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Readings: 2 Corinthians 5:16–21
  Luke 15:1-3, 11b–32

“…but this is a wonderful time, and we had to celebrate.”

“Let it go, just let it go!” Words like this were being spoken to someone who had suffered at the 
hands of someone else years ago. "ey are words I’ve spoken myself in similar situations as I struggle 
to #nd the best way to support the person. It has something to do with dealing with the emotional 
aspect of forgiveness, knowing how much the lack of it can eat a person up, or poison their attitude 
to life, and we want them, or it might be us to be able to live life to the best we can. In the same 
way, guilt can also act this way within us and we want to be able to live freely again. It acts as poison 
and so we crave forgiveness because we #nd it hard to bear this burden. In each of these forgiveness 
is central to the outcome for them, but in each case forgiveness cannot be dialled up to order. "e 
wronged person cannot be forced to forgive, and the guilty one cannot demand forgiveness as of 
right. Forgiveness is at the heart of our faith and this story and the reading from Paul accent this 
most powerfully. Forgiveness and reconciliation are the most visible fruits of the gospel. And these 
two are most difficult to live out. "e pressures on us to not forgive, to not reconcile come from 
within our souls as well as from our families and from the wider society in which we live.

"is story Jesus tells invites us to explore what our attitudes might be. It is one thing to affirm our 
faith, but that affirmation isn’t always met with practice that matches what is said. "ere is a man 
who has two sons. One of the sons decides he wants his inheritance now. We don’t even need to step 
out of our own culture to recognise what this is about. Give me what’s coming to me really means I 
think of you as being dead to me. "e only value you have is what your #nancial worth is. Of course 
we can think of other reasons why a son or daughter might separate themselves from their families, 
but this particular line of thinking has a callousness about it. Relationships that are assessed in #-
nancial terms – then as now – mean the objecti#cation of the other, treating a person as a thing. It is 
bad enough when we do it to people we don’t know but to do it to someone we have depended upon 
for our very life is tragic in the extreme.

A group of Palestinian peasants discussing this passage with scholar Kenneth Bailey were appalled 
by the son’s words and felt that at the very least the father should beat the son. "e request means he 
sees his father as dead and that is an insult of the most shocking kind. However the father doesn’t 
exercise his right to turn him down, rather he acquiesces. It is as if he recognises that any action on 
his part would deepen the rift that is clearly present. "is son is lost. As if to prove it he departs to a 
far off land and proceeds to lose that which he gained by treating his father so badly.

Much has been made of the wastefulness of his lifestyle, to the point that the parable has often been 
called the Prodigal Son. "at diverts us from the real issues that we are being drawn towards. Yes 
there is waste, extravagant living, but it leads to the point when he runs out of money and his life 
degenerates until he becomes a pig feeder eating whatever he can beg or steal. In that state he is to-
tally lost, but it is also in this same state that as the reading says “He came to himself ” "ere is a lot 
in those few words, but they point us to that moment when the young man saw his situation truly. 
He looked to what he might do and he went back to the place where he knew he would at least get 
fed and clothed. Even at this point he still saw the relationship in terms of transaction. “I will say…” 
and my father will hire me.

His father had other ideas. Some have titled the parable “"e Waiting Father” but that makes more 
of the brief reference. He sees a #gure in the far distance and recognises his son. In the same way I 



can recognise those closest to me when they are far off, so does he. It signals the depth of connec-
tion the father has retained. His lost son has not been lost in memory.

"e response is not about forgiveness or reconciliation so much as about joy and compassion. "e 
father who acquiesced now becomes active. He runs, he embraces, he kisses, he orders up a feast. He 
has found that which he lost. In his joy he sets aside his son’s confession. What he does is extrava-
gant, pro%igate, prodigal even. His neighbours would no doubt have been judging the nature of the 
response. Some would have taken the line of how could you do this to a son who wanted you dead, 
others I suspect would have been happy to celebrate with the father, because as we all know bringing 
up children is never an easy task and whatever our children do, they are still our children. So it is 
with this father – his compassion takes over from any notions of public shame and pride that may 
be around and in doing so allows his joy to over%ow.

But this story isn’t about a father and son. Jesus begins the parable, “"ere was a man with two 
sons…” We discover in the #nal stanza that whatever has happened in the past the elder son has 
also fallen out of relationship with his father. He resents the treatment being meted out, comparing 
this sudden burst of largess with the fact, in his view, that nothing like this has come his way. Once 
again there is the expression of entitlement by a son, this time over the father’s right to dispose of 
his wealth in whatever way the father decides. Perhaps familiarity has bred contempt but whatever 
the cause, there is no room in the sons mind for any compassion, any forgiveness, any reconciliation.

"at is another dynamic of forgiveness that we are not happy living with, when we see the recon-
ciliation happening between two others and the presumption on our part is that retribution and 
punishment should be dished out in full measure. "at is the stance that the Sensible Sentencing 
Trust relies on. By feeding that feeling, by turning the perpetrators into “the Other”, all our self-
righteousness is able to be vented. Unfortunately it does it at the expense of the victims of crime and 
abuse in that they get captured by the outrage and demand for the pound of %esh. In the end re-
venge doesn’t want to stop at an eye for an eye, it wants total blindness; it doesn’t want to trade in-
sult for insult, but would rather destroy a person’s whole career and character. Revenge abandons the 
principle of measure for measure, and acting our of so-called wounded pride gives itself over to pu-
nitive excess. Revenge is morally wrong because in its zeal to exact retribution it overindulgently 
takes from the offender more than is due. You can see that in the language of the older son. “…this 
son of yours… who has devoured your property with prostitutes…” How can this be accepted? How 
is it justi#ed?

In terms of retributive justice the father’s action is not correct, but in standing up for his rights, for 
his injuries, the relationship would have continued to be one of alienation. It puts me in mind of the 
whakatauki, “He aha te mea nui? He tangata. He tangata. He tangata. What is the most important 
thing? It is people, It is people. It is people!” And people, tangata, are those who are held together in 
relationships of kinship of friendship, of fellowship. Within the Christian community those ties are 
bound in Christ, over and above family, tribe, ethnicity, gender. We are the people who love the 
Other. We are the people who work for reconciliation within our own circles, our own fellowship, 
within our community.We have this ministry of reconciliation.  In Christ God was reconciling the 
world to himself, not counting their trespasses against them, and entrusting the message of recon-
ciliation to us. And this is why there should be celebration and joy in our fellowship. We are bound 
together, we are freed from our sin. Who then can remain outside the breadth of God’s love, God’s 
pro%igacy of compassion, God’s prodigal forgiveness? In God’s eyes there are no unforgivable sins 
and nor are there any unforgivable people. Who cannot fail to see that as a message of good news of 
such power that joy and celebration are the only appropriate responses.

"e Word of Jesus is among us. 

Hear that Word


