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 We have all done things that have in some way hurt people that love us, and we may fear 

that we won’t be forgiven.  Maybe that fear is justified.  In our current culture where a person is 

defined by their errors, where their worst day is held up as the example of who they are, where 

things that are long past and reformed continue to be a reason to be canceled - in such a climate 

we may well fear that we will not be forgiven.  

 In the Gospel Jesus presents one of His most touching and telling parables.  The younger 

son of the family asks for his inheritance before the father’s death.  In that time this would be a 

great disrespect to the father - essentially communicating “I wish you were already dead.” His 

behavior afterwards: his wasting the inheritance by throwing it away on prostitutes and 

overindulgence - this is also a slap in the face to the father (who may have thought that he raised 

his son better than that).  Not to mention the shame that the father would feel when everyone else 

found out that he had been rejected by his son, and that the son didn’t exactly turn out so well.  

When the son finally realizes how foolish he has been he returns to his father with his tail 

between his legs.  Instead of having been “cancelled,”  instead of getting a well-deserved tongue 

lashing from dad, instead of being rejected as his father takes the opportunity to get him back for 

the embarrassment and disappointment he has caused him … the father forgives him.  Not only 

is the father’s forgiveness extraordinary from the point of how he does not hold what has been 

done to him against the boy, but it is also extraordinary in the lengths to which he goes in 

restoring him to his former position - something that his older brother is a little miffed about. 

 You can look at this parable as a call to us to be as forgiving as the father when we are 

slighted.  Or you can see it as a call to be better than the older son and be open, welcoming, and 

forgiving of others who we may consider less worthy of being forgiven.  Or we can see in the 

story a call to return to our senses and ask to be forgiven.  While all three of these perspectives 

are valid - and one or more may apply to you - today I would like to focus especially on the third 

one: The needing … and then asking to be forgiven. 

 To freely go to to someone who we have wronged requires two things.  First, we have to 

realize that we have done something wrong.  Second, we have to have some confidence in being 

forgiven.  The first one can be hard because we sometimes try to protect ourselves from feeling 



bad for what we did by telling ourselves what we did wasn’t so bad, or that another person 

deserved something to happen to them, or that the problem in the situation is with someone else - 

but not me.  We only sincerely come to be forgiven when we can acknowledge our wrong freely.  

The second forgiveness concern we can’t control.  You can’t know how another person will 

respond to you humbling yourself - it is a risk, but a risk that is often worth taking.  When we see 

we need to be forgiven, and we are willing to take the risk - healing can happen. 

 But, there is another whole point to this story that Jesus is trying to make.  Aside from our 

human relationships, we also need to be reconciled to God.  The story is meant to present (in the 

person of the father) the attitude of God towards those who sin.  The same two barriers that block 

us from seeking the forgiveness of others can get in the way of us going to God.  We often have a 

hard time seeing that the things we do have anything to do with God.  Some things we do are  

disrespectful towards God (we have to look at it in terms of how God defines disrespect - if we 

get to define what we consider disrespect towards us and so does God).  Some things harm 

ourselves or another, and put the God who loves us through the same pain a parent feels when 

children harm one another, and cause the same embarrassment that a parent may feel when a 

child does these things publicly and smears the parent or family's good name.   

 In the second reading Paul tells us: We implore you on behalf of Christ, be reconciled to 

God.   He says this because when we do any wrong it harms our relationship with God.  In the 

Gospel, Jesus is trying to tell you that the second barrier to seeking forgiveness (worry that the 

other will reject you) is not a problem with God.  One of the great points of the prodigal son 

story is that the father is there waiting for you to return.  Paul also tells us how to make such a 

return.  Although he says in the past tense that God has reconciled us to himself through Christ 

[through his sacrifice], he goes on to say there is something in the present needed and that God 

has given us [referring to the Apostles] the ministry of reconciliation.  Jesus himself said tot he 

Apostles If you forgive the sins of any, their sins have been forgiven them; if you retain the sins of 

any, they have been retained.  In confession we encounter God in the person of the priest in a 

very real and tangible way.  We can’t just say “I told God” and absolve ourself, but must take the 

sin plain in the presence of another - like the prodigal son going to face his father, it does 

something to us to do that.  It is a great gift that God has given in the sacrament of reconciliation, 

it is a healing for the mind and soul - allowing us to really hear with our own ears the words of 

forgiveness, spoken to us from the Father, who has been there all along waiting for your return.


