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Homily Outline Sunday September 11, 2022 
Scriptures: Ex 32,7-11.13-14, Sal 50, 1 Tim 1,12-17, Lc 15,1-32. 

Deacon John Ragland 

1. Most parish priests and deacons take comfort in seeing parishioners sitting in the same spot week after 
week.  That means everyone knows the rules of "pew protocol."  Pew protocol is described in a book that gives 
a lighthearted look at church life. "Just like everyone in a family knows where to sit at the kitchen table when 
dinner is served, we all know where to sit in church.  Nobody ever assigned our pew to us, but it’s like 
squatter's rights.  Once we're there long enough, it's ours."  If visitors to Mass accidentally sit in the wrong 
place, the regulars may get their noses out of joint, wondering just who those people think they are.  

2. Knowing who belongs where and getting your nose out of joint when someone invades your sacred 
space provides some sympathy for the Pharisees and scribes in today's gospel.  Jesus' behavior has upset 
them.  Formed by Scripture passages like Psalm 1, "Happy are they who have not walked in the counsel of the 
wicked or lingered in the way of sinners," religious types know whose spot is whose at the kitchen table, in the 
pew, and in God's presence.  Throughout the Gospels, religious folks are genuinely offended and shocked by 
the people Jesus welcomes into his presence.  Pew protocol is gone.  Some people - the wrong people - have 
been given spots at Jesus' table.  "This man welcomes sinners and eats with them."  

3. We need to take seriously this complaint about Jesus eating with sinners.  Then, as now, religious people 
often assume God loves only those like themselves: people who worship regularly, who give to good causes, 
and who make a sincere effort to be law-abiding citizens.  Those who don't do any of those things prove God is 
not a priority in their lives.  As a result, it's easy to think such people have lost a place not only in their pews, 
but at the table, as if God has given their spot to someone else.  But it is sinners, as sinners with a well-
publicized reputation for sinning, that Jesus has welcomed to his table.  If the people Jesus welcomed to his 
table had been repentant sinners, if they had actually managed to put their scandalous lives behind them before 
they sat down at the table with our Lord, it's safe to suppose the religious leaders would have had no reason to 
complain.  

4. Our Lord responds to his critics by telling two short parables - the lost sheep and the lost coin.  In both 
cases Jesus includes the theme of repentance.  And we know that Jesus calls us all to turn from sin and follow 
his ways.  But today's parables change the way repentance sounds.  We often think of repentance as a change of 
heart, a change of direction in our lives; and it is.  But we lose a deeper sense of this change of heart if we begin 
to hold tight to the notion that sinners must abandon their sins before God will forgive them, that the lost must 
figure out a way to get themselves found before the heavenly search and rescue effort begins, that the broken 
must pick up the pieces of their lives on their own before receiving an invitation to the party at Jesus' table.  As 
Saint Augustine pointed out, that's like waiting to get healthy before you go to the doctor to deal with what ails 
you.  

5. So, Jesus tells about a sheep that gets lost and a coin that rolls under the sofa.  In both parables 
repentance sounds less a call for us to straighten out our lives and more a trust that the shepherd has gathered us 
up in his arms and brought us home, that the God Jesus pictures as a searching woman, has found us.  After all, 
a lost sheep doesn't have to prove that it's the best of the flock before the shepherd goes after it.  And a lost coin 
can hardly make heartfelt prayers to get the woman of the house looking for it.  Rather, because the sheep is 
precious, the shepherd searches.  Because the coin is valuable, the woman picks up a broom and won't rest until 
it's found.  Because we are precious and valuable, Jesus invites us to his table of forgiveness.  Repentance is 
simply having the good sense to say "yes" to the God who has found us, brought us home, and gives new life to 
sinners.  
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6. Now let’s look at the Prodigal Son.   He’s born into a prosperous family and receives all good things from 
his father.  But rather than waiting for his dad to die, he demands his inheritance now, thumbs his nose at his 
father, takes the money and runs.  He wastes all that he has on partying and fast living, pursuing the very same 
idols as the Israelites in the desert. 
The food sated him.  The wine exhilarated him.  The carousing titillated him.  But after it was all over, he found 
himself broke, empty, and alone. 
This is the grand illusion of sin.  It’s dangled before our eyes as the key to fulfillment and happiness.  It’s all 
about enjoying the gifts of creation in defiance of the Creator, in a way contrary to his wise and loving 
design.  And because those things were in fact created good by God, it seems to work at first.  Sin initially tastes 
good.  But ultimately, it always turns sour and leaves us with an empty, aching sadness.   In contrast, God’s will 
may at first sting, but later brings a profound joy that makes our hearts sing. 

 
7. So how do the stories of the golden calf and the Prodigal Son differ?  It’s really the difference between 
the Old and New Testaments, between a preliminary, partial revelation of God and the full revelation of God in 
Christ.  In Exodus, God Almighty reacts to sin with righteous anger, as he did in Genesis when he sweeps the 
world clean of sin through the flood.  And if not for Moses’ intercession, he would have also destroyed the bull-
worshipers and started over.  In the gospel, God, the compassionate Father, looks past the sin to focus on the 
sinner.  The older brother of the Prodigal wants punishment.  The Father insists on mercy.  
 

8. We should note a very important point in the story.  The motivation of the prodigal son isn’t sincere 
sorrow at how badly he has offended his father.  It’s not even that he misses his father.  He comes back simply 
because he’s hungry.  He admits his sin and wants pardon but it’s to save his skin.  
 

9. Does the Father care?  Does he insist that the son’s contrition be pure or perfect?  Does he even pay 
attention to the son’s rehearsed speech?  No.  He’s overjoyed that the son has begun the journey home, for 
whatever reason.  He lavishes gifts upon him before he even gets to the house.  The elder brother insists that he 
doesn’t deserve such treatment.  The Father doesn’t contest this.  The Prodigal deserves nothing.   But the 
Father gives him everything. 
 

10. God’s freely given, unmerited grace precedes even our expression of sorrow.  In fact, without God’s 
grace, we can’t make the first step on the road back to him.  He loves us when we were yet sinners and seems to 
lavish the greatest graces on the most undeserving. 

 

11. Ask St. Paul about this.  Perhaps he writes more about grace than any other biblical author because 
he needed it so much more.   Was it Benjamin Franklin who said that God helps those who help 
themselves?  In 1 Timothy 1:15, Paul, who says he’s the foremost of sinners, understood that it’s quite the 
opposite: God helps those who can’t help themselves.  That’s what grace is all about. 

 

12. And in our second reading Saint Paul puts it this way, "Here is a saying you can rely on without 
doubt, that Christ Jesus came into the world to save sinners."  The God, made known in Jesus Christ, is a 
searching God, with an overriding desire to gather us into his presence and set a place for us at the table.  
Perhaps it means someone, somewhere, will get his or her nose out of joint because pew protocol has been 
abandoned.  But, according to our Lord, today's dinner party with sinners, welcomed here now, makes the 
whole company of heaven sing.   Amen. 
 

15. Questions: 
1. What is the one decision I should offer up to God at the time of the offering? 
2. What is the one thing God wants me to get out of this Mass to become the better-version-of-myself that He wants? 
3. What are the key insights to Christian living that are so important that I need to teach and discipline my children into 
becoming? 


