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Stuart Dew Chapter & verse

I asked ten people what the word 
‘prodigal’ brought to mind. Nine 
said the story of the prodigal 
son. And most of them are not 

churchgoers. 
‘Prodigal’ is a word not often used 

in any other context. In my sport 
reporting days, I once referred to a 
striker who missed many goal-scoring 
chances as prodigal. The sports editor 
struck it out, telling me I was writing 
a football report, not a sermon – which 
rather confi rms my point. Prodigal 
is the name by which most of us still 
identify one of Jesus’ most enduringly 
relevant parables, although modern 
Bible translations often call it ‘the lost 
son’. I prefer to call it the parable of the 
penitent son and the forgiving father, 
because that pinpoints its signifi cance. 

A number of things happen in this 
parable that challenge interactions. 
The son makes a big mistake – leaving 
home and blowing his father’s money 
on wine, women and song – but he 
admits he was wrong. How hard some 
of us fi nd that.  

Having confessed to himself, the 
son decides that he needs to go back 
and say sorry to his father. One of the 
people in my random survey said this 
wasn’t real sorrow, it was more what 
my mother would have called cupboard 
love – affection pretended for some 
personal gain. 

Be that as it may, it is the father’s 
forgiveness that I fi nd more compelling. 
This is not a stern ‘Don’t ever do that 
again!’ type of forgiveness. It is a joyful, 
compassionate, proactive forgiveness. If 
only our society could show a little more 
of that.  

I was saddened that the British 
government couldn’t fi nd it in their 

collective hearts to allow back into 
England Shamima Begum – the young 
woman who, at the age of 15, ran off to 
join Islamic State and gave birth to three 
children, who all died. If people had not 
shown forgiveness for some of the bad 
decisions I made when I was 15, my adult 
life would have been very different. 

The father in our story doesn’t only 
accept his son back, he runs and puts his 
arms around him. Young people run with 
ease. Older people fi nd it more effort. 
I said this in a church service, running 
from the preaching lectern down the 
aisle and back. My next sermon point 
was delivered with more breathlessness 
than the illustration required!

If we could do with more forgiveness, 
we also need a greater willingness to 

seek reconciliation. Our warring world 
needs it, and often, in our churches 
and in our personal relationships, we 
need it too. The practical outworking 
of reconciliation, which the verse 
so graphically portrays, makes it 
compelling for me.

Why did Jesus tell this parable? It 
seems to be widely accepted that we 
(humans) are the son, and God is the 
parent who will meet us halfway, if we 
own our shortcomings and want to be 
reconciled. But I think it’s better than 
that. If we even make an approach, 
while we are still a long way off, God 
will come to meet us and embrace us. 
What an offer for anyone wanting to 
come clean about prodigality, or some 
other sin of commission or omission!

Of course, there remains the older 
son who has a bit of a strop. Verse 29 
raises questions for me. Had this older 
son really been forced to work as a slave? 
And why had the father never given him 
a young goat so he could celebrate with 
his friends? Many parents will say, with 
hindsight, that in their efforts to deal 
with a particularly wayward younger 
child, they may have neglected to do 
right by a more compliant older sibling. 

Is the older son’s bitterness there as 
a contrast to the father’s willingness 
to forgive? Did that make him as lost 
as his younger brother? Is he meant 
to represent the Pharisees, who were 
resentful that Jesus was talking to 
people whose past would not stand close 
scrutiny? If we are really honest, do we 
get even a tiny bit jealous, bitter even, 
when newcomers to our churches are 
showered with attention, while we who 
have laboured long and hard, are taken 
for granted?

Gosh, there’s a lot to think about 
in that parable. All good study group 
material. But most of all, there is that 
promise: even though we may be 
spiritually far off, once we show interest 
in having God in our lives, God will be 
ready and on the way to meet us.  

Stuart Dew is a United Reformed 
Church lay preacher

‘This is joyful, proactive 
forgiveness’

‘Why did Jesus tell this parable?
The answer’s better than you think’

Chapter & verse

‘… 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 15:11-32

i

Im
ag

e:
 D

et
ai

l f
ro

m
 T

h
e 

R
et

u
rn

 o
f t

h
e 

Pr
o

d
ig

a
l S

o
n

b
y 

R
em

b
ra

n
d

t v
an

 R
ijn

, W
ik

im
ed

ia
 C

o
m

m
o

n
s

Reform-March-2020.indd   21Reform-March-2020.indd   21 12/02/2020   17:5212/02/2020   17:52

Reform
NEWS COMMENT INSPIRATION DEBATE

Small group study materials, March 2020

Chapter & verse – Stuart Dew (page 21) 
Read Luke 15:11-32, followed by Stuart Dew’s article. 
 
1. The article begins by examining the word ‘prodigal’, and the different titles given to 
describe this parable. After reading it in the Bible, what title would you give this parable? 
Does your title change after reading Stuart’s article?

2. Stuart describes the parable as ‘one of Jesus’ most enduringly relevant’. What relevance 
does it have in your life? Does it remind you of your familial and spiritual relationships?

3. The article’s third and fourth paragraphs discuss the element of confession in Jesus’ 
parable, noting that saying sorry can be hard and complex. Was the son’s apology ‘cupboard 
love’, as Stuart describes? Is there a right way to be, or say, sorry?

4. Referencing Shamima Begum’s case, Stuart argues that society could be more forgiving. 
Who, or what, would you have society forgive? What about the Church? 

5. The article’s seventh paragraph concentrates on the vigour of the father’s welcome, 
running to meet his son. How proactively does your church welcome? What practical steps 
could ensure that more people are as vigorously embraced as the son in this parable?

6. ‘Verse 29 raises questions for me,’ says Stuart in the tenth paragraph, and he explains, 
over two paragraphs, what some of those questions are. Review and discuss those 
questions. 

7. Stuart’s final question addresses those who might feel underappreciated in church. 
Who do you take for granted in your church, and wider life? Are there ways we can better 
appreciate church volunteers? 

For further reflection: ‘You are a God ready to forgive, gracious and merciful, slow to anger 
and abounding in steadfast love.’ from Nehemiah 9:17
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John Proctor Chapter & verse

I worked for several months of my 
ministerial training on the Second 
Letter to the Corinthians. Not 
the easiest book of the Bible, it 

has stayed with me across the decades 
and proved an honest and thoughtful 
companion. This year strikes me as a 
time to listen again to the wisdom of 
this letter. What is so special about it?

There is some graphic and 
memorable language: ‘treasure in clay 
jars’ (4:7), ‘thorn in the flesh’ (12:7), ‘new 
creation’ (5:17), ‘aroma of Christ’ (2:15), 
‘open your hearts’ (7:2). And, the letter 
does not pretend – that the Christian 
life is easy, or that Christians always 
agree, or that damaged relationships 
are easy to mend, or that money is 
never a problem in church, or that 
character can grow very much in the 
easy passages of life. 

There is plenty of honesty about 
some of the downsides of living and of 
being church. Yet, there is no despair. 
‘We do not lose heart’ (4:1, 4:16). This 
letter speaks of difficulty as holy 
ground, territory God can occupy, a 
place where God can help us to build 
one another up. It talks of a God 
attuned to our strains and sorrows, 
introduced as ‘God of all comfort’ (1:3). 
God reaches into the painful places 
of our living and offers strength and 
sensitivity, to hold us steady and for us 
to share with others.

The cross of Christ is at the centre of 
the letter (4:10; 5:14). His wounds and 
weakness become part of our story. 
Yet, in the shadow of the cross, the 
newness and promise of resurrection 
are ours too. ‘Afflicted in every way, 
but not crushed … struck down, but 
not destroyed’ (4:7-9). That’s Christian 
living, according to this letter. We read 

too of a present and powerful Spirit, 
opening eyes and changing lives (3:18), 
writing the story of God’s goodness in 
the living of the people of Jesus (3:1-3). 

If that is the God of Second 
Corinthians, what does it tell of the 
Church? Here are some very varied 
Christian people – the awkward and 
contentious, the patient and generous. 
Some are good at caring and helping; 
others are too full of themselves. 
We see them in situations of stress 
and relief, tension and healing, 

resentment and misunderstanding, and 
reconciliation, support and sharing. 
This is a church I recognise. There are 
people like you and me, who don’t get 
everything right but are called to be 
together in ‘the fellowship of the Holy 
Spirit’ (13:14).

So, why might this book be a word 
for this year? Because, for a long while 
to come, we shall often need to start 
with comfort. The virus, and measures 
taken to tackle it, have cut deeply into 
people’s wellbeing. Everyone has felt 
strain. Many have been pressured 
far beyond their usual resources and 
strength. Some are utterly heartbroken, 
hurt in ways that will never fully heal. 
We need to know a ‘God of all comfort’. 
We need Jesus to touch the tender 
places of human living. This is a year 
when faith has to start from the cross.

Certainly we are not the only era 
in history to feel fear like this. In past 
centuries, such things used to hit far 
harder. Nor are we the only country to 
feel vulnerable. For many in the world, 
life feels like this all the time. Yet, if we 
manage to face our present difficulties, 
and their legacy, with an eye to Jesus, 
we shall surely be more sensitive 
and generous to people who bear 
worse than we do. We may find new 
perspective and direction for different 
days ahead. We may find that God is in 
this too.

So, I shall carry on reading Second 
Corinthians. ‘Who is sufficient 
for these things?’ it asks (2:16). The 
answer is a few verses later: ‘We are 
not competent in ourselves … our 
competence is from God’ (3:5). ‘The 
Father of mercies’ (1:3) does not stay 
two metres away. Jesus knows what it’s 
like to be fragile and fearful. The Spirit 
gets behind all our masks (3:16).

Honesty, healing and hope – these 
are qualities I find in this letter. We 
need them now, more than many of us 
have needed them for a long time. 

John Proctor is outgoing General 
Secretary of the United Reformed 

Church. He retires in July

‘We need to know a 
“God of all comfort”’

‘This is a year when faith has to start from 
the cross. Listen to this letter’s wisdom’

Chapter & verse

‘Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, the Father of mercies and 
the God of all consolation…’ 

2 Corinthians 1:3
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Small group study materials, June 2020

Chapter & verse – John Proctor (page 16) 
Read the first two chapters of 2 Corinthians, followed by John Proctor’s article. 
 
1. The opening chapter of the Bible passage explains how God consoles us in our suffering. 
How close are your own experiences to what Paul describes in 1:1-7? 

2. In the Reform article, John’s second paragraph lists memorable phrases from 2 
Corinthians. What phrases, or words, stuck out for you when reading the first two chapters 
of this letter? Why?

3. The letter contains ‘plenty of honesty about some of the downsides of living and of being 
church’, says John in the article’s third paragraph. What downsides have you encountered of 
being church? Have you found new ways of being church during this pandemic?

4. Jesus’ ‘wounds and weakness become part of our story,’ says John, as does the ‘promise of 
resurrection’. What difference do Jesus’ wounds and resurrection make as part of our lives? 

5. In his sixth paragraph, John says: ‘For a long while to come, we shall often need to start 
with comfort.’ Whom do you take comfort from and how? Are there people you could 
provide comfort to this week? Who might we ask God to comfort?

6. John argues, in his seventh paragraph, that being fixed on Jesus as we face difficulty may 
help us find God amid that difficulty. Where/in what situations have you glimpsed God 
amid difficulties such as this coronavirus pandemic?

For further reflection: ‘Even though I walk through the darkest valley, I fear no evil; for you 
are with me; your rod and your staff, they comfort me.’ Psalm 23:4

Prayer: Father God, our consoler and comforter in hard times, we thank you for the 
gentleness with which you carry us and the strength with which you raise us up. Help us to 
be a comfort and a strength to one another we pray. Amen. 

To subscribe to Reform, visit bit.ly/rfmprint or call 01371 851 886.
To try the next three issues for £1, visit bit.ly/rfm341new.

For more Bible study material based on Reform’s articles, God is with us: fresh responses 
to the good news is available for £2 from the URC shop. Visit bit.ly/urcv18


