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   The gospel of the prodigal son that we just heard is one that contrasts opposites. Just like we heard last week the difference between the publican and Pharisee, the two sons in this lesson are different; however, the theme that permeates the lesson carries not a theme of humility we heard last week, but the theme of repentance or the return from exile.
     The return of the prodigal son is not something that was unique at time of Christ. Everyone here can either recount an incident either in their own lives or with someone they know, where the person has decided to leave the family at a young age and at some point has returned home.  Often it involves a young man, rebellious of the family—maybe the family was strict or overly protective, maybe they insisted on having a religious home—whatever the case, the person leaves and has little to do with the family. They sow their wild oats sort of speak, usually living a wasteful life with little or no concern about where the money will come from to survive. They often work at low-level jobs, may get into drugs and other such addictive behavior and when they get into trouble, or the money runs out, something triggers them to think about their life and where it is going. Oftentimes it can take years for someone to come to the realization that their life is going no where.  And sometimes they never make that realization.
     During this time of separation, the family may not have heard from their son or daughter for years. They do not know where they live or know anything about their lives, whether they are healthy or sick, have a job or out on the street begging. However, they never forget about them. A day doesn’t go by where they have a thought or two about them. They hope, maybe come to church, pray, light a candle for them with the hope that they will someday return. And then one day with God’s help it happens. The child returns and the hope the family had for years has been fulfilled. 

           What is significant about the parable is the capacity for forgiveness on the part of the father. When the delinquent son returns, he was robed, a golden ring was placed on his finger, a fatted calf was slaughtered and a feast provided for him. The robe is a symbol of righteousness, the ring is a symbol of belonging to the family, the sandals on the feet indicate that he now is walking in law of the Lord and more importantly the slaughter of the calf was an actual rite that was practiced by the ancient Jews that indicated total and complete forgiveness. 
    The feast with a calf indicated that the whole village participated in the celebration, it wasn’t just the immediate family or a few friends. The rite the ancient Jews practiced was that the calf was slaughtered at the doorstep and the guests would pass over the blood on the doorstep as a symbol that what had happened in the past was left behind and that there was a new covenant or new relationship between the parties involved. 

    Some have questioned why the prodigal son should receive such a feast upon his return. Most people today would not react that way—the son or daughter of today would have to prove to their parents that they are serious about their return, not just looking for more money and then return to their former life. 
     This parable is different in that the Father of the two sons is really an allegory of God the Father and the younger son represents the creation who has rejected God and the older son represents creation obedient to God. However, those who reject God always have the ability to repent and are welcomed back. 
    The real issue we have to state here is that we are all prodigal sons. Any person who has never experienced, who has never felt that they were exiled from God not only does not understand Christianity, but is fooling themselves. We have all exiled ourselves, distanced ourselves from God or the Church through the very reality of sin, whether it was as serious and lengthy as the character in the parable or as simple as occasional absence from church.

    The placing of this lesson as a pre-Lenten Sunday, suggests that we all have the ability to repent like the delinquent son and that we must have the capacity to forgive just as the father did.

    Lent is the time for us to return, to return to the place that we were exiled from. At the beginning of Lent, we remember the expulsion of Adam and Eve from the garden. The 40 days is the time we can turn our lives over to Christ and return to that very place our forefathers were expelled from.  During this time, we should be thinking about how we can make that journey through Lent, a journey that hopefully will take us closer to the kingdom. This is why we have these preparatory Sundays so than we can gradually begin to adjustments in our lives. Amen.       

