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Bringing people back together who have been hurt or estranged 

from each other is easier said than done. As third parties removed 
from the situation, we might try to make them say I’m sorry and move 
on. But reconciliation usually doesn’t take place that way. In a given 
situation, there are deep wounds that we cannot see, complex 
situations that are unsolvable in the present moment, and safety 
concerns that we cannot ignore. Reconciliation truly is a delicate 
matter. 

 
In our second reading from Second Corinthians, St. Paul tells us 

that God has ‘given us the ministry of reconciliation.’ It is appropriate 
that he calls it a ministry. A ministry implies that reconciliation is more 
of an art than a science. It involves a high degree of listening, sensitivity, 
and most importantly, the presence of God. While not all Christians 
may have formal training in conflict resolution or human resource skills, 
we do have the best example of reconciliation available to us, “namely, 
God was reconciliating the world to Himself in Christ,” as St. Paul said. 

 
 In our Gospel passage today from Luke, we have one of the 
strongest parables on the ministry of reconciliation: The Parable of the 
Prodigal Son. One key lesson from the parable, although there are 
many others, is that reconciliation can’t be forced. At the beginning of 
the parable, notice that the father readily handed over his inheritance 
to his sons when the younger son asked for it early. Even though the 
younger son wanted that inheritance so he could get away from his 



father and live a life of dissipation, the father did not prevent him from 
taking it and leaving home. It was only when the younger son was ready 
to come back home that the father welcomed him back. There was 
nothing forced. To a certain extent, the father also did the same thing 
for the older son towards the end of the parable. He really wanted the 
older son to come into the house for the celebration when the younger 
son returned home, but he did not force him. As the parable ends, we 
are left uncertain as to whether the older son chose to come into the 
celebration or not. Throughout the entire parable, the father let go, 
invited, encouraged, and celebrated, but never forced. That father is an 
image of God the Father. 
 
 Fr. Henri Nouwen, in his popular book on Rembrandt’s painting 
of the Prodigal Son, writes, love “cannot force, constrain, push, or pull. 
It offers the freedom to reject that love or to love in return.” (95) The 
same is true with reconciliation, which is a form of love. 
  

Reconciliation is a delicate ministry that cannot be forced. 
 
 Do I try to force people to get along? Do I see reconciliation as a 
delicate ministry? 
 
 As we continue with this mass, let us pray that we may be more 
like the father in the Parable of the Prodigal Son. May we always be 
prepared for reconciliation, but never force it. If and when 
reconciliation finally occurs, most important, let us celebrate it with a 
feast, for that which was dead has come back to life again. 
 

 


