
The Tragedy of the Prodigal Son from Mutiny by Kester Brewin

My own experience, and thus my own journey of piratic engagement, is within the Christian 
tradition, where we find a parallel story to that of the journey-and-return narrative of The 
Odyssey in the story Jesus told of the prodigal son. The traditional telling frames it as one of 
gracious restoration, as brilliantly and loving expounded by Henri Nouwen in his extended 
meditation on Rembrant’s painting, The Return of the Prodigal Son. The basic plot may be 
familiar: a young man commits a terrible act of heresy against his doting father. He approaches 
him to ask for an early payment of his inheritance - an act that, in true pirate style, signifies that 
his father has already become dead to him. The father consents, and the son goes off, 
squanders the money in wild living before falling on hard times, whereupon he decides to return 
home. His father has been watching out for him and, even though his oldest son is scornful and 
resentful, the father welcomes the young son back into the family, throws a huge feast, and 
declares that ‘this brother of yours was dead, and is alive again; he was lost and is found.’

…Luke begins his story ‘there was a man...’ and we can thus see the perspective from which 
the story is being told. Luke could have had Jesus beginning ‘there was a young man...’ but he 
chooses not to. We should perhaps not read too much into this, other than to mention the adage 
that most history is written from the point of view of the powerful, and we might hint that the 
‘light’ version of the parable, the reading where the son is lost and resurrected, is very much the 
father’s reading. He is overjoyed, has compassion for his son, and celebrates his return to the 
family empire with a large and lavish feast. 

Our ‘dark’ reading is an attempt to see the same events from the point of view of the young son. 
He had a grouchy and overly-dutiful older brother who had no choice, as the first-born, but to 
work in the family business. But our younger son had a bigger vision. He knew that there was a 
wider world outside of the safe and comfortable empire that his father had built. So he 
approached him, and asked for his inheritance. This, he knew, would be like a dagger to his 
father’s heart. The property his father had built up would have to be split prematurely, potentially 
forcing his father and older brother to live more modestly. There is no great detail given about 
the true state of the father’s estate, but we do know that the end of the story sees the son 
returning to a situation where there were hired servants, a fattened calf, music and worked land. 
In other words, the young son, awful as his request was, most likely knew that the estate that 
would remain after the split was still large enough to sustain some level of wealth…

Perhaps, we might imagine, taking the young son as protagonist, he had hated the wealth that 
his father had pooled for himself, and had always dreamed of sharing it more widely. He had 
lived all his life in the comfortable, walled compound that his father had built - an empire he 
claimed he had created through efficient land management and astute economies of scale - but 
perhaps the son saw the injustice here, and thought it amounted to sweat-shop labour and class 
discipline. We can imagine him looking at his own future: his father and older brother worked so 
hard there was a deadness in their eyes... he didn’t want to die that way. He had to get out. He 
asked for his share of the property (though whether that meant actual land assets is unclear) 
and his father agreed. Once things had settled, he liquidated the lot, and left, for the first time 
feeling truly free. He celebrated in style by spending wildly and generously, sharing out the 
money that had lain gathering cobwebs, letting it all go with an extravagant potlatch. He took 
Jesus’ words to heart: used his worldly wealth to find friends... Far better than keeping it locked 
away, isolated and cold. 



Building on this different perspective on the son’s motivations, we might wonder if he wanted to 
do useful work where it was really needed. Like an ancient Christopher McCandless, here was 
an idealist wanting to step out from his privileged background, explore a wider world and do 
something more authentic. If he hadn’t sought out a more ‘real’ life, it certainly soon found him. 
Famine struck. The friends he had bought disappeared and he was left with nothing. This was 
hardship like he had never known, but resisting the urge to go back to the dead comfort under 
his father’s wing, he hired himself out and got on with honest labour. It was shitty work, with the 
very animals his father had always despised, and he was constantly hungry. He’d never known 
hunger before, and even sat for a while in the animal feeder, considered eating the pods that the 
pigs had to fatten them up for some wealthy bastard who still ate well. 

It was too much, too soon. In an area of famine no one had anything they could share with him, 
and nor did he deserve it more than they. So rather than be an extra burden, he came up with a 
compromise: he would never live freely off his father’s riches again, but he could return as a 
servant. This way he could rebuild his strength, and do so with honest labour. More than that, he 
could show his father the error of his father’s ways, tell him about the hungry people that lay 
dying not so far away, and turn his father’s heart to compassion for them. 

So the son returned home. But his father saw him coming. He’d watched every day, worried 
about the ideas he might come back with, concerned that his other son’s head might also be 
turned. All he had worked for and gathered around himself was at stake. He could not risk it 
being redistributed in some ridiculous lefty scheme. 

As it happened, he needn’t have worried. The young son was tired, thirsty and splintered. He 
could only speak with half a heart, and the ideas that had felt so clear and sharp far from home 
now felt confused and tumid. His father refused his pleas to have him work. He gave him a 
warm robe, which, if a little heavy on his thinned frame, felt sumptuously comfortable. He was 
given the family signet ring, which invested him with an odd feeling of pride. He was someone 
again, with a strange but alluring sense of power. There didn’t seem to be the time or place to 
challenge his father and persuade him to widen the radius of his generosity...and so he settled 
back into his old ways, and accepted his old seat at the large and loaded dinner table. 

‘I was alive,’ the young man said to himself as he sat listening to his father toasting his return at 
the feast... ‘but now I am dead again.’ His older brother seemed disappointed and angry, and his 
head hung low as the music raged and his father grew enraged. He’d tried to break out and had 
failed; he’d let both of them down. His plan to escape was in tatters. It was over. The father was 
too strong. They would both become like him. 

This is another story about children and parents, but, unlike Peter Pan or Star Wars, here is an 
attempt to play pirate that ends in tragedy, for the old order defeats the rebellion of the young 
son and, as the story closes, the empire is sustained.


