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Luke 15:1-3, 11b-32

“You already know about the symbolic figures in today’s Gospel about the Prodigal Son—the errant son represents the sinfulness in all of us; the forgiving father represents God and his loving mercy. But I want to talk to you about the Older Son, the one who did everything he was supposed to do but never got the party, the fattened calf, the robe, and the fancy ring. I was drawn to this guy.

Back in the day, when I was a teenager, girls didn’t have the freedom they have today. My parents kept a firm thumb on me but were rather lenient, in my opinion, with my older brother. He merely asked for the car, and he got it, no questions asked. I had to beg for days and days and submit a minute-by-minute timeline of where I was going and with whom. It was not fair, and I, in all my usual Teen Drama Queen style, needed to let my parents know that! I pulled out our family Bible, turned to these verses, and adamantly made the case that I was the Older Son, that I had obeyed every rule in the house, that my brother wasn’t always truthful about his whereabouts, and that I deserved some respect! 

In their usual style, my parents ignored at me. I was not deterred. I sat on the couch for what seemed like hours with the Bible open to the story of the Prodigal Son, positive that they would see the light. They didn’t.

I continued relate to the Older Son for years, the honest, hard-working, rarely acknowledged, always trod upon, ever-willing, please-like-me Older Son. I think it’s spelled V-I-C-T-I-M.  Well, guess what I found out? Nobody likes a martyr. In fact, I heard the best joke recently: How many martyrs does it take to change a light bulb? None. They would rather sit in a corner in the dark, suffering silently.

The Older Son wasn’t such a nice guy, even though he portrays himself as the obedient one. Yeah, he did what he was supposed to, but he didn’t do it out of love. Here’s what he really said (in parentheses): “Listen (Hey, you, I’m so rude, I won’t even respectfully call you ‘Father’), I served you (like a slave, not a son) and not once did I disobey your orders; yet you never gave me even a young goat to feast on with my friends (not feast with you and the rest of the family, but with my friends). But when your son (I hate him so much I won’t even call him ‘my brother’ but ‘your son’) returns who swallowed up your property with prostitutes (even though I don’t really know that, and it doesn’t say it anywhere else in this passage), for him you slaughter the fattened calf.”

If you’re going to do something, do it out of love or forget it. Spare us the martyr act. It’s really annoying. 

