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The Parable of the Prodigal Son and the Principle of Repentance 

By Arthur Basseft 

I 
t has been suggested that all literary criti- 
cism is a form of autobiography-that one 
often reveals more about his or her own 
attitudes by the way one reads a text than 
one reveals about the meaning of the text 
itself. While I would want to place certain 

qualifications upon that assertion before I could 
totally embrace it, I must admit that I find some- 
thing attractive about it. Further, I believe that 
this is, to a degree, also true of sacred as well as 
secular texts-that certain preconceived biases 
are often revealed in the way that people inter- 
pret scripture. By revealing our biases, our 
interpretations of scripture thus act as a type of 
autobiography. 

This principle is illustrated by the way Latter- 
day Saints commonly interpret the parable of 
the Prodigal Son. These interpretations reveal 
much concerning our prejudices regarding the 
doctrines of repentance and of judgment, atti- 
tudes that are often unacknowledged or even 
recognized. Three biases seem to be inherent in 

those interpretations: 
1. There is a common tendency on the part of 

many, if not most, to emphasize the importance 
of works more than attitudes, i.e., many seem to 
believe that we will ultimately be judged more 
on the basis of what we have done, rather than on 
the basis of what we have become. 

2. Many consider sins of commission far more 
grievous than sins of omission. 

3. There seems to be a common belief among 
Latter-day Saints that those who transgress can 
never fully regain the blessings they might have 
had, were it not for transgression. Once a mis- 
take has been made, its consequences are with 
that individual eternally. 

TRADITIONAL INTERPRETATIONS 
The parable of the Prodigal Son has been 

called for ages "the gospel within the gospel." 
Arndt has also called it "the greatest short story 
ever written." In it, an apparently repentant 

SUNSTONE lg 



brprlslngly, 
many Church 
members are 

in  complete 
sympathy with the 

actions of 

younger brother, who has squandered his inheri- 
tance, has come home expecting to ask his father 
for a position among the servants of the house- 
hold. Much to his surprise, the father has met 
him "while he was yet a great way off" and 
welcomed him back into the household by cloth- 
ing him in a robe of honor and by placing a ring 
upon his finger and shoes upon his feet. The 
father has also ordered a celebration and the 
slaughter of a fatted calf. 

An older brother, returning from work in the 
field, hears the music of the celebration and, 
discovering what has happened, refuses to go 
into the house because of his displeasure at the 
seeming injustice of his father's actions. Luke 
continues his narrative: 

And he answering said to his father, Lo, these many 
years do I serve thee, neither transgressed I at any time thy 
commandment; and yet thou never gavest me a kid, that I 
might make merry with my friends: 

But as soon as this thv son was come, which hath 
the older devoured thy living with hirlob, thou hast killed for him 

- 

the fatted calf. brother' And he said unto him, Son, thou art ever with me, and 
all that I have is thine. 

It was meet that weshould make merry, and beg1ad:for 
this thy brother was dead, and is aliveagain; and was lost, 
and is found. (Luke IS:.?9-32.1 

There seems to have been three traditional 
ways of interpreting the parable: First, some 
have viewed it in an allegorical sense, with the 
older brother representing the Jews and the 
younger brother representing the Gentiles. One 
of the best examples of this interpretation that I 
have found was that of St. Caesarius of Arles. It 
is, apparently, a time-honored interpretation, 
one that is used even today. 

A second approach is a little more straight- 
forward. This interpretation suggests that the 
Lord intended the parable specifically for those 
who were involved in the initial controversy 
that generated the parable. In this interpreta- 
tion the older brother becomes a representation 
of the scribes and Pharisees, and the younger a 
personification of the publicans. Joseph Smith 
seems to have favored this interpretation. 

A third interpretation is to consider the para- 
ble as a guide to church discipline for the re- 
pentant sinner. This was a stance which some, 
such as Tertullian, strongly opposed. Instead, 
Tertullian viewed the story as an excuse for the 
absence of church discipline. In his essay, "On 
Modesty" he wrote, "For who will fear to 
squander what he has the power of afterwards 
recovering? Who will be careful to preserve to 
perpetuity what he will be able to lose not to 
perpetuity? Security in sin is likewise an appe- 
tite for it." (It might be well to note in passing 
that Tertullian's point is not one lightly 
dismissed.) 

However, Luther suggests that those who 
interpret the parable in this manner thereby 

reveal something of their own character. In his 
famous Lectures on Romans he noted: 

The  proud, however, who trust in their own merits and 
wisdom, become angry and grumble when others, who do 
not deserve it, are given freely what they themselves have 
been seeking with so much zeal. In the Gospel, Christ 
speaks of this in parables with respect to the elder brother, 
who turned away from his prodigal brother and did not 
want to let him come in. . . . 

These are the ones who are "foolish."Instead of rejoicing 
in the salvation of others, they advance presumptuous 
claims in their own behalf. Thereby they show that they 
were not seeking God for God's sake but for their own sake, 
namely, from self-love and from a desire for personal 
advantage (i.e., impurely). A n d  then they even go so far as 
to be proud of this impurity and loathsomeness oftheirs and 
are therefore twice as loathsomearthoseon account ofwhom 
they are offended. I f  they were really seeking God, they 
would not be offended at the salvation of others. 

It is interesting to note that of these three 
interpretations, Joseph Smith seemed to favor 
the second and perhaps to accept even the third. 
The Prophet's reference to the parable is not 
totally clear. It was given initially in response to 
a question asked after a sermon he delivered in 
the Nauvoo Temple in January of 1843. His 
statement, recorded in the History of the Church, is 
a valuable one since it also demonstrates his 
approach to scriptural exegesis in general. 

In reference to the prodigal son, I said it was a subject I 
had never dwelt upon; that it was understood by many to be 
one of the intricate subjects of the scriptures; and even the 
Elders of this Church have preached upon it, without 
having any rule of interpretation. W h a t  is the rule of 
interpretation?Just no interpretation at all. Understand it 
precisely as it reads. I have a key by which I understand the 
scriptures. I enquire, what was thequestion which drew out 
the answer, or caused Jesus to utter the parable? It is not 
national; it does not refer to Abraham, Isaac, or the 
Gentiles in a national capacity, as some suppose. T o  ascer- 
tain its meaning, we must dig up the root and ascertain 
what it was that drew the saying out of Iesus. . . . 

It was given to answer the murmuring and questions of 
the Sadducees and Pharisees, who were querying, fund1 
finding fault, . . . He could have found something to illus- 
trate His subject, i f H e  had designed it for a nation . . . but 
He did not. It was for men in an individual capacity; and 
all straining on the point is a bauble. 

Then to make his point more clearly, Joseph 
referred to the parable of the lost sheep, one of 
the two companion parables that accompany 
that of the prodigal son in Luke: "The hundred 
sheep represent one hundred Sadducees and 
Pharisees, as though Jesus had said, 'If you 
Sadducees and Pharisees are in the sheepfold, I 
have no mission for you; I am sent to look up 
sheep that are lost; . . .'This represents hunting 
after a few individuals, or one poor publican, I 

which the Pharisees and Sadducees despised." 
( H C ,  5:261-62.) I 
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COMMON LOS INTERPRETATIONS 
But how do Latter-day Saints interpret this 

parable-in priesthood meetings, in Relief Soci- 
ety, in Sunday School classes, in seminaries and 
institutes? Surprisingly, many Church members 
are in complete sympathy with the actions of the 
older brother. After all, they argue, he had 
remained true and faithful to the father from 
beginning to end, and the father himself had 
stated, "All that I have is thine." As Elder James 
E. Talmage has suggested: 

W e  are nof jusfified in extolling the virtue of repentance 
on the part of the prodigal above the faithful, plodding 
service of his brother, who had remained at home, true to 
theduties requiredof him. Thedevotedson was  the heir: the 
father did not disparage his worth, nor deny his desserts. 
His displeasure over the rejoicing incident to the return of 
his wayward brother was  an act of illiberality and narrow- 
ness, but ofthe two brothers the elder was  the morefaithful, 
whatever his minor defects may have been. (Jesus the 
Christ, p. 460; emphasis added.) 

I find this statement very strange in light of the 
implication of the Prophet Joseph that the older 
brother's stance represents that of the Pharisees. 
Why does Elder Talmage feel the necessity to 
come to the defense of the older brother? 
Further, what is implied in his use of the terms 
faithful and plodding? Neither appears in the origi- 
nal text. Is he telling us that faithful, plodding 
members are better candidates for the celestial 
kingdom than are repentant prodigals? And 
why is he apparently so willing to overlook 
"illiberality" and"narrowness" on the part of the 
older brother? 

This approach raises an important question: 
What, exactly, is the purpose of membership in 
the kingdom of God? Is it to teach us obedience 
andofaithful, plodding service," or is its purpose 
to prepare us to become more Christlike? Obvi- 
ously the two are not mutually exclusive. Yet 
while the two may be closely related, it is highly 

possible that many of us may become as Elder 
Talmage has described the elder brother in the 
parable, faithful and plodding-setting safe and 
easily obtainable goals and achieving them-and 
at the same time "illiberal and narrow," lacking, 
to varying degrees, the quality of Christian 
charity. In other words, our attention remains 
focused on what we are to do rather than what 
we are to become. 

In this regard, Paul's statement on charity is 
appropriate to  consider. Though we might have 
developed eloquence of speech equal to that of 
the angels (a gift desired by Alma), though we 
might have developed fully the gift of prophecy 
to the point that we understand all of the mys- 
teries of God, though we have acquired all 
knowledge that the world has to offer, and deve- 
loped faith sufficient to remove mountains (and 
certainly these goals are highly valued by many, 
if not most, Latter-day Saints), if we have not 
charity we have nothing, according to Paul (I Cor. 
13:l-3). 

In light of the writings of Paul-as well as 
those of Mormon (Moro. 7, 10)-it is amazing 
that anyone can speak of the lack of charity in 
any degree as a minor defect. Yet those who 
choose to interpret the parable in the manner 
described certainly seem to do so. After all, they 
continue to argue, does not the father promise 
the older son that all that he has is his? And is 
not that the same promise made by the Lord in 
the Doctrine and Covenants to all who magnify 
their priesthood? (84:38). Is not that the same 
promise made to those who will inherit the 
highest order of the celestial kingdom? 

But this response is inadequate. Though the 
phrasing is similar in both cases, it is apparent 
that the older brother in the parable has little to 
do with the magnifying of the priesthood men- 
tioned in the Doctrine and Covenants. To me, it 
seems more likely that the father in the parable 
is referring to the fact that the older brother has 
full access to the estate and to all of his father's 
possessions. That would certainly seem an appro- 
priate response to the elder brother's complaint 
that he had never received a feast-not even one 
with a kid. Perhaps this was the father's way of 
saying, "You can have a feast with your friends 
any time you want one. All you have to do is 
ask." 

Part of the trouble with all of us older broth- 
ers may well be that through our faithful and 
unimaginative plodding we lack the initiative to 
reach out and lay claim to the fullness of the 
blessings that might be within our reach all of 
the time-if we were more willing to put forth 
some real effort; that with our safe trudging and 
easy goals we might be guilty of avoiding involve- 
ment in the more difficult tasks Jesus set out for 
those who would be his true disciples and the 
heirs of his kingdom. As his heirs we have seem- 
ingly unlimited access to all sorts of spiritual 
feasts if we would but put forth the effort and 

Which is more 
important to God- 
our score card of 
good and bad 
actions, or the 
character and 
insights we 
acquire? 
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Too many 
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lay hold of them. But we never seem to be very 
concerned about this part of our earthly per- 
formance. Sins of commission seem to consume 
our attention and to be of far greater concern to 
us than are sins of omission, especially when- 
ever we discuss the final judgment. 

Similarly, although the younger brother ap- 
pears to be truly repentant, many Latter-day 
Saints still argue that his position in the eterni- 
ties will be far below that of the older brother. 
For example, in his New Testament commen- 
tary, Elder Bruce R. McConkie has written: "We 
need not suppose that the two sons were there- 
after equal in power, honor, or dominion. The 
inheritance of one was already wasted" (1:512). I 
hope this passage is not suggesting that no 
repentant prodigals will be found in the celestial 
kingdom-because if that is true then aH man- 
kind is in trouble. Nevertheless, Elder McConkie's 
opinion strikes a responsive chord in many 
among us. It assumes that something perman- 
ent has been lost by the sinner-something we 
all associate with lost opportunities. 

A common metaphor describes life as a jour- 
ney down a path leading from point A (our birth) 
to point B (our destination-whatever that may 
be). The sinner somewhere leaves the straight 
and narrow and begins to wander in forbidden 
paths. Then, comini to himself as a repentant 
soul, he returns to the path, entering again at 
the precise point of departure (or perhaps fur- 
ther back-the cherished assumvtion that one 
cannot stand still, but must eithir be progress- 
ing or retrogressing). He is once more headed in 
the direction he should be traveling, but all of 
the time spent in sinful pursuits has retarded his 
ultimate journey. Had he remained faithful, the 
analogy proceeds, he would be much farther 
down the path, therefore closer to his goal. 

This analogy troubles me for manyreasons. 
To begin with, it fails to define the goal. Are we 
talking of things done, or of insights gained and 
character developed? Too, the analogy does not 
takeinto consideration the eternal truths learned 
by the sinner concerning life-ofttimes, as 
Hawthorne suggests, even through his mis- 
takes. Nor does it consider the fact that those 
who stay on the straight and narrow, plodding 
along and setting easy goals, might be doing so 
without gaining any new insights into life. What 
is our purpose in coming here to experience this 
life? Which is ultimately more important in 
God's mind when we return to him-the score 
card we bring back to him of good and bad 
actions, or the character and insights with which 
we return? I know as a varent which one would 
ultimately concern me most. 

I cannot help but wonder if we are justified in 
maintaining that the truly repentant sinner is 
always inferior in God's eyes to one who has 
never transgressed. I cannot help but wonder 
how Alma's judgment will compare with that of 
Nephi. If you were God, to which of those two 

would you be more inclined to accord"power" or 
"honorN or "dominion"? 

CONCLUSION 
The questions raised by these issues are not 

easy ones. Problems concerning judgment of a 
human soul seldom are. I susvect that that is one 
of the reasons why the ~a;ior told us not to 
judge. 

Moreover. these issues are not s i m ~ l v  inter- . ,  - 

esting things to think about in an abstract sense. 
On the contrary, they have some immediate and 
very important implications for all of us to con- 
sider. If we harbor the feeling that we can just 
"hang in there" and gain eternal rewards by 
simply avoiding grievous transgressions, we will 
be a very different person than we will if we take 
seriously the difficult challenges laid out by 
Christ. The teachings of Jesus are full of an 
entire catalogue of Christian obligations that we 
conveniently choose to ignore or to shelve for 
now: turning the other cheek, praying for our 
enemies, loving those who despise us, seeking 
out the reiected in our immediate societv. visit- 
ing the outcasts and inviting them insteidof the 
"beautiful people" into our homes-just to men- 
tion a very few. It seems that every time we raise 
the issue of reventance in our discussions of the 
good news, th'at we invariably launch a discus- 
sion of sins of commission, rather than those of 
omission, dwelling on our own self-righteousness 
and thanking God that we are not as other men. 

Second, it 7s important to think about what we 
are becoming by what we are doing. Far too many 
of us are spending our entire life doing things of 
varying significance (or insignificance) in the 
Church, plodding along in the smug satisfaction 
of the achievement of simplistic goals, and com- 
ing away from the experience as unloving, 
unadventurous versonalities. And I also susvect 
that many of t h i  repentant among us who Gave 
transgressed and done their best to repent feel 
constantly beaten down as they hear us tell 
them they have lost their blessings forever. 
Rather than placing ourselves in the hands of an 
omniscient, all-loving God whose judgment will 
be not only just but merciful as well, we lose the 
power for good we might have generated because 
of too much self-condemnation. 

Like the elder brother in the parable, far too 
many of us are overly concerned about "what's 
in it for us," rather than in rejoicing with the 
Father over the successes of our brothers and 
sisters-especially if those successes seem some- 
times to come at the expense of our efforts. 
Perhaps all of us can profit from a little soul- 
searching in this regard. And perhaps a good 
place to begin is by looking at the way that each 
of us individually views the parable of the prodi- 
gal son. 
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