doing it with gives her 
the necessary time to recalibrate the meaning of who 
is lost, and the importance of those who remain in 
the house and how she is in danger of losing them 
too. It also gives the prodigal time to come to grips 
with the meaningful reality of all that he has lost. 
(Karoline Lewis, “Lost and Found,” workingpreacher.org) So she 
stands at the kitchen sink, looking out the window 

wondering if she will ever feel his 
hand in hers again. She keeps her 
thoughts to herself as there is no 
one who will listen or care that she 
has opinions. She remains silent in 
the story. She is invisible in the text.

When the youngest finally “comes 
to himself,” it is the father who loses 
all his decorum and runs to greet 
him. Where is the mother? She’s 
still waiting, because she is silent 
and invisible in the text, remember? 
And so she waits. She waits for the 

broken, weary, in need of comfort prodigal to come 
to her.

I wonder if he came into the kitchen to test-taste the 
bread or maybe he stole a moment with her at the 
feast, dancing around the celebratory fire. Most likely 
it is in the early hours of morning, after everyone has 
gone home. It’s still dark. She sits beside his bed as 
she has done thousands of nights before. She lays 
the memory of his baby face over his man-stubble. 
She listens to the deep sleep breathing. She tenderly 
touches his hand and smooths the hair away from his 
eyes. When he stirs, she starts to hum the sleepy-
time song that she sang not so many years ago. It 
is then that she knows he never really left her. That 
even in the waiting, their connection that is bone 
deep has kept them bound to one another. It is this 
maternal knowing that allows you to wait and trust, 
knowing this one will return, impossible to leave 

It is this maternal 
knowing that 

allows you to wait 
and trust, knowing 
this one will return, 
impossible to leave 

forever.
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forever. And that’s when I recognize this mother to 
be an image of God just like the father is an image 
of God. She is silent in the story, invisible in the text, 
but she watches over them all, loves them all, her 
heart breaks for them all. And it is in her “there-ness,” 
so to speak, that she represents God’s unwavering, 
often quiet and invisible, constant presence. (Kershner)

We sang just moments ago: 
Immortal, invisible God only wise, in light inaccessible 
hid from our eyes. Most blessed, most glorious, the 
Ancient of Days, almighty, victorious, they great 
name we praise.

I would suggest to you that it is often the presence 
of God, the immortal, invisible God, that we fail to 
mention or notice, but it does not keep God from 
lavishly loving us. God’s concern is that, in the end, 
we are made whole, individually and collectively. It is 
why Jesus came to make his journey to Jerusalem. 
His purpose is to love us all and to make us whole by 
bringing us home to God’s lavish, wild and free love. 
Sometimes when it comes to God, God is the voice 
that is silent, the name not given in the text, the one 
that goes unnoticed, and yet, it is God who acts most 
powerfully and speaks most lovingly. God is the One 
who keeps bringing us back to ourselves as she softly 
and tenderly brings us home. (Kershner)

When I talked with my South Carolina sister this 
week, she asked which scripture was I preaching on 
today. When I told her “the Prodigal Son,” we both 
said at the same time, “Grandmother hated that 
story!” (Grandmother was an older brother!) Then my 
sister directed me to an anthem called “Homeward 
Bound.” The arrangement is beautiful and the text is 
powerful. With only slight editing, I want to share it 
in part:

If you find it’s me you’re missing,
If you’re hoping I’ll return,

To your thoughts I’ll soon be list’ning,
In the road I’ll stop and turn.

Then the wind will set me racing
As my journey nears its end,
And the path I’ll be retracing

As I’m homeward bound again.
Bind me not to pasture; 

Chain me not to the plow.
Set me free to find my father

And Mom, I’ll return to you somehow.

– 4 –


