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“A Father’s Message for Times Like These: Mercy” 

Text: Luke 15:11-32 

 

Dad jokes.  They are the staple of long road trips and unexpected puns.  This week in honor of 

Father’s Day, the New Orleans Times-Picayune invited people to share their favorite Dad jokes.  

Barbara Sallettes shared that her father Peter was fond of saying, “I don’t mind being on a plane 

when it is my time to die.  I just don’t want to be on a plane when it’s the pilot’s time to die.”  

One of Ryan Covington’s favorite Dad jokes is about the two guys that got caught stealing a 

calendar.  They both got six months.  Vanessa Quarles’ father Jack was fond of pointing out a 

little known fact that Cher had a twin.  They were named Cher and Cher Alike. 

 

Or this one from Rachel’s Dad.  A man took his parrot to the vet.  After setting the unmoving 

parrot on the examination table the vet replied, “Your parrot is dead.  That will be $50.”  The 

owner was distraught and said, “You barely checked it out.  How can you be so sure?”  So, the 

vet rang a bell and in walked a cat.  The cat jumped up on the examination table, sniffed the 

parrot and then shook its head sadly.  Then, a moment later two black Labrador Retrievers came 

bounding in the room.  They put their feet on the table, sniffed at the parrot and then sadly 

walked away.  The vet said once again, “I’m sorry but your parrot is dead” while handing the bill 

to the owner.  The owner looked at it and said, “Wait, you said it was going to be $50, but this 

bill says $200.”  The vet looked it over and said, “That’s right.  $100 for the cat scan and $100 

for the labs.” 

 

Ok, so what do these Dad jokes have to do with today’s sermon?  Nothing.  But they are better 

than the assigned readings for this morning.  Every Sunday there are four readings assigned for 

worship services.  A reading from the Old Testament, a Gospel reading, a Psalm and an Epistle 

reading.  And the selected readings couldn’t have been more unhelpful for Father’s Day.  The 

Old Testament reading is about Abraham sending his son away into the desert.  The Gospel 

reading is about Jesus saying that he has come to set families against one another.  These are 

important readings in their own right, but this is not the Sunday for them. 

 

Instead, I want to share a gospel story about another father.  He is dependable, like a bad Dad 

joke.  He is faithful. He is loving and patient and kind.  He embodies the kinds of qualities that 

we would all aspire to.   

 

But his part of the story is often overlooked.  The story is better known by the name of one of his 

sons.  We call it the parable of the Prodigal Son.  But it might just as easily be called, the Parable 

of the Faithful Father. 

 



Jesus begins this story by telling us that there are three characters in this story, the father and two 

sons.  The story begins with the youngest son coming to his father and saying that he wants his 

share of the inheritance.  It is a harsh statement.  It amounts to telling the father that he is dead to 

him and he is tired of waiting for his inheritance.  He wants it now.   

 

The father was likely hurt by this statement.  Even if it was said in the best manner, the son’s 

words must have cut deeply.  In thinking about this story, we often let the results of the son’s 

adventure determine how we view his motivations.  But I sincerely believe the son didn’t mean 

to go out and fail.  Maybe he was a dreamer and had big goals for what he might do.  Maybe he 

hoped to make a better life so that he could ease his father’s burden.  Whatever the motivation, I 

don’t think he set out with the intention of losing everything so quickly.  But that is what 

happened. 

 

When he got to his new homeland, he found that friends were abundant when he was throwing 

lavish parties.  When the food was plentiful and the atmosphere was festive, there were lots of 

people around him.  But when the money ran out, these friends all disappeared.  He was alone, in 

a strange land.  He didn’t know what to do or where to turn.   

 

The son took the only job he could find, taking care of pigs.  It was hard work, dirty work.  And 

as Jesus tells this story, the son was so hungry, that the food he was giving to the swine began to 

look good to him.  He was that desperate.  But in that moment, he had an awakening.  He 

realized that he still had options.  Often when we think we have come to the end of the road and 

there is nowhere else to turn, we discover that there are other options. 

 

This young man realized that the servants on his father’s farm were treated better than this.  He 

decided that he would go back and ask his dad if he would hire him as one of his servants.  He 

didn’t deserve to come back as a son, but maybe his dad would receive him as a son. 

 

Although the bulk of the action has been upon this young son, remember, this is a story about the 

dad.  After giving the inheritance to his son, he continued to worry about him.  If he encountered 

anyone traveling, he might have asked them if they had heard of his son, how he was doing, if he 

was ok.  He would have hoped for a word signifying that all was well.  He likely sat on the front 

porch, looking in the direction his son had left, wondering if he might one day return.  And I base 

that upon the element that Jesus shares about this story. 

 

He says that as the son was returning, his father saw him in the distance and raced to greet him.  

It was as if he was looking for him, hoping to see a glimpse.  How many times had he stood on 

that porch looking in the distance only to walk back inside disappointed that his son had not 

returned?  But while he was still far away, the father saw him.  Before he could see the contours 

of his face, the father knew that was his son.  Before he could make out his features, he knew 

that walk.  And so he jumped from the porch, ran down the road and threw his arms around his 

son delighting in his return. 

 

If you could take a snapshot of that moment, what would you call it?  Joy.  Gratitude.  

Forgiveness.  Reconciliation.  Love.  Today I would call it mercy.  This is a snapshot of deep 

mercy.  And the thing about mercy is that it doesn’t ask whether the person deserves it or not.  It 



doesn’t demand payment in advance.  It doesn’t say, “I will forgive you under these 

circumstances.”  It doesn’t wait for the person to prove that they are worthy.  Mercy is what we 

give from our hearts, a kindness and forgiveness that is more about who we are than the 

recipient. 

 

Does the younger son deserve this mercy?  I’m not in a position to say.  I know that the older son 

who will learn about his brother’s return later that night seems to feel that his brother doesn’t 

deserve this.  But I also presume that in telling this story, Jesus is encouraging us to do the same.   

 

Mercy is always a choice.  We have the ability to judge and punish to our hearts content.  

Likewise, we have the ability to say, “No more.”  I believe this is the more difficult route.  To 

pronounce mercy upon another person is to let go of the hurt and pain and to break that cycle 

within oneself and within the other person.   

 

The father in this parable had already let go of his disappointment and anger.  He only longed for 

the healing of that relationship.  So when he saw his son coming, there was no need to hear him 

say what a fool he had been.  The father didn’t need to see him grovel.  He had already let go of 

these things and had room in his heart only for forgiveness and healing.  He embraced his son, 

wept upon his shoulder and welcomed him back home.   

 

It was the son who protested that he didn’t deserve this kindness.  He didn’t deserve this mercy.  

He had been prepared for a lecture.  He may have even braced himself for the possibility that his 

father would reject him.  But he was not expecting this overwhelming embrace of love.   

 

Think of a time when someone was merciful toward you.  You had done something wrong.  But 

rather than inflicting punishment, the person was lenient.  Maybe you got a lecture saying, 

“Don’t do this again.”  Maybe there was a minor consequence when there could have been major 

consequences.  How did it feel to receive that mercy?  How does it feel now looking back?   

 

This is a safe question to ask for a livestream service.  There is no one else to see your response.  

But how many of you ever cheated on a test?  How many of you ever stuck something in your 

pocket and walked out of the store without paying?  How many of you have ever been pulled 

over and the police officer just gave you a verbal warning?  The reality is that we are all 

imperfect beings.  We have all said or done something wrong at some time or another.  So in 

those moments, what would we want from others?  Do we want them to punish us in the deepest 

possible ways?  Or would we hope that if our transgressions were found out that those around us 

would be merciful?  

 

The Golden Rule says that we should treat one another in the way we would want to be treated.  I 

believe that the vast majority of us want mercy in our lives.  And the way for that to take hold in 

our world is for us to be merciful to one another. 

 

In his book, “Just Mercy” Bryan Stevenson writes about his work as a lawyer for prisoners on 

death row.  Stevenson worked, and continues to work, to bring justice to many who are falsely 

accused and convicted.  While doing so, Stevenson and his team of lawyers often face death 



threats, bomb threats and other forms of mental and emotional abuse.  But he is diligent in his 

work. 

 

Near the end of the novel, Stevenson had just won the release of two people, both as children, 

who had served 45 and 50 years respectively.  He noticed that there was a grandmotherly African 

American woman who had been in the courtroom and was not sitting on the marble steps of the 

courthouse.  Stevenson went up to her and asked if she was related to either of the men who was 

about to be released.  She was not. 

 

Her story was quite different.  She just came to the courthouse to help people.  Her own grandson 

had been murdered fifteen years previous.  She explained that when the boys who killed her 

grandson were found guilty and sent to prison, their conviction didn’t make her feel better.  In 

fact, she felt worse.  She remained in the courtroom for two hours sobbing.  A stranger came to 

her and hugged her and sat with her through that grief. 

 

Now she returns to that courtroom with a purpose.  Seeing all the pain, she said, “I decided I was 

supposed to be here to catch some of the stones people cast at each other.”  She looked up at 

Stevenson and said, “I heard you in the courtroom today.  I’ve seen you here a couple of times 

before.  I know you’re a stonecatcher, too.” 

 

When all around us are people throwing stones, hurting one another, continuing that cycle of 

violence, we are called to be stonecatchers.  Break that cycle.  End the violence.  Treat people the 

way we would want to be treated.  Be merciful.  The faithful father gives us an example of what 

that might look like.  As Jesus would sometimes say, “Go and do likewise.”  

 


