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Happy are they whose transgressions are forgiven,
and whose sin is put away.

Psalm 32:1

This story about the prodigal son is on one level a story of forgiveness. Forgiveness, as a quality
and an ideal for human behavior, has become much debased in our contemporary society.
For example, many of you may have seen the story on the front page of last Sunday’s

Baltimore Sun. The headline read, “Family puts anger
to rest by forgiving killer.”  Here’s how the story in2

the paper began:

“Long before he sat in a Baltimore courtroom to
hear the 60-year prison sentence, before he hugged
his family and walked out to face reporters, even
before police had arrested his son’s killer, Gerald
Jones had made his decision. He would forgive. In
November 2005, Jones’ 33-year-old son, Brian
O’Neil Jones, was killed on a street in Canton. Brain
Jones—a husband, father of three, software engineer
and volunteer high school basketball coach at
Cardinal Gibbons—was the victim of an apparently
unprovoked shooting.

“Amid the shock and mourning, Gerald Jones found
peace. ‘It wasn’t easy,’ he says. ‘It really wasn’t easy
because I would like for my son to be sitting here.’
But, he adds, ‘The only way I can live my life each
day without the idea of wanting to do something to
this guy because he’s done something you, the only
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way I can do that is to forgive him. Eventually, his wife, surviving son and daughter-in-law joined him.’”

It’s a heart-wrenching, but at the same time a lovely story. The truth is that we’ve come regrettably
to a place that an act of Christian forgiveness is so noteworthy, even so rare, that it’s worth running
the story on the front page of a major urban Sunday paper. As touching as the story is, it cannot
erase the tragedy behind it, nor should any of us as Christians be proud of the fact that an act of
Christian forgiveness has become such a rare commodity.

This morning’s gospel story is oh so familiar to all of us, called of course, the story of the prodigal
son. We’ve all staked a claim to some part of this parable, and it’s become something of a yardstick
to measure where we fall on a continuum in family dynamics. I suspect that I’m talking largely to a
roomful of “elder sons,” although I may have a smattering of “forgiving parents” and “wayward
children.” We can debate this endlessly: Was the father a fool, first for giving his dissolute son his
inheritance early, and secondarily a fool for taking his wayward son back? Was life really so parched
for this elder son as he said, who nonetheless no doubt lived the good life because of his father’s
wealth? Was the younger son merely callow and manipulative? And ultimately what does this have to
do with any of us?

Let me try to get us out of these ruts. Let me do it this way: Next Saturday, on March 24, the world
commemorates the martyrdom of Archbishop Oscar Romero of El Salvador, who was shot and
killed in 1980  while he celebrated Holy Communion, at the Lord’s table, by partisans of the
oppressive government. I want us to consider two things as we think about Archbishop Romero this
morning. In an interview that he gave two weeks before his death, he realized in how much danger
he lived, but before the man who would kill him even pulled the trigger, Romero said in an
interview, 

I have frequently been threatened with death. I must say that, as a Christian, I do not
believe in death but in the resurrection. ... You can tell them, if they succeed in
killing me, that I pardon them, and I bless those who may carry out the killing.3

How could Romero forgive his killers two weeks before they did this reprehensible thing? I think
the key to that can be found in his other writings, and that will bring us back to the story of the
prodigal son. This is the second thing I want you to consider this morning: Romero wrote, “We
must overturn so many idols, the idol of self first of all.”  We bring the “idol of the self,” first to the4

story of the prodigal son, and secondarily to our lives, and the idol of self gets in the way both of
our ability to forgive, and secondly to our finding God. Let me show how this works.

In many respects, this story of the prodigal son isn’t told by Jesus to provide us a lesson in
forgiveness at all, but rather to teach us about God. It is part of the idol of the self that we have
appropriated this story for ourselves, as human beings. The idol of self insists: This story is not
about God; it’s about ourselves. Rather, and closer to the truth, Jesus is teaching us about God’s
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mercy, and how God rejoices both in his own unstinting, saving acts of mercy, and secondly,
ensures that none of us will be lost to God because God has forgiven us and welcomed us home. 

But let’s look back to the story of the prodigal son, and let’s put ourselves into the story—not as
some idolized main character, but as a sinner needing forgiveness. If we imagine ourselves to be
most like the elder son, surely our “idol of the self” is right there beside us, extolling all of our hard
work and our abiding by the rules. If we are more like the younger son, our “idol of the self” tells us
that we already own today what is coming to us tomorrow, and it’s our money, and we can spend it
however we please. Only the father has a bigger picture of the interrelationships in this family,
extolling to the elder son how he should cut his brother some slack and rejoice in his homecoming.

If we see this story to be one less about God and more about forgiveness, Oscar Romero’s
observation about the “idol of the self” takes sway in our ability or inability to forgive. If everything
is all about ourselves—our victimhood, our pain, our suffering—then it becomes very difficult,
perhaps even impossible to forgive. If, however, we can look beyond ourselves, and understand our
lives as a reflection of God’s mercy at work, then forgiveness is much easier.

It boils down to this: if we are living out the idol of the self, forgiveness is but one option, and often
not a very attractive one at that. If we can throw off the idol of the self, and live with God at the
center of our lives, mercy is not an option, but just as we all have been forgiven, forgiveness rather is
a mandate and a way of life.
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