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After the Banquet 
Luke 15:1,2,11-32 

 

 When actor Jussie Smollett had all charges dropped a few days 

ago by the Cook County District Attorney, it raised a lot of eyebrows 

around the country and a lot of ire in Chicago.  It’s a strange case 

anyway—something that is hard to figure out, no matter what we 

think might have happened. 

 The question many are asking is, why did he get off scot-free?  

Did he receive special accommodation and treatment because he was 

a celebrity?  More to the point, did he deserve this amnesty?  The 

answer would be absolutely, if he is in fact the victim of an assault 

and was truthful about it—that he is guilty of no wrongdoing.  But I 

sense most people view it quite the opposite, siding with the police 

who believe Smollett orchestrated this whole affair for publicity and 

now lacks remorse for how it backfired and has turned out.  I don’t 

know if the truth will ever be known, but we do know he will not be 

spending any time in prison for whatever occurred. 

 We could make a similar claim about a parallel outcome over 

the past week, i.e., the Mueller Report’s findings that no charges 

would be brought against President Trump or his family for collusion 

with Russia nor sufficient evidence of obstruction of justice.  That 

surprised many people, including, I believe, the President himself.  

Understandably, he’s relieved being finally out from under the cloud 

of suspicion.  Or is he?  Many questions have been raised about the 

Attorney General’s four-page summary and most Americans want a 

full disclosure of the report before they draw any conclusions of their 

own; and with investigations still ongoing, it’s likely this matter won’t 
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be settled anytime soon, if ever.  So, the question is, did the President 

get away with it as some believe, or is he finally vindicated, as he and 

his supporters confidently claim?   

 It has been a vexing week for the American public trying to 

figure out if justice has been served in these high-profile legal cases or 

if someone’s mercy or good fortune has gotten the prime defendants 

off the hook.  Regardless of what anyone thinks, it illustrates the 

moral dilemma we humans face when we are forced to come to terms 

with a result that doesn’t settle well—that isn’t completely certain or 

universally accepted as just.  No one can be absolutely sure that what 

happened was the most appropriate or justified outcome; we can’t be 

sure it was, and we can’t be certain it wasn’t.  We are left to accept it 

as it is and move forward presuming, as we must, each person’s 

innocence and right to be free of our scornful judgment.  But will that 

happen?    

As a person of faith, I can’t help but be conflicted by dilemmas 

like these.  On the one hand, I value truth, justice, and accountability; 

on the other hand, I embrace love, mercy, and forgiveness.  If I’m true 

to my word, I can’t apply mercy to some situations and not others.  I 

also don’t like burning within me the fires of resentment, because it 

doesn’t serve me or anyone else any good.  Resentment is destructive 

and caustic.  It harms relationships and it is toxic to one’s outlook and 

emotional state.  Even if we view cases from a distance, injustice can 

anger us and resentment can impact similar situations that are closer 

to us.  We know this to be true because we live it everyday—there are 

people in our lives (family, work, school, community, etc.) who we 

feel got away with something, or who are treated better than they 
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should be, or who have never shown remorse, even when they were 

offered mercy.  If we’re bothered by it—if we’re even angry about it, 

over time we can turn bitter toward the person or situation—a 

resentment where we won’t ever give this person the benefit of the 

doubt; we’re so consumed with seeing justice served.  If they get off 

scot-free, then we’ll make them pay with our endless scorn.  That’s 

just how we humans are wired.  We weaponize resentment. 

Yet, as people of faith, we also know forgiveness and mercy lie 

at the heart of what we aspire to and believe.  Christianity is 

commonly characterized as a religion of redemption and release.  It’s 

founded on the grace of God that offers everyone a second chance to 

get things right with God, right with their neighbor, and right with 

themselves.  It’s a faith rooted in the theology of second chances for 

prodigals. 

 The parable of the prodigal son is, in my view, more reflective of 

human nature than just about any other story Jesus told.  It’s central 

to a faith hallowing divine mercy and grace, so much so, it’s 

surprising it is only found in Luke’s gospel and nowhere else.  

However, where this narrative is found is in our own lives, especially 

if we are waiting for someone we love to straighten out his or her life 

so we can give them a place around the family table.  Personally, I 

want everyone to have a second chance—another opportunity—a free 

pass so that they can fix what’s wrong in their life and not to be 

haunted by the foolish mistakes of their past.  Mercy is such a needed 

gift in so many lives. 

All of this we get; it makes sense and it is good for the soul and 

for the spirit.  What we don’t often get, though, is the part of the story 



4 
 

Jesus didn’t tell.  That is, what happens after the banquet?  What 

happens once the fatted calf has been reduced to leftovers?  What 

occurs when you clean up from the festivities and suddenly everybody 

moves on into the next phase of life?  Certainly, things are different; 

relationships change.  Humpty-Dumpty can’t be put back together 

again.  The household is never the same as before once the prodigal 

returns. 

So where does one go from here?  For instance, how do you 

learn to trust someone who has broken your heart?  How do you 

guard against being taken advantage of or emotionally manipulated?  

How does a prodigal get along with the rest of the family?  How does 

anyone deal with all the anger, resentment, bitterness, and whatever 

else is buried in the relational swamp that has defined each one’s 

perception of the other for so long?  What does redemption look like 

in all the human ugliness that becomes evident once the prodigal has 

unpacked his or her bags?   

 I say this because, in my experience, this is where mercy really 

counts and it’s where and when redemption hits the roadblocks—

that’s where the breakdown comes.  There is so much more to unpack 

than what the prodigal brings home.  Other people are affected by the 

amnesty of grace, let alone by the implications of forgiveness.  

Everyone loves a party, but after the banquet there’s so much more 

than just the table that needs a little cleaning up.   

 Jesus suggested this possibility when referring to the reaction of 

the elder brother, who saw no reason to be partying over the return of 

his sibling who had already caused so much pain for the family.  In 

his view, the prodigal one scorned his father, treating him as if he 
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were already dead by claiming an inheritance.  Who does that to a 

living relative, let alone one’s parent?  Then, he clearly spit on family 

values by running off selfishly spending his inheritance; then after 

hitting the skids, he comes running back home pleading for help and 

mercy (and probably more money to live on).  Tell me, what mercy 

did he have in mind while he was wasting away everyone’s 

generosity?  Who are the ones being scammed here? 

 I imagine each one of us can fill in the names and faces in this 

narrative, since we’ve seen it before, sometimes very close to home.  

We might know firsthand what it’s like to be one the leading 

characters of the parable.  Are we like the prodigal, who is seeking a 

second chance—a glimmer of hope for his dismal state?  Or do we see 

ourselves in the elder son who resented the gratuitous welcome 

granted to a squanderer?  Or do we see it like the father, whose love 

was so compelling that he was willing to sacrifice even his principles 

in order to restore the life of his child? 

 Honestly, the story leaves us hanging.  Jesus doesn’t provide a 

clear resolution after the banquet.  We don’t know the rest of the 

story.  Who’s to say the prodigal had genuinely changed?  What 

makes anyone believe he won’t turn around and do it again later 

somewhere down the road when he gets restless?  When does the 

prodigal pay some price for his choices and his behavior?  Who holds 

him accountable for that? 

 On the other side of the ledger, who’s to say the elder brother 

isn’t just acting selfishly—complaining because he wasn’t treated with 

the same indulgence or angry because now his sibling would be 

receiving a cut of what was left for him?  It sounds a bit like Cain’s 
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attitude toward Abel, summed up in the callous response, “Am I my 

brother’s keeper?”   

 What about the father?  He comes off looking well, but isn’t it a 

fine line between being merciful and being an enabler?  Isn’t his soft-

heartedness an indicator of underlying weakness?  How would his 

children learn their lessons if they never suffer consequences?  What 

did his mercy ultimately accomplish and look like after the banquet 

when he and his sons had to hash out what had just taken place—

what they had lost as well as what they had gained? 

 I raise all this not to make any of us doubt Jesus’ message about 

love and mercy, but to reckon with the way justice and accountability 

also come into play in our relationships.  There’s much that goes on 

after the banquet that complicates even the best intentions, testing 

our moral sensibilities as well as our capacity to love another human 

being.  Happy endings are hard to come by.  Life is usually messier 

when everyone is back under the same roof sparring through their 

competing and conflicting emotions.  Honestly, there are no 

guarantees; sometimes it works out well and sometimes it doesn’t.   

So, what are we to do when all parties aren’t on board with 

mercy?  That’s a tough one.  However, when there are hard feelings 

that need to be addressed, the key to success or failure lies in the 

degree to which we can cultivate empathy for each other.  Empathy 

means trying to understand what another is experiencing or feeling—

particularly the one who provokes and upsets you—and processing it 

through how you would want to be treated and received by others if 

roles were reversed.   Indeed, that requires a ceasefire in the battle of 

words and wounds, and some time for self-reflection. 
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I view empathy as a sign of emotional intelligence, with the 

ability to relate to, be aware of, and appreciate the range of feelings in 

other human beings.  Some people naturally have high E.Q.s, while 

others don’t.  But like other forms of human intelligence, it can be 

cultivated and improved.  It takes effort, sensitivity, and practice, but 

most of all, a willingness to work on rebuilding trust and living up to 

that trust, which will go a long way toward avoiding or overcoming 

many of the pitfalls of poor relationships.  It’s not easy.  There are no 

guarantees, but it’s a way forward when life settles back in after the 

banquet. 

Maybe this is the reason why the story of the prodigal son isn’t 

universally shared by all four gospels—it’s Luke’s story alone.  It’s a 

difficult tale to tell unless everyone is onboard with accepting the 

terms of mercy.  We often don’t discover the pitfalls until after the 

banquet when life settles into a new reality.  If trust isn’t intentionally 

rebuilt into the fractured relationships, it’s tough to see how mercy 

works to make things better.   

In all likelihood, this will be the challenge for Jussie Smollett if 

he hopes to continue his career.  Likewise, trust will also be an issue 

for President Trump if he wants to move beyond his base of support.  

Building trust is the key for both moving forward.  It’s a challenge for 

any of us who struggle to heal broken relationships in our lives.  

Again, sometimes it works and sometimes it doesn’t; it all depends on 

the willingness and courage of each one after the party is over.  

Let me close with the words of Howard Thurman which offer 

wisdom to benefit all the characters of Jesus’ parable and our own 

story: 
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I know I cannot enter all you feel, 
Nor bear with you the burden of your pain. 

I can but offer what my love does give— 
The strength of caring, 

The warmth of one who seeks to understand. 
This I do in quiet ways— 

That on your lonely path you may not walk alone. 1 
 

May we pray and hope for those who need an overture of mercy and 

the benefit of the doubt that they may receive it; the same for those 

who have let their hearts grow hard, that they may realize how much 

unneeded pain is perpetuated by unresolved anger and resentment.  

May they, in God’s mercy, find release.   

When it’s our turn, may we summon the willingness to cultivate 

empathy for those who upset and anger us, that we may find a way to 

leave past mistakes and resentment behind so a more gracious spirit 

will arise within us for rebuilding trust and restoring relationships in 

lasting reconciliation.  For this is the Gospel’s goal in granting grace. 

 
      The Rev. Dr. Paul C. Hayes 
      Noank Baptist Church, Noank CT 
      31 March 2019     

                                                   
1 Howard Thurman, Meditations of the Heart, Harper & Row, 1953. 


