HOMILY FOR THE FOURTH SUNDAY OF LENT YEAR C

HONEST ADMISSION OF SIN BRINGS FORGIVENESS

Today’s gospel is the family story of a man and his two sons.  The younger son broke the custom of the land about inheritance by demanding his share while his father was still alive.   As if that was not enough, after squandering his share of the inheritance, he made his way home.  The elder son who was committed and faithful to his father all this time resented his father’s forgiveness to his prodigal brother.  At the beginning of the story the younger son appears to be the bad boy and the elder son the good boy.  But by the end of the story we see that both of them in different ways prove themselves to be obstacles to the family unity and harmony which the father desired so much.


The problem in this family began with the younger son, who, without waiting for his father to die asked for his share of the family inheritance.  When his request was granted and his share given to him, he abandoned his duties and responsibilities in the family estate and went abroad to live a life of fun, which left him at the end with nothing.  He was eventually forced by poverty to take up the job of feeding pigs which Jews regarded as unclean animals.  This is one of the damaging effects of sin; it leads people to a situation where they lose all sense of shame and decency.

One aspect of this parable that is always overlooked is the story of the older son of this family who labored faithfully at home with his father.  When the father accepted the lost son back, he became indignant.  Naturally we can say that he reacted justly but his sin started when he refused to accept his father’s explanations and pleadings.  In his anger he distanced himself from his own family, unable to celebrate the return of his own brother with the members of the family.  Is it possible for a Christian to distance oneself from God while obeying the commandments?

This parable tells us two ways we can become alienated from God; either by running away from Him or by merely following his rules.  Like the younger son some of us are fun seeking individuals.  We do not want anyone to bother us with the dos and don’ts of God’s commandments.  We would like to have our own autonomy and independence and do whatever we desire.  But when struck by the consequences of sinful indulgence, in our desperation we begin to seek our way home.  The problem with this way of life is not to begin it but to leave it and return home in a good shape.  On the other hand, like the older son, some of us are very ordered, strict, obedient, exact, dutiful and pleased with our own good works, but very judgmental and unforgiving.  Like him we stick to our own ideas of fairness and justice and fail to see that the father's ways are not our ways (Is 55:8).

In this parable, God wants us to know that we all are sinners.  Whether your sins are conspicuously stinking like those of the younger son or dutifully covered like those of the elder son, the message for us today is that every one of us has a weakness which we need to repent from and return to the father’s house.  The younger son (inconsistent, envious, wondrous, self-satisfying, independent, and stubborn) needs to turn back from his loose and reckless lifestyle and return to the father’s house and be a responsible and obedient son.  The older son needs to turn back from anger, insensitiveness and lack of forgiveness and learn to share the house with his repentant younger brother.   


Good news here is that God loves the lost; whether we are lost in rebellion or in compliance God reaches out to us as the father did to the two sons.  No matter how much we sin against God is never outdone in his forgiveness.  As the book of Lamentation puts it, “The favors of the Lord are not exhausted, his mercies are not spent.  They are renewed each morning, so great is his faithfulness ( 3:22-23).   

Remember, that the fun-loving sinful younger son won the favors of his father because he honestly admitted his sins.  The Lord forgives those who trust in his forgiveness, those who overcome their independence and denial and surrender to his love.  This is something the older son could not do.  He retained his independence, even giving his generous father a lecture on being too easy with his younger son.  Today, if you should honestly admit your sins, honestly confess them, God will not only forgive you but restore you to your former favors with him as was done to the prodigal son (1 Jn 1:8-10).
