FOURTH SUNDAY OF LENT _C_

 Today’s Gospel reading is commonly used in Penance Services because its message is so readily understood.  Ten days ago, we celebrated First Reconciliation for Second graders at Saint Mary, and the other afternoon classes participated as well in the Penance Service and Confessions.

 After the Parable of the Prodigal Son was read, I quizzed the students a bit.  I then mentioned that Jesus often used parables, stories that did not really happen but were meant to help us to think about ourselves in relation to God.  

 I asked who the father in the parable might be, and they were quick to say that he represented God.  I then asked whom the boy might represent, and they had more trouble with that.  I think some said “Jesus”; some said the older brother in the story.

Luke Schumacher had his hand up all along, so I finally asked Luke who he thought the boy might represent.  He answered, “You.” So I said, “You, too!

 The evangelist Saint Luke has three parables in Chapter 15 about things that were lost and then found… the lost sheep; the lost coin; and the lost son.  At this time, the Pharisees and scribes are criticizing Jesus because he teaches about God and then he welcomes sinners and eats with them.  They regarded sinners as unclean and unworthy of associating with the righteous.  Eating at the same table with them was even more distasteful, as it signified a bond of friendship.  And the Pharisees and scribes did not approve of friendship with sinners.

 Ernest Hemingway wrote a story of a Spanish father who wanted to reconcile with his son, who had run away to Madrid.  The father placed this ad in the paper:  “Paco, all is forgiven meet me at Hotel Montaña at noon on Tuesday.”  When the father went to the hotel on Tuesday, he found the Hotel Square filled with 800 boys named Paco waiting for their father.

Paco and the parable of the Prodigal Son represent the natural development of every

child, taken to the extreme.  Even children who do not leave home must somehow separate themselves from their parents.  If they do not, they will remain forever immature.  The function of the family is to raise mature, independent adults.

1.     The Prodigal Son looked for the freedom to direct his own life.  But what he found was something else:

2.     He associated with people his own age that knew no more than he did, so his education was stunted.

3.     His friends wanted the same thing he did, so he learned to fight to get his share.

4.     When he succeeded, he boasted; when he failed, he was envious.
5.     Finally, instead of rolling in clover, he was wallowing in the swill the hogs were eating.

 

If we choose to follow a path that is not God’s path, our honest desires get distracted.

1.     The desire for independence becomes arrogance.

2.     Our need for love turns to lust.

3.     Our longing for success turns to greed.

4.     Our yearning for equality becomes envy.

Before long, we are wallowing in the mire of guilt and neurosis.

 The boy finds himself in the worst possible position a Jewish boy could be in: working as a servant for Gentiles; far away from home; tending to pigs, for the Jews, unclean animals that made all who touched them ritually unclean.

 The boy had come to see the simple truth: he had sinned against his father, been a self-serving little brother focused only on the family fortune.  He had then turned inward; taken a good look at himself.  He had come to his sense, and then he heads home.

His sin had affected everyone at home -  the father, the elder brother, other relatives, any friends he might have had; the servants; the neighbors.  He would not have been welcomed back.  That is why the father runs to his son before anyone else can get there. 

The boy starts his speech, but the father will have none of it.  Through tears of joy he orders a feast to celebrate.  This God of ours runs to embrace us with mercy when we recognize our need for forgiveness, and even leaves the banquet hall to plead with us when we, like the older brother, need to forgive others.  The word “prodigal” means lavish; it is really the father who is “prodigal”.

 Rather than dwelling on himself and the mess he had made of his life, the son begins to think of the goodness and love of his father.  This thought enabled him to let go of what he had become and entrust himself to his father’s mercy.

 In today’s Old Testament reading, the Israelites had arrived at the Promised Land.  They were instructed by God through Joshua to remember no more the reproach of the exile in Egypt, where they had fallen into slavery because of their sins.  Instead of dredging up the memories of suffering and failures of the desert days, they were to celebrate their Passover to freedom and renewed reunion with God

 Saint Paul today is telling us to let go of the old ways of sin and embrace new life in Christ.  We are ambassadors for Christ.  An ambassador has full power to speak for those they represent and can commit them to a course of action.  Others will judge the importance of Jesus by the way we believers live.  In all that we do and say, we are to reveal the one we represent, Jesus.

 As we observe the penitential season of Lent, God’s word today offers a special lesson: essential to the process of reconciliation and forgiveness is a willingness to let go and leave the past behind.  Without such baggage, the one who seeks forgiveness is able to welcome God’s mercy with empty, open arms.

 Lent calls us to turn inward, to look at ourselves.  And, if anything separates us from God, we are called to come to our senses.  When we do this, we are assured that we will be greeted with great joy.

 Sunday Eucharist looks to the eternal banquet we will enjoy when the fullness of the kingdom has come.  Meanwhile, we eat the body and drink the blood of Christ the Son and are sent forth to help others return to the love of the Father.

 
 
 

