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The Rev. Dr. Seamus P. Doyle.

Happy are those whose transgressions are forgiven

The opening verse of psalm thirty-two is a fitting summary of the Gospel for today. Happy are those whose transgressions are forgiven, and whose sin is put away!  When we listen to today’s gospel we have a tendency to focus on the Prodigal Son. In fact this story is as much, if not more so, about the forgiving father as it is the prodigal son.

          The context of the story is that the tax collectors and sinners were coming near to listen to Jesus. It wasn’t that they were coming to him. They were in fact coming close to him, eating with him and listening to him. Obviously Jesus was not condemning them or telling them to become clean before he would speak to them. From the point of view of the Pharisees, the tax collectors and sinners were among the lowest of the social ladder. The tax collectors were considered highway robbers and the title sinners covered anyone who did not keep the Torah the way the Pharisees said it should be kept.


Apparently the Pharisees and the Scribes were close enough to hear and see all that was going on and grumbled among themselves about Jesus’ behavior. Like a good Jewish Rabbi, Jesus told them a story, a parable, which they would have to think about.

            Unfortunately we are all familiar with the story and because we know it we tend not to think too much about it. It’s about a young man who is tired of being on the family farm, asks for his inheritance, leaves home and lives a bohemian lifestyle till his money runs out. At this point he is forced to fed pigs and eat their food. He comes to his senses, returns home and his father runs to him, welcomes him home with a large party and feast. The story ends with the older brother standing in the yard boycotting the party.

                 Imagine yourself as a Pharisee listening to this story. The son who should be the epitome of loyalty to his father asks his dad for his half of the inheritance. This, in itself, is not appropriate behavior. He has no thought for his father’s future. He gives no thought to what his father might do if he lost the rest of the farm because of famine or a disaster. He is completely selfish. His dad is out of his mind; he must be, because he does exactly what the son wants him to do. He not only gives this rebellious son his share, he 
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also gives the other son his share also. This leaves the father at the mercy of both of his sons for he now has nothing. The rebel son takes off and does everything he would not have done in his community.  Our lectionary is very polite in what it says he did, he squandered his property in dissolute living. Another way to put that is he lived a life of  debauchery, a life of total immorality. When his money ran out he had no friends. Not only that, a famine hit the countryside, he hired himself out, and he found himself feeding pigs and wanting to eat what they ate.

            At this point a Pharisee would be furious. This is a disgusting story. This young man has lost his Jewish identity; he should not be talked about. He should be dead to his father. But Jesus continues.


The young man comes up with a scheme to get back home. Whether he means it or not, he decides to return home and say he is sorry. He knows he will be better off as a hired servant in his father’s house than feeding pigs. So he heads home.

              The Pharisee at this point would be rolling their eyes and thinking, “Get to the point, this kid needs to be cut loose and punished.” But Jesus has a surprise for them. While the young man is en route home, his dad is out looking for him. This is the true shepherd who, if he lost a sheep, would leave the ninety-nine in the desert and go looking for the one who was lost. This is the love of a shepherd for his sheep; of the father for his son; of God for his children.  Those listening to Jesus should, by now, be thinking of psalm 32 v 2  Happy are they to whom the Lord imputes no guilt, and in whose spirit there is no guile! 

         The father knew his son and knew he would return when he ran out of money and was emotionally lost.  He would return home when he hit bottom and had nowhere else to turn. It wasn’t enough for him to know his son would return home. He was out looking for him. When the son was still far off his father saw him and did something that a good Jewish gentleman would not do. He ran. He ran to this renegade son. He was filled with compassion and nothing was going to prevent him from getting to his son. He ran to him, put his arms around him kissed him.
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This would have been too much for the Pharisees. But then think of what the son must have felt. He was returning home in rags, hungry, emaciated, no ring on his finger, and no sandals on his feet. He had pawned or lost everything. He had planned on returning home, asking for forgiveness, begging for a job as a servant and before he could finish his 

prepared speech, to which his father paid no attention, his father was calling the servants to fetch not just a robe but the best robe, to put sandals for his feet, to put a ring on his finger, and kill the fatted calf for a celebration. The son must have felt overwhelmed, joy filled, grateful and at the same time guilty as he realized how much his father loved him and how much he has cheated himself and his father.          

               By now the Pharisees are thinking, “This man is crazy. No man in his right mind would welcome home his son like this. Surely he needs to be punished and tested. 

           The Pharisees are not the only ones wondering what is going on. The story does not end there. Jesus continues. The oldest son is in the fields working, he hears the ruckus and asks one of the servants what is going on. He learns that his brother has returned and there is a celebration. He is angry. He has lived all his life at home, worked the farm, and took care of his dad. He begins to pour out all his hidden anger and resentments. He did not have the courage to take off like his brother. He did not have the courage to ask his father for a celebration. He did not have the courage to sit back and relax, take a day off and go to the seaside or the mountains.

              Instead he became a workaholic, a homebody, and now that his brother had come home he dumped all his anger on his dad and blamed his father for his own inadequacies, his own shortcomings. Today we would call it passive-aggressive behavior.

What is fascinating is his father’s response. Again, like he did with his younger son, his father does not get angry, he does not put this older son in his place and tell him to grow up. He simply says to him, “ Son you are always with me, and all that is mine is yours.”  In other words, the older brother did not appreciate all that he had. Keep in mind, his father had given him his share of the inheritance, his half of the property, the same day he gave the other half to the younger brother. The Father had made himself penniless for both of them, he gave them everything and while the younger brother went off and 
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squandered his portion, the older brother stayed at home nursing a resentment that is now being belched out on the father as the hatred it had become, a sickness of the soul.

                  Listen to what the Father is saying:  we had to celebrate and rejoice, because this brother of yours was dead and has come to life, he was lost and has been found.  Jesus would repeat this in other stories and statements such as: I was sent to the lost sheep of Israel. Or,  Suppose one of you has a hundred sheep and loses one of them. Does he not leave the ninety-nine in the open country and go after the lost sheep until he finds it? And when he finds it, he joyfully puts it on his shoulders and goes home. Then he calls his friends and neighbors together and says, `Rejoice with me; I have found my lost sheep.' I tell you that in the same way there will be more rejoicing in heaven over one sinner who repents than over ninety-nine righteous persons who do not need to repent.  

          And again he drove home the point with this story:  Suppose a woman has ten silver coins and loses one. Does she not light a lamp, sweep the house and search carefully until she finds it? And when she finds it, she calls her friends and neighbors together and says, `Rejoice with me; I have found my lost coin.' In the same way, I tell you, there is rejoicing in the presence of the angels of God over one sinner who repents.

             This is a perfect Lenten story. It calls us to repentance and it reminds us that God is much more forgiving that we can ever imagine. Repentance is about turning around, having a change of heart. It is not about beating ourselves up with guilt, as many of us are capable of doing. 

                The Father did not want to listen to the guilt story. It was enough for him that the son had done what he knew he would do, turn around, change his way, and find his way home. The Father did not wish to listen to the ranting of the older brother whose anger and resentments were eating him up like a cancer of the soul. Instead, the Father simply said, let’s rejoice, your brother has experienced metanoia, has changed his ways, let us celebrate his return.

                  God told us to Choose Life. We can choose to celebrate or we can choose to eat ourselves up with anger and resentments. We can choose to live life our way or we 
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can turn around and ask God for help. In either case, God is present, pleasant, and compassionate. As the psalmist says: You are my hiding place; you preserve me from trouble; you surround me with shouts of deliverance.
