
FOURTH SUNDAY OF LENT - C 
March 31, 2019 

First Reading – Joshua 5:9-12 
Responsorial Psalm – Psalm 34 

Second Reading – 2 Corinthians 5:17-21 
Gospel – Luke 15:1-3; 11-32 

 

My dear people of God: 

I love the way God said to Joshua, in chapter 5,   verse 9 “Today I have rolled 
away (in Hebrew “galal”) the reproach of Egypt from you.”  From that 
pronouncement by God, after  Joshua circumcised the  Jews  who were  born  
during  their  sojourn  in the  wilderness for forty years, these uncircumcised  
Jews  needed  to be   physically connected to  their forefathers  through the  
cutting  of their foreskins.   There should be no physical remnant shadow of 
their being slaves of their Egyptian masters. But beyond that  physical  
connection  with their forefathers,   they  needed  to  be  pronounced  free and  
sovereign under the  Fatherhood  of  Yahweh.  The place  where the  
pronouncement that the  reproach  was removed  or  rolled away (in Hebrew 
“galal”)  came to be  called “Gilgal”  - even  to this day - just a  play of words.   

Brothers and sisters, we might be inclined to think that the Exodus would have 
rolled away the reproach of Egypt upon crossing the Red Sea.  No!  It did not.  
Remember, that   Israel still had no homeland for forty years. Now, finally, they 
did.  Gilgal is near the Jordan River east of Jericho.  

Chapter 5, verse 10 of the Book of Joshua tells us that the Israelites who 
encamped in Gilgal kept the Passover on the fourteenth day of the month at 
evening in the plains of Jericho. Earlier, when instituting the first Passover, the 
Lord anticipated this day when Israel would enter into the Promised Land. On 
that earlier occasion, the Lord,  in  chapter 13, verse 5  of Exodus,   told  Israel 
to observe the Passover when  “the Lord brings you into the land of the 
Canaanites, the Hittites, the Amorites, the Hivites, and the Jebusites, which 
he swore to your ancestors to give you, a land flowing with milk and honey” 
(Exodus 13:5). 

They ate unleavened cakes and parched grain of the produce of the land on the 
next day after the Passover, in verse 11 of the chapter 5, of the Book of Joshua.   
The manna stopped falling on the next day, after they had eaten of the produce 
of the land. Manna was the Lord’s miraculous provision for the Israelites 



during their journey in the wilderness. It came with the dew every morning, 
and the Israelites were allowed to gather as much as they needed for the day.   
Now, that their journey was over,   they had the produce of the land for their  
sustenance.   But beyond that,  we need to realize  that  if Canaan was viewed  
to  be their “heavenly”  destination,  now that  they had already  arrived  at their   
destination, they no longer  needed such  sustenance.     

During the first Passover, the Lord established the fourteenth day of Abib (the 
first Hebrew month - equivalent to our March or April) as the day to celebrate 
the Passover (Exodus 12:3-6). 

Interestingly, their transition from being “desert wanderers” to   becoming 
“new occupants of the Promised Land” is marked by a change of diet:  
“unleavened cakes” and “parched grain” FROM THEIR NEW LAND. They 
belong here now. But why unleavened cakes and parched grain?  What is so 
special about these two?  Were they not celebrating?  Then,  why  did they eat 
ordinary  food  when the  land was  abundant  in  food  -  “flowing  with  milk 
and  honey” ?    

We know that the unleavened bread was   part of the Passover Meal as 
mentioned in the Book of Exodus chapter 12, verses 8, 15, 17, 20, and 39. It is 
also  mentioned in the Book of  Leviticus, chapter  23, verses 6-8.  While it is 
true that parched grain was ordinary, it is also equally true that it would be a 
real treat for people accustomed to forty years of manna as we know from the 
Book of Numbers, chapter 11, verses  4-6.  From then on, the Israelites would 
be enjoying the produce of Canaan  - a “land flowing  with milk and honey.”   

They would have a lifetime to enjoy the produce of the land. For this singular 
occasion, they  ate  the  same type  of  bread and  grain (the  preparation  of 
which made them recall  their short/quick  time) as they  ate  before leaving  
Egypt.   These were “foods of unforeseen/unexpected circumstances and time 
pressures, which needed simple basic preparation”. This was a meal that 
required “quick preparation and  rapid consumption”.   

Now, let us take a look at the Second Reading:  

We need  to  recall   that Paul,   the founder of the Corinthian Community,  
focused on the  Christian believer’s  “being  renewed  in Christ” and  “being  in 
an all-encompassing relationship  with  Christ”, so  that  such a Christian  
believer  will remain  a  new  creature.  Let us take  these  words  of  Paul as  his  
advice  for  us  “to   remain   renewed  creatures  that  we are”,  so  that  we  can, 
as  ambassadors of Christ  to others,  renew them  in Christ, too.  Paul  wants 



us to  always be  in an all-encompassing  relationship  with   Christ  which  
produces a salvific  effect - not a sinful  effect. Christ is the Savior; we are His  
ambassadors  to others.  A real ambassador acts as an alter ego of the Sender – 
who is Christ.  

Now, let us  take  a look at the  gospel: I love  to  rename  this parable as the  
“Parable  of the Prodigal Father”.  The  father in this gospel  is extremely   lavish  
in the  forgiveness  that  he gave his  younger/wayward son, and  is extremely 
lavish  in the  understanding that he gave his defiant/and self-righteous older  
son who used a divisive language to  alienate  himself  with the  newly forgiven 
younger brother.     

Please know that Luke is the only evangelist who narrated this parable. For us  
to appreciate more deeply this parable, we need to  recall  that it  comes right  
after   the   strong  words of  Jesus  about the  cost of  discipleship.   

Today’s  parable  comes  after  the  parable  of the “lost sheep”  and the  parable  
of the  “lost  coin”. It begins this way:  “Now the tax collectors and sinners 
were all gathering around to hear Jesus. But the Pharisees and the teachers 
of the law were grumbling, “This man welcomes sinners and eats with them.”  

We know from verse 3 that they were grumbling about the fact that Jesus 
“received sinners and ate with them”.  Why were the Pharisees and teachers 
of the law  bothered/offended?  We need  to  remember  that  Jesus  bonded 
with  those who did not   belong to  the  “upper class”, the   “saved”,  the  “select 
few”, the “elite”,  the  “educated among  the Jews who knew the Torah”. Jesus  
bonded  with  public sinners,  the  “ignoramus”  among the Jews, and the  “hoi 
polloi”  among  gentiles.  

Jesus criticized the Pharisees  for their self-righteousness and hypocrisy. These  
self-righteous  people  found no joy in repentance of sinners at all.  Besides, 
Jesus exposed their ambition  to be always viewed  as  impeccable spiritual  
leaders worthy of being in places  of honor at banquets.   Jesus was, in the 
minds of the Pharisees, upstaging them. 

The  Pharisees loved to focus on the technicalities about  cleanliness of utensils, 
of  pots and kettles, and  the  minute  things  that  rendered the  law  inert and  
inutile. The Pharisees set themselves up as the elite, based upon their expertise 
in very complex rules and regulations.  

Jesus attracted the common people.  His teaching was simple - using   parables 
- and the Pharisees were threatened.   Jesus knew why the Pharisees and 
scribes were grumbling.  The parable of the prodigal son (which I  call  the  



parable of the prodigal father),  reveals the attitudes of the Pharisees which 
caused them to resent the salvation of sinners, rather than to rejoice in it. They 
were opposed  to  the  forgiving heart of God (in the father), the repentance of 
the sinner (in the younger brother), and the sullen joylessness of the Pharisees 
(in the older brother). This parable serves as the Lord’s final, forceful response 
to the grumbling of the Pharisees at His response to sinners. 

For the Pharisees, this was a humiliating exposure of their sin and their 
hypocrisy. It did not produce “warm, fuzzy feelings”. They saw themselves as 
opposing the  mercy  of God towards His erring  but repentant people.    

In our parable, the younger of two brothers one day approached his father with 
the request that he allocate to him his share of the inheritance earlier than 
would be customary. The father granted the son’s request. Shortly thereafter 
the son left his father, his family, his home, and departed to a distant country, 
where he squandered his possessions in a sinful lifestyle. The money eventually 
ran out, and at the same time, a famine fell upon that part of the world, bringing 
this young man to utter helplessness and want.  

The young man was forced to hire himself out as a slave, and his job was the 
most unpleasant task of caring for swine. Even the pigs, it would seem, were 
better cared for than he. It was in this state of want that the young man came 
to his senses. He recognized that he could live better as a slave of his father than 
as a slave in this foreign land. He knew that this would necessitate facing his 
father, and so he rehearsed his repentance speech - one that he was never 
allowed to finish. 

The young man realized his folly and he returned to face his father. He had 
hoped only to be received as a slave; his father received him as a son. He had 
hoped, at best, for a little bread; his father provided a banquet. The young man 
did not gain all the material possessions he had lost, but he did regain the joy 
and privileges of his status as a son. 

Jesus   did not attempt to minimize the seriousness or the foolishness of the 
sins of the younger son.  Jesus bonded with sinners and ate with them, but He 
never minimized sin. The seriousness of the younger son’s sins can only be 
understood in the light of his identity as an Israelite. As an Israelite, this young 
man would understand several things about the blessings which God promised 
to His chosen people. God was going to bless His people in the land. The young 
man left his land and went to a distant one.  This son lost a blessing; a life that 
was very distinct (holy) from the life of the gentiles. This young man went and 
lived among the gentiles as a gentile – among the pigs/swine.  



It is good for us to know that the Jews had very specific customs to assure that 
(1) the inheritance of each family was kept within the family, and that  (2) the 
children cared for their parents. This young man deserted his family, 
permanently lost his portion of the inheritance, and left his father in a 
potentially precarious position.  His father had just lost a good portion of his  
resources.  This young man had lost his ability to look after his father. This 
younger son acted in a very wicked and foolish way.  And Jesus did not attempt 
to minimize this younger son’s sin. 

In the course of our story, for an Israelite, nothing could be lower than to be 
the slave of a gentile, and to take care of the swine.  

However, according to Jesus, even if   the younger son’s sins were great, great 
also was his repentance:  he suffered from the painful consequences of his sin;  
he  suffered  hunger pangs and “came to his senses.” His actions were sinful, 
first in the sight of God, and then in the sight of men. Thus, the words of the 
son to his father, “I have sinned against heaven, and against you” in verse 
18.    The son’s repentance then led him to his father, whom he had offended, 
and to whom he acknowledged his guilt and sorrow. The son’s repentant spirit 
is reflected in his deep sense of unworthiness. He does not demand/claim any 
rights. He hopes only for mercy.  

The heart of that father never forgot the wayward son. It was no accident that 
the father saw the son coming “from a long way off” in verse 20.  The father 
ran out of the house to meet the son.   He did not even care to hear the son’s   
confession.  The son was not able to finish reciting his rehearsed lines.  The 
father quickly restored the son to his position as a son.  The father commanded 
that there be a celebration.   

The older brother was out in the fields working when the younger brother 
returned. He did not know of the younger brother’s return until his arrival 
when he heard the music coming from the house. He learned from a servant 
that his brother had returned, that the father had received him, and that a 
celebration had been called. The mention of the killing of the fattened calf is 
the “final straw” for the older brother. He became very angry and refused to go 
in to celebrate with the rest, even though this celebration was called for by the  
forgiving father.  Jesus wanted to portray His Father as a merciful Father; 
happy over the repentance of a sinner.  The Pharisees understood that the older 
brother represented them who were grumbling at the way  Jesus  received and 
bonded with  sinners. 



When the father came out to his older son, to appeal to him to join in on the 
celebration, the older son refused. The words of the older son are the key to 
understanding his desires and attitudes:  

(1) “I have worked hard, but you gave me no banquet”. It would seem that this 
older brother thought that the basis for obtaining his father’s favor was his 
work. The father’s answer suggests the opposite. As a son, the older brother 
possessed all that his father had. He did not need to work to win his father’s 
approval or blessing, he needed only to be a son.   

(2) “You have given a banquet to this son of yours, when all he did was to 
squander your money with dirty women”. This is, of course, the flip side of 
the first protest. The older brother expected to be rewarded on the basis of his 
farm work, and he would likewise have expected his younger brother to have 
been punished due to his perverted works (sins).  The older brother could not 
fathom that  it was not the younger brother’s sins which resulted in the father’s 
celebration, but in his repentance and return. The older brother not only failed 
to comprehend grace, but he resented it.  

The  expression “this son of  yours”   is  not  only very divisive and separatist  
oriental  expression;  it  was  also  disrespectful  towards his  father.  The father 
will tell him later,  “your brother”  -  meaning  not just  my son – but “your  
brother” because  both of you are  my sons.   

(3) “I have never disobeyed a command of yours”.  This older son thought 
that his works should have merited his father’s blessings.  The Pharisees, too, 
thought of themselves as having perfectly kept God’s commandments. 

Like the older brother, the Pharisees were self-righteous. Their self-
righteousness was such that they expected God’s approval and blessings. Their  
self-righteousness was such  that they  resented  the grace of God and refused  
to rejoice in it when God bestowed  that  to  repentant sinners.  They, like the  
older brother, failed to understand that God has provided salvation for all 
sinners who truly repent.  The father’s words to this son are significant: 

(1)   He reminded this older son of the blessings he had in staying home. He 
had, during those years when the younger son only had the fellowship of pagans 
and pigs, the fellowship of his father. The father said, “My child, you have 
always been with me… ” in verse  32.  This, for the older brother, was not 
enough, for he would have preferred to have been with his friends in verse  29.   

(2)   He reminded the older son that he possessed all that was his:  “… and all 
that is mine is yours” in verse 31.   



That is the way God’s grace works—it is bestowed on unworthy people, sinners, 
who do not trust in their good works, but in God’s grace. 

We need to  honestly worship  God and enjoy  His Fatherhood  towards  us.  
We are His children.  The proud older brother and  the  wayward  younger 
brother    did not  enjoy  their father’s presence  in their  lives: 

(1) while the  older  brother was “obedient and  “hard working”,  yet  he 
was not happy.  He even threw back to his father his obedience and 
hard work.             

(2) the younger son was looking for  happiness out  of his  household.  He  
only  saw his  father  as the  source of the “good things and times”.  For 
the younger son, the father was the provider of the inheritance, so he 
could indulge his fleshly desires.   

But neither son found the father desirable to be with and to enjoy his person.  

We are very much the same way with God. We most often tend to think of Him 
as the Giver, rather than as the Gift. We come to Him in prayer, not for the 
fellowship and communion we can have with Him, but for the things we want 
Him to provide for us and for our enjoyment. True worship is enjoying God 
for who He is, not just for what He gives.  

The older brother was not able to see himself as greatly blessed despite being  
with his father always. The younger son realized how blessed he was only after  
he parted  from his father.  Let us seek to enjoy our heavenly Father for Who 
He Is.  Both needed to seek God seriously and truthfully. 

Finally,  as  Jesus  wants  us to  do as  a church,  do we  welcome  the  return  of  
fallen away Catholics?   Do we seek them out?  If we understand the grace of 
God, we will seek them out and welcome them.  Let us strive to have the mind 
of Christ in warmly receiving sinners, like us.   

Remember, this is not about the prodigal son; this is about the PRODIGAL 
FATHER: lavish is HIS FORGIVING LOVE AND HIS UNDERSTANDING. 

Amen. 


