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Happy are they whose transgressions are forgiven,
and whose sin is put away.
Psalm 32:1

andan dealfor humanbelavor, hasbemme mich cebasd n our cortemporaly ciety.
For exanple, many & you mayhae fenthe gory onthe front page dlag Sundays
Baltimore Sun. The headine read,'Famly puts angr
to reg by forgiving kiler.”? Here'show the $ory in
the paper bem:

This $ory about the prodigal son is on one legébm of forgiveness.ofgiveness, as a quality

“Long before he sat in a Baltimore courtroom to
hearthe 60yearprison senene, kefore hehugged
his family ard wakedou to face epaters, even
before pdice hadaresed his son'skiller, Gerald
Jones had made his decision. biglavforgive. In
Novenber20@®, dnes 33yearold on, Brian
O’Neil Jones waskilledon a ¢reetin Canon. Brain
Jones—a husbard, father of three, sftware emireer
andvolunteerhigh £hool baketal caach &
Cadinal Gibbons—wasthe vctim of an apaenty
unprovoked $ooting.

“Amid the shockrd mourning, Gerald Jones found
peace ‘It wasnt easy, he sgs. It redly wesnt easy
beau | wodd like for my ®nto be #ting rere.’

But, he add, ‘The aly way Icanive my Ife each

day vithout the idea of widing to do something to
this guybe@u® hésdone mething you, the aly

Rembrandt van Rijn, “The Return of the Prodigal Son,”
1668. The State Hermitage Museum, St. Petersburg
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way Ican @ thatisto forgive hm. Evertually, hiswife, sirviving on anddawghter-in-law pinedhim.”

It'sa hed-wrendiing,bu atthe ametime alovely gory. The tuth isthat we’ve cane egetaly

to a plae that anet of Christian fagivenssis ® noteworthy, eveso are, that it's worth running
the stoy on the front page of a maprban Sunday pap@As touching as the sgas, it cannot
erase the tragedyhied it, nor should any of us@gristians be proud dfe fact that ancaof
Chrgtian brgivenes hasbeome sicha iare conmodity.

Thismarning’s gopel gory isoh 0 famliar to all of us caledof couse, te sory of the podigal

son. Weve dl gaked a aim to ome pat of this paabk, anl it's beome ®mething d ayaddick

to measure where \iadl on a ontinuum in family dymnaics. | sispect that I'm talking largéd a
roomful of“elde sons,” although | may ta a smattering of “forgiving parents” andyward
chidren” We candelatethis endesly: Wasthe fathera fodl, firs for giving his dissolute ©n his
inhelitanceealy, andsecandaiily a ool for takng hs waywaa son back Waslife realy  parchel

for this elcer son ashe sid who nonethekes no doult lived the god life beaus ofhis fathers
wedth? Was the younger son merdlpwand manipulave? And ultimatelyhat does this have to
do with eny of us?

Let me ty to ge usou of the® wits. Letme @ it thisway:Next Satuwday,on March 24, he world
commemorates the martyrdom o€sishop Oscar Romero of El Sdtwa who was shot and
killed in D80 whiléhe céebrated HolyYCommunion, tathe Lord’sable, bypartisans athe
oppresive govemment | wantusto corsder two thingsaswe hink abait Archlashop Ramelo this
morning.In aninterview thathe @ve wo weeksebre hs deah, he ealzedin how muwch danger
he Ived, but before the man wio wauld kill him exen pulledthe tigger, Raneo saidin an
interview,

| have frequently be¢hreatened wi death. | mustay tha, as a Christian, | do not
belewe indeah but in the resurrecton. ... Youcan ellthem,if they siceedin
killing me, hatl padon them ard | bles those who may cany out the Klling2

How could Rmero fogive his killestwo weé&s before they did thisprehensible thing? | think
the key to thatam be found in his other writings, and that will bring us back to the story of the
prodigalson. Thisisthe fcod thing | wantyouto corsider this marning: Ronero wrote, “We

must overdrn © many idols, the idol of self ficg all.” We bring theitlol of the self,” firisto the
story of the prodigal son, and secaitgléo our lives, and the idol of self gets in the way both of
our ability to forgve, and seondly to our finding God. L& meshowv how this waks.

In many egeds, this gory of the poodigalsonis'’t told by E3isto provide usa lesonin

forgiveness at dl, bu ratherto teach s abait God. It is pat of the dol of the €Ifthat we hae
appropriated thigary foroursglves, as humanibgs. The idol ofedf insis$: This $ory is not
abait God; it'sabait ouselves Raher, ard cbserto the truth, esusisteachng s abait God’s

3 Archbishop Oscar Romero, Voice of the Voiceless: The Four Pastoral Letters and Other Statements (Maryknoll, NY:
Orbis Books, 1985), p. 50-51.
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mery, ad how Gad rejdcesbath in his ownungtinting, avng &ts of mecy, ad secandly,
engiresthat rone ofuswill be It to God be@aug Gal hasforgiven s andwelomed s home.

But lets look backto the gory of the piodigalson, ard lets put ourselhesinto the sory—not as

some idolized nracharater, but as a sinner needing forgivenesa® igine ourselves to be

most like the elder son, slyrour “idol of the self’ is right there beside us, extolling all of our hard
work and our abiding hige rules. Ifve @e more like the youagson, oufidol of the self” tells us
that we aleadyowntoday vihatis coning o ustomorrow, andit’'sour money ard wecan perd it
howeve we peag. Only the father hasa bggerpicture ofthe irterrelatonshipsin this family,

exblling to the éder son how heshould cu his brothersome dackandrejace n hishomeoming.

If we ®e hisgory to be ore lesabait God ard more abait forgiveness, OscarRonero’s

observation about the “idol of the self” takes sway in dity abinability to forgive. If everything
is all about ourselves—our victimhood, our painubferiag—then it becomes very difficult,
perhaps even impossible tayfee. If, howeer, we an look bgond ourselves, and understand our
lives as a reflection of God’s mercy at work, then forgsremneuch easier.

It boils down 1 this: if we ae living ou the dal of the €If, forgivenessisbut one @tion, andoften
not a very tiractive onetahat. If we can throw off the idol of the self, and live with Gtheka
certer of our lives mercy isnat anoption, but just aswe dlhave leenforgiven,forgivenes ratheris
a maxae anda way blife.
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