
Lent IVC 

The Pharisees and scribes complained that tax-collectors and sinners were not only 
coming to hear Our Lord, but were also being allowed to eat with him. We’re used to 
hearing this kind of complaint: we are very familiar with these hypocritical Pharisees and 
their ilk, complaining at the perceived flouting of law and custom by the Christ and his 
followers. The trouble is that we might be so used to that complaining, and actually so 
used to this parable, that we miss some of the important details here. 

First, it’s important to remember that the people who are being complained about, these 
tax-collectors and sinners, really are, well, sinners. Tax collectors, for instance, were 
collaborators, were quislings, who had sold out their own population for a bit of 
protection from the Roman authorities. They were cowards to those above them, bullies 
to those below. And I think we could very reasonably say that at least some of those 
people called ‘sinners’ by the scribes and pharisees really were individuals who had done 
significant harm, of whatever kind, to themselves, or to their families, friends, 
communities. We are familiar enough today with individuals and groups whose 
combinations of choices and moral failings mean that very many people think they ought 
not to be regarded as part of our society: how many Jihadi brides can one deprive of 
citizenship without it coming too close to home? 

That is just part of what makes Christ’s behaviour so difficult to get to grips with. Why, 
when there are apparently law-abiding, loyal, educated, intelligent, decent folk with 
whom he could spend time, and who could be useful to the forthcoming mission to the 
world, does he go most prominently to the edges of society? 

Second, what about this: the prodigal son - is he sorry? Does he actually show remorse 
for what he has done? What does he say? ‘All my father’s workers have more than 
enough food, and here I am, perishing in this famine. I will arise, and go to my father, 
and say…’ Isn’t this actually a careful calculation? – take a bit of loss of face in exchange 
for a hot meal, a bed, some security. We’re told that he came to his senses, but we are 
never told that he is sorry, that he regrets what he has done and wishes he could have 
acted differently. So you can, I think, legitimately make your own mind up about how 
sorry he may or may not be. But what does seem to be clear is that whatever is really 
going on is, in fact, at least a start. It is at least enough to begin to put him back on the 
right path, the path home to the Father. 

Third, of course, there’s the other brother, who not infrequently elicits a bit of 
sympathy, especially if, like me, you are an older sibling yourself. Why should the fatted 
calf be slaughtered in order to celebrate the homecoming of the ne’er-do-well? But look 
at how the older son describes his relationship with his father. He doesn’t say: ‘Father, I 
have loved you’, or even, ‘Father, I have honoured you, as the Ten Commandments bid 
me to’. He says, Father, I have been your doulos, your slave, your servant. As we are I 



think meant to understand the story, his father has always extended to him the same 
constant care and concern as to his younger brother. But the older brother seems blind to 
that fact. He is not, as he may at first seem, a nice young man hard done by. 

But despite its usual title, it is not the Prodigal Son who is the key figure in this parable, 
instead, it’s the father. He is the one who allows his younger son to go off, even as he 
takes the risk that his son, not to mention the property, might well be lost to him for 
ever. He is also the one who has to deal with his older son’s feelings of alienation and 
bitterness, and in some ways, the journey to recover from that loss is harder still. What’s 
more, all that the Father asks is that each of his sons begins, in however small a way, to 
turn to him. Had he gone to the far country and yanked his younger son out of the 
pigpen, or lavished material goods on the older one, something great would have been 
missed here. 

This is a parable about you, and me, and the loving mercy of our God. He constantly 
calls us to turn to him, but never interferes with the freedom he has given us to make just 
what we want out of the gifts he has bestowed. He calls us, through the Sacrament of 
Confession, to turn our hearts to him. Like the Prodigal Son, it can sometimes be that 
our sinfulness and our frailty loom so large before our eyes that we can’t see the mercy 
of God waiting patiently behind them. It’s not so much that we can’t see the wood for 
the trees, but, to allude to an image we heard a few weeks ago, that we can’t see the 
Tree of Life because of the splinter of wood in our own eyes. 

As we heard at the beginning of Lent, ‘now is the acceptable time; now is the day of 
salvation’. We are all sinners. We all need mercy. We are all loved, wanted, necessary. 
God’s mercy is everlasting, but this life is short. Let us pray that the Lord may grant us 
the time we need to make things right: right with others, right with ourselves, and above 
all, right with him. 


