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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
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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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Peter Cruchley Chapter & verse

Let’s explore these words from 
Isaiah alongside the words of 
the English footballer Marcus 
Rashford, who wrote – on 2 

November, in an open letter to his 
ten-year-old self: ‘For a young boy 
who says so little, one day you will 
have a voice that speaks for many.’ 
Rashford was born in Wythenshawe, 
south Manchester, and now plays for 
Manchester United. Through his recent 
letter, Rashford encourages today’s 
children and young people not to lose 
hope as they go hungry in the midst of 
the Covid-19 crisis. 

At ten, Rashford’s world was a 
million miles away from the lifestyle of 
a Premier League footballer. In a letter 
sent to all of the UK’s MPs in June, full 
of pride in the love of his mum and his 
community, Rashford recounted his 
childhood. He described his story as ‘all 
too familiar for families in England’, 
explaining that despite having a full-
time working mum who made sure 
he had a good evening meal, he went 
hungry at times: 

The system was not built for families like 
mine to succeed, regardless of how hard 
my mum worked … we relied on breakfast 
clubs, free school meals, and the kind 
actions of neighbours and coaches. Food 
banks and soup kitchens were not alien 
to us.

Rashford’s words tell of a system-
challenging truth that tears up the 
typical tabloid stereotype of feckless 
single parents. It describes the 
deliberate outworking of a system 
which is not designed to support the 
most vulnerable – a system failure, as 
Rashford’s letter goes on to say, that 

helps hardship to continue. 
Rashford speaks this truth because 

he, a black man, has lived first-hand 
the inequalities of a white-privileging 
economic, social and political system. 
There are those who have sought to 
silence his campaign. By attempting 
to do so, they have only confirmed its 
truth because they have sought to limit 
privilege, not extend justice. 

In October, the UK parliament voted 
against proposals, backed by Rashford, 
to offer free meals to schoolchildren over 
the holidays – proposals that would stop 
children going hungry. MPs rejected 
those proposals while fully enjoying 
the privilege of a generous salary and 
an effectively subsidised meal system 
whereby they can choose from an 

extensive menu that gets them a main 
course for less than £10. By 7 November, 
the government suddenly embraced 
Rashford’s campaign proposals (see 
News, page 6). It may yet change again, 
insisting on ‘starving a kid to save a 
quid’, pushing children and families into 
hunger at the end of next year.

The lectionary brings Isaiah’s words 
into our post-Christmas haze, a time 
when we presume that everyone is 
stuffed full and sleepy on turkey and 
mince pies. But Rashford has shattered 
that romantic illusion. Rashford speaks 
with power, like Isaiah, about justice, 
hope and fullness. Both speak into the 
despair of people alienated and cast 
aside in systems and societies shaped 
by the desires of the privileged few: 
Rashford because of his childhood, 
race and class location, Isaiah because 
he is writing as Israel’s exile is still 
raw, and many have lived under the 
burden of occupation. Both Rashford 
and Isaiah speak authentically about 
the conviction, hope and urgency that 
comes from committing to justice 
when a society is in transition, because 
each live the realities of being outside 
a preferential system: Isaiah is under 
Babylonian empire, Rashford is under 
British capitalism.

Isaiah discovers his tongue once he 
lets his rage at injustice flow – a rage he 
locates in the heart of God, and directs 
at systems in Israel and Babylon which 
demean, exploit and oppress. Isaiah 
realises silence is violence, that silence 
chokes hope and hampers change, so 
he speaks out. His prophecies unmask 
oppression and yet reveal the way God 
is working to bring transformation.  
Rashford’s speech, too, is power-
confronting, life-changing, hunger-
ending, because of all his childhood 
taught him. And so, we wonder, what 
will this child we meet in a manger 
grow up to say?

Peter Cruchley is the Council for 
World Mission’s Mission Secretary 

for Mission Development

‘Silence chokes hope 
and hampers change’

‘Rashford speaks with power, like Isaiah, 
about justice, hope and fullness’

Chapter & verse

‘… I will not stay silent …’ 
Isaiah 61:10-62:3
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Small group study materials, December 2020/January 2021

Chapter & verse – Peter Cruchley (page 18) 
Read Isaiah 61:10-62:3, followed by Peter Cruchley’s article. 
 
1. Isaiah tells us that God will ‘will cause righteousness and praise to spring up before all 
the nations’.  What do you understand by righteousness: is it the same as being right? Is 
praise always righteous?

2. ‘One day you will have a voice that speaks for many,’ writes the footballer Marcus 
Rashford to his ten-year-old self, quoted in the article’s opening paragraph. Who does 
Isaiah’s voice speak for? How do you imagine Isaiah’s voice, and message, was received 
then, compared to now? 

3. How did you feel after reading the excerpt about Rashford’s childhood in this article’s 
second paragraph? Why do you agree, or disagree, that the UK’s system ‘was not built for 
families like [his] to succeed’? 

4. In the article’s fourth paragraph, Peter argues that ‘Rashford speaks this truth because he 
… has lived first-hand the inequalities of a white-privileging economic, social and political 
system.’ Can activism be as effective without first-hand experience? What issues or parts of 
society are you concerned about because of your own life experiences?

5. Peter goes on to say that those who seek to silence Rashford’s campaign only confirm it’s 
truth, because they seek ‘to limit privilege, not extend justice’. In what ways can Christians 
bring justice to the world today?

6. Peter describes the UK government’s decisions over free school meals in the article’s fifth 
paragraph. What was your reaction to these decisions? What would it take for governments 
to act with the God-given righteousness that Isaiah references? 

7. The article’s concluding paragraph states that Isaiah’s prophecies ‘unmask oppression and 
yet reveal the way God is working to bring transformation’. What examples have you come 
across of how God is bringing transformation to communities where you are, and beyond?
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Prayer:  Father, how unfailing and unquenchable your love is for each one of us in our 
lostness. We thank you for the grace that accepts us and reaches out to us, however far away 
we are, and however little we deserve it. Help us to welcome, forgive and help one another, 
as you welcome, forgive and help us. Amen.
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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
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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 £4.99 from the URC shop. Visit bit.ly/urcv18

For further reflection: ‘One night the Lord said to Paul in a vision: “Do not be afraid, but 
speak and do not be silent; for I am with you, and no one will lay a hand on you to harm 
you.’” Acts 18:9-10

Prayer: Father God, we know that you pursue justice, whether we are the ones calling for 
justice or the ones standing in its way. Help us to share more of your love of justice and to 
work for its fulfilment in our world. Amen. 

To subscribe to Reform, visit bit.ly/rfmprint or call 01371 851 886.

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
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Peter Cruchley Chapter & verse

Let’s explore these words from 
Isaiah alongside the words of 
the English footballer Marcus 
Rashford, who wrote – on 2 

November, in an open letter to his 
ten-year-old self: ‘For a young boy 
who says so little, one day you will 
have a voice that speaks for many.’ 
Rashford was born in Wythenshawe, 
south Manchester, and now plays for 
Manchester United. Through his recent 
letter, Rashford encourages today’s 
children and young people not to lose 
hope as they go hungry in the midst of 
the Covid-19 crisis. 

At ten, Rashford’s world was a 
million miles away from the lifestyle of 
a Premier League footballer. In a letter 
sent to all of the UK’s MPs in June, full 
of pride in the love of his mum and his 
community, Rashford recounted his 
childhood. He described his story as ‘all 
too familiar for families in England’, 
explaining that despite having a full-
time working mum who made sure 
he had a good evening meal, he went 
hungry at times: 

The system was not built for families like 
mine to succeed, regardless of how hard 
my mum worked … we relied on breakfast 
clubs, free school meals, and the kind 
actions of neighbours and coaches. Food 
banks and soup kitchens were not alien 
to us.

Rashford’s words tell of a system-
challenging truth that tears up the 
typical tabloid stereotype of feckless 
single parents. It describes the 
deliberate outworking of a system 
which is not designed to support the 
most vulnerable – a system failure, as 
Rashford’s letter goes on to say, that 

helps hardship to continue. 
Rashford speaks this truth because 

he, a black man, has lived first-hand 
the inequalities of a white-privileging 
economic, social and political system. 
There are those who have sought to 
silence his campaign. By attempting 
to do so, they have only confirmed its 
truth because they have sought to limit 
privilege, not extend justice. 

In October, the UK parliament voted 
against proposals, backed by Rashford, 
to offer free meals to schoolchildren over 
the holidays – proposals that would stop 
children going hungry. MPs rejected 
those proposals while fully enjoying 
the privilege of a generous salary and 
an effectively subsidised meal system 
whereby they can choose from an 

extensive menu that gets them a main 
course for less than £10. By 7 November, 
the government suddenly embraced 
Rashford’s campaign proposals (see 
News, page 6). It may yet change again, 
insisting on ‘starving a kid to save a 
quid’, pushing children and families into 
hunger at the end of next year.

The lectionary brings Isaiah’s words 
into our post-Christmas haze, a time 
when we presume that everyone is 
stuffed full and sleepy on turkey and 
mince pies. But Rashford has shattered 
that romantic illusion. Rashford speaks 
with power, like Isaiah, about justice, 
hope and fullness. Both speak into the 
despair of people alienated and cast 
aside in systems and societies shaped 
by the desires of the privileged few: 
Rashford because of his childhood, 
race and class location, Isaiah because 
he is writing as Israel’s exile is still 
raw, and many have lived under the 
burden of occupation. Both Rashford 
and Isaiah speak authentically about 
the conviction, hope and urgency that 
comes from committing to justice 
when a society is in transition, because 
each live the realities of being outside 
a preferential system: Isaiah is under 
Babylonian empire, Rashford is under 
British capitalism.

Isaiah discovers his tongue once he 
lets his rage at injustice flow – a rage he 
locates in the heart of God, and directs 
at systems in Israel and Babylon which 
demean, exploit and oppress. Isaiah 
realises silence is violence, that silence 
chokes hope and hampers change, so 
he speaks out. His prophecies unmask 
oppression and yet reveal the way God 
is working to bring transformation.  
Rashford’s speech, too, is power-
confronting, life-changing, hunger-
ending, because of all his childhood 
taught him. And so, we wonder, what 
will this child we meet in a manger 
grow up to say?

Peter Cruchley is the Council for 
World Mission’s Mission Secretary 

for Mission Development

‘Silence chokes hope 
and hampers change’

‘Rashford speaks with power, like Isaiah, 
about justice, hope and fullness’

Chapter & verse

‘… I will not stay silent …’ 
Isaiah 61:10-62:3

i

Ph
o

to
gr

ap
h

: ©
C

o
sm

in
 If

to
d

e/
Sh

u
tt

er
st

o
ck

 


