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General Introduction



This book is an exploration of a story that has two claims to greatness. The first claim is that it is a perfect story: brief, flawlessly crafted and with three characters with whom we can all identify. The second is that it is about the most important of matters – how God relates to human beings – from the most authoritative source on such issues. The story is commonly called ‘The Prodigal Son’ and although it isn’t the best title (‘The Father and his Two Sons’ might be better), we will use the traditional term for it throughout.


The book is divided into three parts. In the first part there is what we might call a reimagining of the story of the Prodigal Son. We have expanded it and moved it into a setting that is probably a little easier to identify with. Our reasons for doing this will become clear; let’s just say here that sometimes familiarity brings not so much contempt as complacency, and that is just as dangerous. By giving the story a makeover, we hope it has regained something of the drama to surprise in our culture that the original had in its day. In the second part we look at Jesus’ original story, examine it in detail and tease out what it has to say to us about God. In the third part we try to apply the message of the parable of the Prodigal Son to our own lives.


There are two things to say right at the start about the authorship of this book. The first is that this is a collaboration. J.John is a preacher, speaker and canon in the Anglican Church, while Chris Walley is a teacher, writer, geologist and an elder and preacher in a Baptist church. We have worked together a number of times before, most notably on The Life: A Portrait of Jesus. You may wish to play the game of asking yourself ‘Who wrote which bit?’ but it’s a waste of time: it really is a collaboration. The second thing – and it’s an important one – is that in a sense neither of us is a typical Western teacher/preacher. J.John spent his early years in Cyprus, whose culture is not a million miles removed from that of the Bible, and speaks the modernised form of the Greek of the New Testament. Chris spent eight years of his life lecturing at the American University of Beirut, teaching, amongst others, students from villages in Lebanon where the lifestyle and values have changed little in two thousand years. We have drawn on these backgrounds not just in the story of the Salvadori family that begins the book, but throughout.


Two more things. First, we are both in various ways communicators, and together we have sought to make this an engaging book. We have not, however, sought liveliness at the expense of truth; we have struggled with commentators and translations and have tried to make sure that any conclusions we have made are justified. (As we did with The Life, we have, for the most part, put Bible references and suggestions for further reading at the back of the book, while using footnotes for minor observations.) Second, in writing on this most discussed parable it would be all too easy to create little more than a compilation of what has already been said. We have made it a point to try to be fresh. In the presence of the brilliance of the story of the Prodigal Son, showing a little bit of originality is the least we can do.







PART ONE








The Road Home



PERSONAE


Francis Nutrizio, steward and narrator


Theodore Salvadori, master of the Salvadori estate


Katerina Salvadori, his wife


Andreas Salvadori, their elder son


Yiannis Salvadori, their younger son


Despina Aristophanes, lady-in-waiting







1


Five short, blunt words. Beating at the door, ringing in my ears, shouting at the window on a dark, clear night; driving me to God-knows-where, to a place I might have glimpsed but not yet seen; bereft of grid reference or signpost.


Which way do we go?


The future is an empty horizon. The past slips away like the wake of a boat sailing to the edge of the known world. Soon I will be gone. Yet in the turmoil of a world turned upside down, a still, sacred moment of presence offers itself as a lifeline. In the eye of the hurricane, it can suddenly seem eerily still. And in this deepest of nights, in the stillness of a moment held captive, one simple question demands an answer before time is released once more and day breaks like a wave on the rest of my days.


Which way do we go?


My name is Francis Nutrizio. For most of my life I have kept a meticulous record of my master’s business. Now it is time to tell of my own. And I have just one night to do so: huddled at this old, familiar friend of a table, wrapped in a blanket against the cold and searching for words by the light of a single flame. Although it is late, sleep can wait like a dog outside the door. For who cares if I am tired tomorrow? After twenty years, it is my last day as steward to the Salvadori family of High Florent.


First, I must explain how I came to be in this position as steward to the House of Salvadori, serving the good Lord Theodore and his two sons. My own family are not of this region; the House of Nutrizio is noble enough in the west of our country, and I will never know what made my grandparents move far to the east. But whatever it was, it was not a wise move. The result was a life of poverty, for both themselves and their children. My parents, despite their terrible fortune, retained their dignity and were fiercely ambitious – if not for themselves, then at least for me. From the earliest age, they drove it into me: work hard and make a good name for the family and myself. Reputation mattered. Our reputation mattered.


When I was barely thirteen, hell came calling. It was a winter’s night and a candle was left carelessly alight as we slept. My father had probably drunk a dram too much spirit to warm his soul. But warm him it did. I thought I was dreaming of the lake of fire until I awoke to blood-red flames raging through our house. Miraculously someone, somehow, saved me (to this day I know not who); my parents never even made it out of their room.


An aunt took care of me. She was kind, if not adoring. She did ensure that my education continued and four years later, when I reached seventeen, life took a turn – the kind that you hardly notice at the time but, on looking back, you can see quite clearly that it was a fork in the road. This was my turning point: I had the good fortune to join the Salvadori family in the upper part of the Florent Valley. As the estate is remote, the family is renowned for recruiting orphans who do not need to spend days away visiting their families. Upon my arrival as a fresh-faced young man eager to impress, I set to work: first as a junior clerk in the steward’s office – the kingdom of the unforgettable Marco. Marco was a thick-set man whose eyebrows joined at the centre and who, whatever the weather, dressed like a raven in thick black robes. He always laughed from the depth of his belly, especially after three or so jars of his favourite dark ale with the locals from the town; yet for all his merriment, he was widely feared. Marco knew everything and everyone, and he knew exactly how to get what he wanted from them.


My apprenticeship with Marco, however, was the opportunity of a lifetime and only a fool would not have seized it with both hands. I worked harder than a donkey, finding out how every aspect of the estate worked. My father, and later my aunt, had taught me never to accept bribes – for this was dishonourable – and soon my reputation as a trustworthy man spread. Over the next two years I learned my business inside out – the jobs that needed to be done, and how, so that the estate would run smoothly and efficiently. I soon knew which tenant farmers we could trust to pay us on time and which would need one of Marco’s dreaded ‘visits’. And I learned the challenges of each different season: to repair the cisterns before the rains of winter; to hire men before the ploughing season; to stock up with wood before the snows made the high forest inaccessible to our horses and mules.


Marco began to entrust me with more and more. And why not? It made life easier for him. Soon I was supervising the shepherds’ accounts – a difficult task, because they are unreliable and untrustworthy (and who knows how many sheep a shepherd really has?). But I succeeded in my task, and within another eighteen months I was running the tenant farmers’ accounts. By my twentieth birthday, I was accompanying Marco to meet with the Lord Theodore himself. It was an incredible privilege, but a daunting task. The first time I entered his rooms, I was concentrating so hard that I almost tripped and fell headlong into a chambermaid. Gradually I found that I need not worry. My Lord Theodore was a kind man and sympathetic to my nervous stuttering (although he only asked who I was, and how I was, and whether I had learned to count properly at school, unlike the tax collectors …). In time I found that the rumours were true: Theodore and his wife, the Lady Katerina, disliked Marco but had come to find him indispensable. I also learned another lesson: that the good steward has little to fear – only the most foolish of masters gets rid of a competent steward.


Just after my twenty-first birthday, Marco grew ill and I found myself taking on more responsibility. No one quite knew what was ailing him, but on a cold spring day when the winds blew across the mountain and rattled at the shutters, Marco winced with pain, clutched at his heart and toppled from his chair. He lay on the floor, a great, charcoal mound that heaved, and then fell still. The raven was gone without so much as a goodbye. I was immediately appointed acting steward and in the following weeks my Lord looked for a replacement, but no one more suitable could be found. Of course, there were those who said it was wrong and too big a risk to leave someone so young to manage the accounts. Still, the Lord Theodore, who had little time for honour or shame, overruled the objections. So there it was: at the age of twenty-two I became steward at this beautiful estate.


Although I did not know it, in the twenty years since I joined, I would witness the household at its greatest time. Our estate was one of the largest in the Prince’s realm. It was like a great, wide spoon of land that straddled the River Florent as it flowed down from the mountains of the north to the great rocky gorge in the south. While much of it was flat meadowland by the river, it also ran up either side to the high foothills of the mountains. If you were to ride the borders of the estate – and I often did just that, especially in summer at sunset, when the light made the river shine like liquid gold – it would take three days. In the upper reaches, we would have to dismount and walk through the dark woods and mountain pastures. Sheep grazed the pastures, and the woods yielded timber for building and firewood to keep us warm in winter. On the descent, you passed through terraced slopes rich with fruit orchards, olive trees and vineyards. Towards the Florent, the land gently eased into meadows for cows, fields full of wheat and ponds for fish. A number of springs bubbled to the surface there, few of which failed even in the driest years. The land was kind to us.


In fact, we had everything we needed. My Lord Theodore once turned to me and, with a smile of contentment, declared, ‘Francis, this is not just an estate; it is a world.’ He was right. Had pestilence or war sealed us off, we could have lived well enough on what we had in the valley alone. As it was, we traded profitably with the towns and cities below us. The house lay at the heart of the estate. It stood proudly on a mound, a broad, graceful building supported by columns and crowned with a terracotta roof. I have seen other great houses and many of them were adorned with towers, battlements and high walls. The great house of Salvadori was different: it was, as someone said (using the old Latin word), a villa. It was surrounded not by high ramparts but by low walls, by gardens and hedges. It was open in both appearance and spirit. It boasted a lofty timbered hall with balconies and a great fireplace which kept it warm in winter when the winds blew off the icy mountaintops. A stone’s throw away, and separated by a pencil line of poplars, stood the offices, stables, workshops and servants’ quarters. And scattered around the house and the offices were nearly two hundred cottages – for those who depended on the estate.


An estate, however, is not just the land and its crops; it is the family. I began to serve the Salvadori household when the Lord Theodore was in his forties; he was tall and well built and moved with impressively youthful energy. I came to know and love him well and, as I write, I grieve his passing, which is fresh. Theodore was an intelligent, thoughtful and compassionate man. I might have added ‘pious’, but Theodore had little time for the religious leaders of the town and their banal rituals and was, by all accounts, considered by them to be irreligious or worse. Yet in private he was a man of faith and reverence, a thoughtful reader of the Holy Scriptures. He cared for his people and they, on the whole, cared for him. He gave them work, enforced laws, built schools and provided a doctor, and was the willing and generous sponsor of celebrations and festivals.


Theodore ruled the estate with wisdom and grace. Yet he was a reluctant leader; he had been the younger of two sons and it was only his brother’s tragic death from a hunting fall that made him heir. When, in due course, his father died, he was obliged to take on the estate out of a sense of duty. At times he must have wished he could escape from this role and the burdens of management. Once, as we drank a glass of wine together after another long day, he confided in me that as a youth he wanted to leave the valley and travel to see the wide world beyond. As he spoke, he stared out at the road south and I caught a wistful yearning in his face.


Perhaps his reluctance to take the job explained his occasional insensitivity to the demands of honour and decency. He was a man who was irritated by the constraints that tradition and duty place on us all. This disrespect for tradition was clear even in simple things, such as the way he carried himself. Everyone knows how a ruler of any sort, even the master of a large estate, should move: slowly, solemnly, with decorum and dignity and always without haste; he should never perspire or look flushed, urgent or hasty. To do so is to lose dignity, or, as we say here, to lose face. But Theodore did not seem to care; he never possessed what the ancients called gravitas and cared little for the manner and style of power and position. Here is as good a place as any to record my only complaint of him: that his generosity of spirit would often undermine my own position and authority. I valued kindness as much as anyone, but as the head of an estate, resolve and unwavering firmness are vital. Each autumn I would work through a list of our tenant farmers, draft their bills and dispatch them. But within days I would inevitably find myself summoned to meet Theodore in his study, which was piled high with books and furnished only with two simple chairs and a battered table. There, standing on the threadbare carpet, I would see another teary peasant clutching their bill. Inevitably, Theodore would tell me how his heart had been touched by the unprecedented plight of this particular farmer and how – if I concurred – he would like the sum to be reduced or payment postponed. Of course, I had no option but to bow my head and acknowledge his wisdom and generosity. He did not do it too frequently (and no one ever got away with it more than once or twice), but still, it undermined my authority. The wise ruler runs his estate well by strengthening, not weakening, his steward’s authority.


Of the Lady Katerina, I have fewer memories, for she died over ten years ago. But I cherish those memories I do have, of a small woman who was merry and carefree. When I visited the house I would often hear her singing. Strangely, Theodore treated her as an equal partner, something unheard of in our land, almost shocking and, many believe, dishonourable. After all, in our world it is deemed right that, while women are to be treated with honour and praise, they are also to keep silent and it is best for them to stick to their own concerns. But Theodore would have none of that. Sometimes he would invite me into the main room where the Lady Katerina would witness our deliberations, quietly sewing or making some tapestry – but listening to every word. Often, Theodore would pause in his conversation with me and turn to ask for her opinion. It was, I thought, quite odd, but this equality that he granted her also hinted at what was to come in his relationship with his two sons. But I jump ahead of myself.


My master and the estate remained at the centre of things. Every month, the lords of the adjacent lands – the Mouzakis from the west, the Tavionos from the east, the Carreris from the south – and sometimes others would ride up with their carriages and finest horses to visit. My Lord would hold court in the villa. It was a fine gathering of nobles and the honour that they paid to my master was gratifying: he was held up as their head and his advice was sought and taken. The lords would gather around a long table and after wine and mezes there would be much discussion of important matters.


I felt privileged to be there, seated behind my master. Frequently in the discussions he would tilt his head back towards me, I would lean forward and he would whisper to me questions such as ‘How much does the House of Tavionos owe us?’ or ‘How much are we getting for figs and olives these days?’ and I would whisper back the answer. He would nod and, armed with the facts, turn back to the discussion. I watched closely at these meetings and listened with the greatest care, preparing myself for those moments when my master would need my knowledge. Seated there, slightly in the shadows, I could keep a close eye on things. My Lord Theodore was certainly respected – people rose when he entered, kissed his hand and smiled at his humour. He came from a distinguished line and our estate was the most prestigious around. But this respect was tinged with a darker edge; behind the bows and careful words, I noted carefully how they all watched him. There were those who would have liked to buy land from him, others hankered after more generous contracts with our estate, and some were deeply envious of his position.


Once a year in May, my Lord Theodore and I would ride to the city, where he and I would meet with the Prince’s managers to discuss and agree the tribute due to the Prince. On the following day, my Lord would meet privately with him and renew his oath of loyalty. Then we would return. The sight of our carriage gliding over the crest of the hill and down the long drag to the town would be the signal for joy and celebrations. They were golden days and it is not just the benefit of hindsight that tells me so. There were threats of war, rebellions and famine, but they all passed by our valley. It was by no means a perfect world, but it was as happy as they come in these imperfect times.
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Now you know the background, my tale must proceed quickly. The first rays of dawn will soon be scoring the darkness, when I must be away.


Within a year of my arrival, Lady Katerina became pregnant and the first son was born on a warm, late spring evening when the storks were flapping northwards overhead. They called him Andreas. We spin our children the familiar yarn that storks bring babies, and with Andreas it was easy to believe. Three years later, a second son was born in midsummer and he was named Yiannis. Theodore’s happiness seemed to be complete. He had two sons and the future of his family appeared to be secure.


Yiannis was one year old when I was made steward and I came, of course, to know him and his brother well. It is easy, looking back, to trace the seeds sown of what was later to come; the boys were always so different from each other. However far back I stretch for my recollections of Andreas, I always remember him as a solemn, thoughtful and watching child. Yiannis was different: lighter in complexion and manner, a carefree, relaxed boy who wanted to explore everything. It was easy to like ‘Yianni’, as he came to be called by many. I refused to use this shorter name myself; it would not have been proper. It was a mark of the difference between the two that Andreas similarly would not allow any abbreviation of his name.


As they grew up, both boys would visit my office. Andreas would stand alongside me, look at the accounts and ask what I was doing. Sometimes I would let him play with the bright counters and he would sit and make columns with them before returning them in neat piles. Yiannis would also come, but if it were the counters that attracted his attention, he would help himself and scatter them in a mess upon the floor. When he grew bored and wandered away, I would have to retrieve them – on my hands and knees – from the four corners of the office. Yiannis, however, soon acquired an interest in reading books, and from an early age was often to be found in the library reading fiction, tales of far-distant places and of traditions other than our own. As he grew, he would leave the house and wander through the town. Of course my master was so highly respected that he never came to harm and sooner or later a workman would carry him back on his mule or over his shoulder, to be rewarded with a few shiny coins from Theodore. Occasionally Yiannis would climb the watchtower by the stable and gaze out into the distance, down the dusty road that ran up the grey hills and out of the valley.


Although Yiannis’s free spirit made him an attractive child, from a very early age he showed signs of disrespect. He would saunter into my office, even when I was busy in negotiations, and tug at my coat, demanding, yes demanding, that I give him some counters or some paper to write on. Of course, as he was my master’s son, I granted his requests, but it was not proper. I could see the amusement written on the faces of those I was trying to deal with and felt shamed. I could recall many similar instances. There were some who said that his father should have disciplined Yiannis earlier and more severely, but it is not the task of a steward to judge how his master runs his family.


The two boys never really got on with each other. They were, by temperament, like chalk and cheese. I found I liked Yiannis but did not respect him and, while I respected Andreas, I couldn’t warm to him.


As the boys grew, so did my role. Theodore came to put the highest trust in me. I rode with him everywhere and he and I came to be as close as a steward and master could be. In fact, he seemed like a father. The weather was kind to us in those years; the crops flourished, the estate prospered and all was well. In my fifth year as steward, the Prince himself visited us and stayed for three days. I had never faced a greater challenge; my work was unrelenting, but all went well and the Prince left us greatly pleased and lavished my master with praise.


On the great days, the feasts, the Saints’ Days, when the flags would fly and the drums and trumpets sounded, I could not help loving this estate and being proud of all that we had come to be.


I had been given the house that Marco had previously filled with his brooding presence. It was too big for me, but I made it comfortable. I lived prudently. Sometimes I considered marriage, but I had found no one suitable; I held to the maxim that a steward’s position, midway between his lord and his people, is delicate and he must therefore choose his wife carefully. Sadly, in such a small town, there were few families with whom an alliance would have been appropriate, and those that there were had no eligible daughters. I wondered about finding a girl from the city, but I was there so rarely that I knew few people, and besides, who would have let their daughter go and live with me? So I made the best of my situation and reconciled myself to a life of domestic solitude, which I eased by reading books from my Lord’s considerable library. In fact, as I threw myself increasingly into my work, my periods of leisure were few.


As I have said before, when you are wandering down the road of life it can sometimes take a subtle yet significant turn. And so, in my tenth year at the estate, my Lady Katerina acquired a lady-in-waiting, Despina Aristophanes. Despina was from the city and also an orphan, but unlike me from no family of name. I had never heard of the Aristophanes family and neither, it seemed, had anyone else. In fact, I thought she was common and lacked the dignity that servants in such an intimate role ought to have. She seemed a rather strange creature, with long dark hair, a thin face and sharp brown eyes that had a way of looking at everything with an amusement that seemed most improper.


At first, I had little to do with Despina; the only interest a steward has in his Lady’s maidservants is their cost to the estate. Increasingly, though, she made her presence felt – and we soon clashed. She had the audacity, having only just arrived and hardly having had time to unpack her things, to come to me with a list of items that she wanted for her room. I stared at her with incredulity, and asked to see the Lady Katerina’s signature of approval. She replied with a brazen look that it was what she personally wanted. I explained, as calmly as I could, that this was not how things worked around here. She glared back. ‘Steward Francis,’ she said, in a voice loud enough for others to hear, ‘that may be the way that things worked in the past, but I would like another way. My Lady has granted me authority to make such requests for myself.’


This display of arrogance, from someone ten years my junior and newly arrived to the estate, was maddening. But I bit my tongue and bowed, explaining that I would have to seek clarification and thus postpone any decision. When I consulted with my Lord, he blushed and admitted that his wife had asked for such a privilege and it had been granted. The incident spoke volumes about Despina’s attitude and also that of my master – one demanding, the other compromising.


A year after Despina had swept into the household, the Lady Katerina fell pregnant again. How I wish that the storks really did deliver our babies! Childbirth is a dangerous business and thus it was proved, most grievously. We had prepared to throw one of our famous celebrations, yet instead we turned to darkness and mourning. There were ‘complications’ – a euphemism if ever I heard one, for goodness knows what it was that killed her – and, just like my mother and father, and Marco, our Lady Katerina disappeared from the road of my life without warning. The baby, a girl, died later that day. Perhaps it was just as well. A shadow fell across the whole estate.


Had my Lady Katerina lived, events in the future might have been different.
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My Lord grieved passionately for his wife. He refused to shave for weeks, and life seemed to drain from his face. He might have been present in body but his spirit was surely elsewhere, searching for his lost companion, shouting from the hills, chasing through the valleys where she loved to walk, but never catching up with her. For months I found myself making decisions on the estate. Then slowly, wearily, reluctantly, Theodore hauled himself back from wherever he had been; dawn began to rise on this long, dark night of the soul, and slowly he began to reassert control. After all, we needed him. And deep down, he needed us.


When the Lady Katerina left us, I expected Despina to go too. She had other plans, however, and stayed firmly put. She took charge of the female workers in the house and, in so doing, undertook a lesser, domestic counterpart to my job. We now met more frequently and I admit that, slowly, I acquired a sneaking respect for her. Anyway, a steward must learn to put his own feelings to one side and I could see that she had competence and honesty. And I saw that she, like me, seemed to find her purpose in service to the Salvadori estate.


Respect is not affection, however, and she still displayed that infuriating disregard for matters of honour which I cannot abide. Her dress and way of speaking were never sufficiently formal for a figure of her position, and she should have taken more care with whom she associated. Once, as I rode past the market, I saw her down in the stalls shopping and she was laughing and joking with the merchants. She saw me and didn’t even have the humility to look chastened. I think this was partly her upbringing, but I felt that it was something Theodore had encouraged by his reluctance to impose his will on her in such matters. They were, it would seem, kindred spirits.


For the purpose of my tale, I can skip through those years. It became clear to anyone who had eyes to see that trouble would arise with the children. On the face of it, Andreas was the model son: hard-working, diligent, aware of his destiny, forever riding around the estate and watching the proceedings with a stern eye. He took to giving orders to the people and although at first this seemed amusing, as he grew up it became irritating and presumptuous. It undercut both my authority and that of his father and eventually we issued a ruling that while Master Andreas was to be honoured, all orders were to come only through myself or from the Lord Theodore.


Yiannis, however, gave the greatest cause for concern with his many escapades. On one occasion, for instance, while in his early teens, he wandered into the drinking house during a night of peasant dancing and I had to rescue him from under a table where, after too much to drink, he had fallen asleep. Another time he vanished overnight and we later discovered that he had spent the night under the stars, as if he were a tramp. In each case, Theodore frowned and had angry words to say – but nothing more. And in each case, after a brief respite, the tension would surface again.
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