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4th Sunday of Lent, Year C
Finding the Message for Us
Think for a minute of all the famous detectives from books and television: Sherlock Holmes, Hercule Poirot, Dick Tracy, Columbo, Nero Wolfe, Nancy Drew, the Hardy Boys, and the Scooby Doo gang.  All those detectives share one common conviction: details are important.  They always catch some key detail that explains the mystery.  
To explain the mysterious parables of Jesus, we need to become detectives too.  At first glance, the parable of the Prodigal Son seems straightforward enough.  A son disowns his father, wastes his life, and is taken back by his father, to the resentment of his older brother.  The message seems clear.  God will always forgive us if we repent, and we should be happy when a sinner repents.  
This is a good message for serious sinners.  But is this the real message of the parable?  Is the parable even meant for those tax collectors and sinners who were drawing near to hear Jesus?  If we become detectives, we find that it is not.  

Look at this key detail with me: “the Pharisees and scribes began to complain, saying, ‘This man welcomes sinners and eats with them.’  So to them Jesus addressed this parable” (Luke 15:1-3).  To them—to the Pharisees and scribes—Jesus addresses the parable.  The message is for them, not for the blatant sinners who are gathered there.  
The other key detail is this.  Jesus actually addresses three parables to the Pharisees and scribes.  Our Gospel today skipped the first two.  The first told of a man who found one lost sheep out of one hundred, and the second told of a woman who found one lost coin out of ten.  Both seek carefully for what belongs to them and rejoice when they find it.  
Now with these two details we can explain the parable and find the real message.  The Pharisees and scribes are not blatant sinners like the younger son.  They have stayed with God the Father by faithfully worshipping him and learning about him.  They are the sheep and the coins that have never been lost. They are the older son.  

When Jesus describes the anger of the older son, he is describing the complaining that the Pharisees and scribes have just been doing.  The older son does not think his father should forgive the younger son because that would be unfair.  He put in his time on the farm, and the younger son should do the same.  The Pharisees and scribes spent long hours studying the Scriptures, fasting, and giving up the easy life so they could serve God.  They think these sinners should do the same.  
Instead, Jesus reminds them of two things in his parable.  First, the sinners also have God as their Father, who loves them as much as He loves the righteous.  All the sheep, all the coins, and both sons belong to one person: to God.  No matter how each was lost, no matter what sins each committed, the Father wants to reconcile.  Second, God has only one command once the lost item is found: rejoice.  The man who finds the sheep calls his friends and neighbors together and tells them to rejoice with him.  The woman who finds the coin does the same.  The father orders his servants to clothe the younger son, to prepare a meal, and to “celebrate with a feast,” which turns into music and dancing for the whole household.  The Pharisees and scribes should be rejoicing that so many sinners want to repent.
To whom does Jesus address this parable?  To us.  We are the Pharisees and scribes.  Like the older son, we are the ones who have stayed with the Father.  We are the ones who actually come to church on the weekend.  We are the ones who put donations in the collection basket, who volunteer in the parish and community, who take the time to pray each day.  

We are also the ones who can complain when we see that guy in church who only shows up twice a year.  We are the ones who can complain about that couple with more money than us because they deliberately rejected children in their marriage, or about that family that has more fun than us because they never spend time helping others or serving God.  
We do not need to deny that people are sinners or to leave them in their sin.  Jesus welcomed sinners, but he also told them to go and sin no more.  His message for us in today’s parable is the same message he gave the Pharisees and Scribes.  One, those sinners are our brothers, who also have God as their Father.  Two, God commands us to rejoice once they are found.  
Jesus left his parable open-ended.  We do not know how the older brother responded to the Father.  Our response is also open-ended.  May we have the courage to treat all sinners as our beloved brothers and as sons of our heavenly Father, and to rejoice when they are found.  
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