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But while he was still far off, his father saw him and was filled with compassion; 
 he ran and put his arms around him and kissed him.”            – Luke 15:20b 

                  
Born in Ireland, internationally acclaimed poet Greg Delanty moved to the United States where 
he teaches at St. Michael’s College in Vermont. His poetry centers on family and the grief of 
separation, of being “in a place, but it is not in me.” Novelist Colum McCann observes that for 
Irish American immigrants, "Delanty has catalogued an entire generation and its relationship to 
exile… He is the laureate of those who have gone."i Listen to one of his poems on leaving home:  
 

After you board the train, you sit and wait 
to begin you first real journey alone. 
You read to avoid the window’s awkwardness 
knowing he’s anxious to catch your eye, 
loitering out in never ending rain 
to wave, a bit shy, another final goodbye; 
you are afraid of having to wave too soon. 
And, for the moment, you think it’s the train 
next to you has begun, but it is yours, 
and your face, pressed to the windowpane, 
is distorted and numbed by the icy glass, 
pinning your eyes upon your father, 
as he cranes to defy your disappearing train, 
both of you waving, eternally, to each other.ii 

 
Watching our children leave home was not easy for me, no matter how excited I was for their 
future. How much harder for the parent in the parable, “craning to defy” the youngest child’s 
disappearance over the horizon, waving goodbye with no wave in return. “Drop dead!” 
Essentially, that is what the youth yelled. “I’m outta’ here! Give me my inheritance! Now!”  
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Familiarity deafens us to the audible gasp from the crowd listening to Jesus. Such insolence. 
Such audacity. The fifth commandment – “Honor thy father and thy mother” – clearly broken. 
And beyond the child’s rudeness, in those words the crowd also heard God being insulted. 
Writes Old Testament Professor Leslie Hoppe of the Catholic Theological Union:     
 

The inheritance that the younger son demanded would have been a portion of 
the family’s land holdings. After presumably selling the land, he left home and 
used the money from the sale to support a disgraceful lifestyle. Jesus’ audience 
would have been shocked as much by the presumed sale of the land as they 
would have been by the son’s squandering of the proceeds from the sale… Jews 
considered their ancestral land holdings to be God’s gift to their families.iii 

 
But what is a parent to do? Disown the child? Never speak the child’s name again? Conduct the 
child’s funeral? In the first century, yes, that was precisely how such impertinence was to be 
met. Instead, this parent sells half the family farm and hands over the money.  
 
How many sleepless nights followed? How much anguished parental tossing and turning? How 
often did they look down that dusty road, hoping against hope their youngest would return?  
 
No surprise: the youth squanders the money partying and ends up working as an indentured 
servant slopping hogs for a Gentile farmer. Again, do not let familiarity dull the impact. The 
Talmud declares: “Cursed be he who raises swine.”iv  And there, in the mire of the pigpen, the 
young man “came to his senses.” Reassessing his life and realizing he has messed up big time, 
he resolves to go home and apologize…to offer no excuses, plead no extenuating 
circumstances, expect no letting bygones be bygones…to accept the consequences, his only 
hope to be taken in as a slave.  
 
On the road, he rehearses what he will say: “Father, I have sinned, against God and against you, 
and am no longer worthy to be called your child...” Still a long way off, his father sees him. Even 
in rags, he recognizes the gate of his step, the lines of his body, the tilt of his head – every 
treasured feature wept over during those long years of not knowing if his son was dead or alive. 
 
Then this parent does the most wonderful, amazing, unheard of thing for one who had been so 
dishonored…and yet the most natural thing for love to do…he runs as fast as his old legs will 
carry him, leaping over chickens, kicking up dust, racing with the wind to fling his arms around 
his youngest, to embrace him in incoherent joy, to kiss him tenderly again and again and again. 
 
With everyone big-eyed and open-mouthed watching, as the two hug in tearful reunion, upon 
hearing his son begin to whisper “Father, I have sinned…,” he responds with no condemnation 
at all, no “I told you so’s,” no “if only you had listened to me,” no laying of guilt, no requirement 
of probation, no sentence, no punishment…only grace, pure grace, the grace of unconditional 
love, forgiveness, and acceptance. And, lest anyone doubt his sincerity, most of all his youngest 
child, the parent sends for robe, ring, and sandals. 
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“The best robe” -- a beautiful robe like Jacob gave Joseph because he loved his youngest son so 
dearly. Tenderly he places the robe over his son’s dirty clothes in the same way, as Isaiah puts 
it, God lovingly covers the rags of our iniquities with the robe of righteousness. Putting a new 
robe on the boy communicates: “You are my child, and I love you.” 
 
The ring – the ring bearing the family crest, the signet ring, the ring for sealing documents. Legal 
contracts become binding once the wax is imprinted by that ring. Putting that ring on the boy’s 
finger gives him power of attorney. Doing so communicates: “You are my child, and I trust you.” 
 
Sandals. In biblical times, to be “unsandaled” meant either that one was poor to the point of 
destitution; or that one was overcome with remorse and shame; or that one was in a state of 
mourning and grief. Putting sandals on the boy’s feet indicates none of those conditions held 
any longer. It communicates: “You are my child -- alive, forgiven, and blessed.”  
 
In his spiritual autobiography, Henri Nouwen shares the point in his life when he had left 
teaching at Harvard, just completed a speaking tour encouraging Christians to work on 
preventing violence and war in Central America, and had no clue where he would go or what he 
would do next. Spiritually, emotionally, mentally, he had bottomed out. Perhaps suicidal. 
 

I was dead tired, so much so that I could barely walk. I was anxious, lonely, 
restless, and very needy… I felt like a vulnerable little child who wanted to crawl 
onto its mother’s lap and cry. As soon as the cheering or cursing crowds were 
gone, I experienced a devastating loneliness and could easily have surrendered 
myself to the seductive voices that promised emotional and physical rest. 
 
It was in this condition that I first encountered Rembrandt’s Prodigal Son… My 
heart leapt when I saw it. After my long self-exposing journey, the tender 
embrace of father and son expressed everything I desired... I was, indeed, the 
son exhausted from long travels; I wanted to be embraced; I was looking for a 
home where I could feel safe... For so long I had been going from place to place 
confronting, beseeching, admonishing, and consoling. Now I desired only to rest 
safely in a place…where I could feel at home.v 
 

Know the feeling? That longing to go home? That yearning to be held and protected? That 
hunger to be loved, trusted, forgiven, no matter what we have done or what has happened to 
us? That feeling is what draws us into this parable. 
 
But, as important as it is to come home to God, that is not where our spiritual journeys are to 
end. Listen to Nouwen’s concluding words: 
 

From the beginning I was prepared to accept that not only the younger son, but 
also the elder son, would reveal to me an important aspect of my spiritual 
journey. For a long time, the father remained “the other,” the one who would 
receive me, forgive me, offer me a home, and give me peace and joy…  
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[But]…the final stage of the spiritual life is to so fully let go of all fear of the 
Father that it becomes possible to become like him… Rembrandt made me come 
to the awareness that my final vocation is indeed to become like the Father and 
to live out his divine compassion in my daily life…  
 
This transformation leads me to the fulfillment of the deepest desire of my 
restless heart. Because what greater joy can there be for me than to stretch out 
my tired arms and let my hands rest in blessing…vi  
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