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The elder son, who had always been faithful and obedient, 

was angry, saying,  

…when this son of yours returns, after having devoured 
your property with harlots, you killed the fatted calf for 
him!’ (Luke 15:30).  

 
The elder son’s shock is understandable. It would seem that 

the father is not only rewarding bad behavior, but that he is also 

being unjust to the elder son. The father, however, explains that he 

celebrating because his son was dead and lost, and now he is alive 

and found. This is a figurative way of saying that his son has turned 

back from his gravely sinful and degenerate life.  

That the father was glad for his son’s return, I think that 

most fathers, if they love their sons, can understand this. But why 

give him the best robe, shoes and a ring?  Why gather everyone 

together for such a great celebration with music and dancing?  Why 

the extravagance of killing the fatted calf? This would have been 

done only on the rarest of occasions, such as for a wedding.  The 

word prodigal means wasteful.  Doesn’t it seem ironic that the 

father seems to be wasting all these things on a wasteful son?  

The parable of the prodigal son is very much like the 

parable of the lost sheep and the lost coin. The shepherd is elated 

over the one sheep that was lost as opposed to his entire flock that 

are safely abiding in the field. The same is true of the woman with 

the lost coin.  The woman swept out her house, and looked 

everywhere until she found that one coin.  When she found it, she 

went to tell her friends and they all rejoiced with her in finding this 

one coin, over and above the coins she had stored safely away. At 

the end of the parable of the lost sheep, Jesus says,  

Just so, I tell you, there will be more joy in heaven over one 
sinner who repents than over ninety-nine righteous persons 
who need no repentance (Luke 15:7).   
 

Jesus says something similar after the parable of the lost coin, “Just 

so, I tell you, there is joy in the presence of the angels of God over 

one sinner who repents” (Lk 15:10).   
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Somehow, it’s easier for us to understand rejoicing over 

things like a sheep or a coin because we immediately focus on the 

value of the sheep to the shepherd or the coin to the woman.  Sure, 

the sheep and the coin were not engaging in gravely immoral 

behavior, but the point still applies.  If we don’t understand why the 

father of the wasteful son was celebrating like this, it’s because we 

don’t truly understand the value of a human person to God.  God’s 

rejoicing, and the rejoicing of all the angels in heaven over one 

person’s repentance, should tell us something about our value and 

human dignity. 

As the psalmist writes: 

3 When I look at your heavens, the work of your fingers,  
the moon and the stars which you have established;  

4 what is man that you are mindful of him,  
and the son of man that you care for him?  

5 Yet you have made him little less than the angels,  
and you have crowned him with glory and honor.  

6 You have given him dominion over the works of your hands;  
you have put all things under his feet (Psalm 8:3-6). 

The Lord looks at us in a very different sort of way than how we look 

at each other and ourselves.   

We somehow end up believing, even without fully realizing 

it, that our sins some how lessen our true worth or the worth of 

others.  We begin to imagine that we are of less value in the eyes of 

God because of our sin.  It isn’t that God condones sin.  His hatred 

for sin is very great, indeed.  The reason is sin is destructive to us.  

Sin is also an offense against God because it was out of His 

goodness that He created us little less than the angels and in His 

own image and likeness.  Sin offends God because it is a 

contradiction to what He has made, and as such, it contradiction His 

good and all-holy Divine Will.   

In Genesis, God observed all that He had created, and said 

that it was good. When it came to man and woman, however, God 

said that they are very good.   So, it is important to hate sin.  It is 

important for us to repent of any and all sins.  It is important to 

encourage others, even exhort them to repent, but we let’s never 

lose sight of the reason for repentance. We are very serious about 

sin, because we are so very serious about the human person. We 
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are, before the Lord, a little less than the angels, created in His 

image and likeness, and very good. If we truly grasp this truth, we 

will exceedingly rejoice and celebrate even when the very worst of 

sinners repents and turns to God.  

We might assume that the elder brother didn’t accept his 

father’s explanation for the celebration, and that he remained 

outside and angry. But there is nothing in the parable that suggests 

that.  It simply ends with the father’s explanation.  So, we are left to 

decide what the elder brother will do, that is, what will we do?  Will 

we rejoice and celebrate the sinner’s return?  Is that what we want 

for those in our society who are engaged in grave evils?  What 

about those who perpetrate evils against us personally? Would we 

rejoice at their repentance and acceptance into heaven? 

Consider a beautiful example of this in the life of St. Maria 

Goretti. She was born in 1890.  They were a farming family. Her 

father died when she was only nine years old.  Being poor, Maria 

and her family moved in with another family, the Serenellis.  Maria 

would stay home and take care of the household shores, while the 

rest of her family worked in the fields.  The Serenellis’ 20-year-old 

son, Alessandro, would make sexual advances toward Maria but she 

would refuse him. One day, when Maria was at the house alone, 

and her family out in the field, Alessandro attempted to rape her.  

When she resisted, he stabbed her 14 times.  As she lay dying at the 

hospital, she forgave Alessandro and said that she wanted him to be 

with her in heaven.  Allesandro was arrested and imprisoned. He 

denied having done anything wrong and blamed Maria. One night, 

however, Maria came to Alessandro in a dream and handed him a 

flower for each time he had stabbed her.  As he took each flower, it 

turned into light.  Waking from his sleep Alessandro was a changed 

man and repented. He spent twenty-seven years in prison. After his 

release, he went one evening to Maria’s mother to beg her for 

forgiveness. She said to him, “If Maria forgave you, how could I not 

forgive you?”  Alessandro became a lay brother in a Capuchin 

monastery and died in 1970.  Maria was true to her word that she 
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wanted Alessandro in heaven with her by coming to him in a dream, 

moving him to repent.  This is precisely how we should think of our 

fellow sinners in this life.  Even those who do us evil, we should 

want them to convert, to repent and to be with us in heaven. 

But what about ourselves? We are sinners too.  We can 

refuse ourselves this celebration, refuse to celebrate our own 

repentance with confidence and joy.  We should hate our sins, but 

rejoice with the angels in heaven when we repent and turn back, 

even in small ways. How do we repent and celebrate?   

We first come to our father’s house. We acknowledge our 

sins, and in true sorrow, confess them, desiring to sin no more. This 

may be difficult, for such is the problem of sin. In confessing our 

sins, however, by turning back in repentance, we are recognizing 

our worth before God.  We are seeing ourselves as God see us. 

There is reason here for great rejoicing.  For what was lost is found.  

By our repentance we are causing Him and all of heaven, as it were, 

to rejoice and celebrate.  If we cling to this truth as we confess our 

sins, we will not delude ourselves into thinking that God no longer 

cares for us and loves us.  If anything, when we sin, God extends His 

love to us even more so, if that is possible.  He reaches out to us, so 

to speak, because He wants to save us.  No matter what other 

voices we may hear, no matter what other thoughts may enter our 

minds, reject them.  Send these thoughts, through the power of 

Jesus, back into hell where they belong.  

Let us take heart, that as a sinner, we are in company with 

many others who have repented and found their way to join their 

father in a heavenly celebration. Let the words of absolution in the 

Holy Mystery of confession be a tremendous source of joy and 

consolation. 

May the same God, who through the Prophet Nathan 
forgave David when he confessed his sins, who forgave 
Peter when he wept bitterly, the prostitute when she 
washed his feet with her tears, the publican, and the 
prodigal son, through me, a sinner, forgive you both in this 
life and in the next and enable you to appear before his 
awe-inspiring tribunal without condemnation, he who is 
blessed for ever and ever. Amen. (CCC 1481) 
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Let us, then, like King David, like Peter, like the prostitute, 

the publican and the prodigal son, humbly turn to God.  Let us hate 

our sin and the sin of others.  But let us repent and encourage 

others to repent, to turn back to God, knowing that in doing so, He 

invites to join Him and all the angels and saints in heaven in a 

chorus of rejoicing!  We have to celebrate because we were once 

dead, but have come to life; we were once lost, but now we are 

found (Lk 15:11–32). 

 


