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Fr. Curtis Miller March 26-27, 2022  Homily for the Fourth Sunday of Lent 

 

 Here’s how the parable should have gone (at least in the minds of the scribes and the 

Pharisees).  After the prodigal son finally hits rock bottom, poor and tending pigs, he heads back 

to his father’s house.  He arrives and knocks at the gate for a long time.  Finally, the father comes 

out.  The prodigal son grovels and tries to give his speech about being sorry and unworthy, but 

the father cuts him off.  He says, “You did not want to be part of this family when everything 

was going well for you.  Why should I welcome you back now that you’ve squandered 

everything?”  Then the father slams the gate in his face.  Meanwhile, the faithful elder son 

returns from a hard day working in his father’s fields, and he hears the sound of celebration and 

music.  He asks a servant what is going on, and the servant replies, “Come quickly!  Wash up 

and get ready.  Your father has slaughtered the fattened calf and is holding a banquet in your 

honor, thanking you for all your faithful service.  Hurry!”  Off in the distance, the prodigal son 

overhears the joyful celebration from his father’s home, and he weeps, realizing all he has lost.  

Then he continues on, to journey aimlessly for the rest of his years. 

 

 But that is not the story that Jesus tells. 

 

 We’ve heard it so many times that we take the ending for granted.  Of course the father 

will joyfully welcome his son back home.  But that was actually the least expected outcome 

Jesus’ listeners would have expected.  The father’s merciful love is shocking, even scandalous.  

And more remarkably, Jesus says that this is the way that God loves us even despite our sins.  

The son had basically told his father, “You might as well be dead to me; I just want my 

inheritance now, and then I don’t want anything to do with you.”  Yet after he hit rock bottom 

and returned home, the father ran out to meet him, which meant that he had been watching and 

waiting hopefully for his son’s return all along.  So God longs for us to turn away from our sins 

and come home to Him, so that He can welcome us back with joy.   

 

That’s why we began Lent with the call to “Repent and believe in the Gospel.”  That’s 

why we’ve taken on our Lenten penances, and it’s why we have our Lenten penance service at 3 

tomorrow/this afternoon at St. Paul’s, or have found another time to go to Confession.  We all 

are that prodigal son, needing to repent of our sins and go back home to God our Father. 

 

 There is much more I could say about God’s merciful love for repentant sinners, as 

reflected in this parable’s story of the father’s love for the prodigal son, but I think we know that 

part of the story well.  Instead, I’d like to reflect more today on the elder brother, the one who 

remained faithful to serving his father.  Perhaps among us who come to church regularly and try 

to practice our faith seriously, we might have more in common with this elder brother, and more 

to learn from his mistakes. 

 

I want us all to take a moment to think of a bad sinner.  Maybe it’s someone we know or 

someone prominent in the community or famous.  Either way, let’s think about them for a 

minute.  Now, imagine that this very person walked into this church right now.  What would we 

think?  Would we be happy to see them here, or would we think, “What is are they doing here?”   
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For most of us, somewhat like the elder brother, our response would be the latter.  We 

might be resentful or angry.  The elder brother was envious of his brother, jealous that he was the 

one who got a party and the fattened calf.  Consider that fattened calf for a moment.  You don’t 

fatten a calf overnight.  It takes time and work.  And who had been tending that calf all this time?  

The elder brother.  Perhaps he expected that one day his father would reward all his hard work 

by treating him to a banquet with the fattened calf.  But no.  It was squandered on the bad son 

instead.  But even this is a distorted way of seeing the situation.  The elder son could have 

enjoyed the banquet, too, but he is choosing to resist joining the celebration.   

 

Envy means seeing a blessing given to someone else as a blessing denied us.  But that’s 

not how God’s love works.  There is not a limited supply, so that when God loves someone else, 

He then loves us less.  Not at all.  God’s love in infinite.  And if we are able to share His joy in 

welcoming back sinners, it will expand our hearts, so that we can receive even more of His love.  

Conversely though, if we close our hearts to our sisters and brothers, we won’t be able to receive 

God’s love. 

 

The elder son also has a warped sense of his relationship with his father.  Instead of just 

enjoying being close to his father, he sees himself as a slave and his father as a cruel taskmaster.  

Like the prodigal son at the beginning of the parable, the elder brother also doesn’t love his 

father.  He also just wants his inheritance, but he’s going about obtaining it in a different way.  

Instead, the elder brother should have loved his father and just enjoyed being with him.   

 

When we’re jealous of repentant sinners, we’re revealing that all along we were secretly 

jealous of the enjoyment they got out of a life of sin, and we’ve been resentful of being faithful 

to God.  When we give in to such thinking, we forget that sin is its own punishment, and being 

close to God is its own reward.  The notorious sinner might look like they’re having a good time, 

but inside they are really suffering.  Why else would they need to rush from one pleasure to 

another, vainly seeking to satisfy an inner emptiness?  But when we stay faithful to God, even 

though that always involves sacrifice and self-denial, we are able to endure all that because of 

the deep inner joy we feel at being close to God.  The elder brother would do well to remember 

that, and so would we.   

 

Oddly, Jesus ends His parable on a cliffhanger.  He doesn’t tell us whether or not the 

elder brother goes in to join the feast and welcome his brother home.  Why?  Because Jesus 

leaves it up to you and me how we will respond to the repentant sinners in our midst.  Will we 

welcome them back with joy?  Or will we be cold and distrustful of them? 

 

Let’s think back to the sinner we thought of a few moments ago.  Let’s pray for those 

people, that they might come to their senses and repent of their sins.  And let’s pray for 

ourselves, too, that we might have merciful hearts like our Heavenly Father, to welcome them 

home and celebrate that our brothers and sisters who once were lost are now found, who once 

were dead are now alive again. 


