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A Father’s Love 

 

 

Opening Prayer: 

Glorious Patriarch St. Joseph, whose power makes the impossible possible, come to my aid in 

these times of anguish and difficulty.  Take under your protection the serious and troubling 

situations that I commend to you, that they may have a happy outcome.  My beloved father, all 

my trust is in you. Let it not be said that I invoked you in vain, and since you can do everything 

with Jesus and Mary, show me that your goodness is as great as your power.  Amen.   

 

(Pope Francis has prayed this prayer for the last 40 years - see footnote #10 in “Patris Corde”) 

 

Reflection: 

In “Patris Corde,” Pope Francis reflects on the parable of the merciful father and his prodigal 

sons. Timothy Keller, a Christian apologist and Presbyterian pastor in New York City, and his 

book, The Prodigal God, contributed to the following reflection… 

 

The parable is told in two acts: Act One is the lost younger brother.  Act Two is the lost elder 

brother.  Act One begins with a speech.  The younger brother comes to the father and says: 

“Father, give me my share of the estate.”  The original hearers of this parable would have been 

astounded.  They would know that if you had two sons and you died, then the estate would have 

been divided 2/3 to the elder son and 1/3 to the younger son.   The oldest always got a double 

portion of what all the other children received.   

 

And, as we know, that asking for an inheritance while the father is still alive - is to wish him 

dead.  What the younger son is saying is: “I want you stuff, but I don’t want you.  I want the 

father’s things, but I don’t want the father.  My relationship with you has been transactional.  

You have been a means to an end and I’m tired of it.  I want my stuff now.”   

 

But what is more astounding to the original hearers comes next.  Instead of driving the boy out of 

the household, with violence, if need be; this father does not do that.  What does it say?  “So he 

divided his property between them.” 

 

Our translation says, “property,” but the Greek word is “bios,” from which we get the word, 

biology.  The father is dividing his life between them.   

 

We do not understand today the relationship the people of the past had with their land.  This 

father’s estate was his land.  He would have had to sell off 1/3 of his land to give his son his 

share of the estate.  In Rodgers and Hammerstein’s, “Oklahoma,” there is a line in one of the 

theme songs that goes like this:  
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“Oh, we know we belong to the land 

And the land we belong to is grand.” 

 

“The land we belong to.”  It doesn’t say, “The land belongs to us.”  We belong to the land, which 

is something that is hard for us to grasp today.  But the people of Jesus’ time identified with the 

land.  To lose your land was to lose yourself.  And to lose part of your land was to lose your 

standing in the community, which was tied to how much land you had.  This son was asking his 

father to take his life apart, to tear apart his standing in the community - and he does.    

 

The hearers had never seen a Middle-Eastern patriarch respond like this.  This father is enduring 

the worst thing a father can endure: rejected love.  When someone treats us like this; we get mad; 

we retaliate; we get even.  We do everything we can do to diminish our affection for the person, 

so we do not hurt so much.  But this father maintains his love for his son, even under these 

circumstances.  The father endures the agony of rejected love.  

 

So the son goes off and we know the rest of the story.  Eventually he returns home and the father 

sees him from far off and he runs.  Now a Middle-Eastern patriarch did not run. Children ran.  

Women would run.  But not owners of estates.  You would have to pick up your robes and bare 

your legs - and you didn’t do that sort of thing.  But this one does.   

 

Many commentators have said that this father does not act like a father.  He acts like a mother.  

He runs to his son.  He shows absolute emotional abandon - and he kisses him.  His son then tries 

to roll out his plan, his little memorized speech: “Father, I’ve sinned against heaven and against 

you.  I’m no longer worthy to be called you son.  Treat me as one of your hired hands.”  But his 

father doesn’t let him finish his little memorized speech.  He says to his servants, “Get a robe, 

the best one, and put it on him.  Put a ring on his finger and scandals on his feet…”.  The best 

robe would be the father’s robe.  He is saying, if effect, “I’m not going to wait for you to clean 

up or take a bath.  I’m certainly not going to wait for you to prove yourself.  He says to his 

servants, “Cover my son’s nakedness and rags with a robe of my office and honor.  We are going 

to feast!  You are not going to earn your way back into the family.  I’m bringing you back!” 

 

The elder brother, of course, is furious.  He is concerned, among other things, with the cost.  The 

big deal here seems to be this calf.  He says to his father, “You gave him a calf!”  It would be a 

delicacy, at the time, to eat meat.  And if you ever had meat, it was a party.  But the biggest party 

and the greatest delicacy would be to slay a fatted calf.  The elder brother is saying: “How dare 

you use our wealth like this.  I have obeyed you.  I should have some say in this.  In other words, 

“I have some right over your things.  How dare you do this.”   

 

And he insults him.  He insults his father.  He doesn’t call his father by name, instead he say, 

“Look.”  This is an English translation that trys to get across the fact that this is a deliberate 

insult.  He’s saying, “Look you.”  He publicly humiliated his father by not going into the feast 

and then makes his father come out to speak with him.  But what does the father do?  He 

responds with a very tender, “My son.”  Actually, it could be translated, “My child - My child, I 

still want you at the feast.”  Almost every other father would have disowned him for what he had 

just done, but he still wants him at the feast. 
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By now everyone listening is on the edge of their seats.  How will the elder brother respond?  

Will he reconcile with his father?  With his brother?  And Jesus ends the parable.  He never tells 

us.  It’s a cliffhanger.   

 

A lot of people struggle with the idea in the Bible that God is a Father.  “It’s too patriarchal,” 

they say.  “Fathers are hard and they are harsh and condemning.  Fathers mean rules and control.  

I want a loving God, a sensitive God, a forgiving God.  A God who welcomes reconciliation and 

relationship.”  We know many people come from homes of abuse and addiction.  Reading Fr. 

Greg Boyle’s books about his work with the gangs in Los Angeles will fill out many of these 

horrendous details that drive young men and women into the gang lifestyle.  In working with 

young people in the Caribbean, many teenage girls were angry with their fathers because they 

were not around.  Neighbors and teachers had to write love letters to them on C.O.R. (Christ in 

Others) retreats.  

 

But Jesus, more than anyone else in history, called God, “Father.”  He was the first person to 

address God as Father.  And every single time he addressed God in the Bible, except once, he 

calls Him Father.  The idea of God as Father is rare in the Old Testament.  But Jesus lifts it up 

and explains what he means by it.  Jesus gives us a father in the parable unlike any father at that 

time - the emotional abandon, his generosity, and his willingness to receive the agony of rejected 

love. 

 

Here is what Jesus is saying: “You know, I’m sorry a lot of you have had fathers that are cold 

and distant or even hurtful.  But my Father is not like that.”  For all of God’s power and majesty, 

God is loving.  God is long-suffering.  God is longing for us - God loves us!  He loves you. 

 

Jesus brought together traits and attributes about the majesty of God and the meekness of God; 

about the power of God and the tenderness of God.  And then he said, “This is who God is.”  No 

one had ever described God in these ways.  He redefines God.   

 

He also redefines sin.  In the younger brother act, Jesus gives us a picture of sin that is 

traditional.  Any Pharisee or religious person would look at the younger brother and say, “Yes, 

that’s sin.”  Prostitutes - check.  Dissolute living - check.  Self-indulgence - check.  Insulting his 

father - check.  That is sin.   

 

But then Jesus turns the table in the Second Act.  There are two sons.  One is very, very good and 

one is very, very bad - and they are both alienated from the father’s love.  *Each one of them 

wanted the father’s things, but not the father.  *Each of them used the father to get what they 

really loved.  They didn’t love the father.  They used the father to get what they loved: the status, 

the wealth, the power.  One did it by being very good and the other did it by being very bad.  

They are both lost.  The bad one is lost in his badness, but the good one is lost in his goodness.  

(Who are the hardest penitents to deal with?  The people who begin with all the good things they 

are doing.) 

 

And in the end, it is the bad son who is saved.  And the good son, as far as we know, is lost.  It 

goes against everything that people believe.  The lover of prostitutes is saved and the man of 

moral rectitude is lost.   
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And it gets worse. The good son was not lost in spite of his goodness.  He was lost because of it.  

He himself said, this is why I reject my father.  This is why I will not go into the feast - because 

“I never disobeyed you.”  It’s not his sins keeping him from the father - it’s his goodness!  He is 

proud of his goodness.  It’s not his sins keeping him from the father, it’s his righteousness. 

 

Jesus redefines salvation because what he says we need is the initiating love of the Father.  The 

father, in the parable of the two lost sons, goes out to each.  He goes out to the younger brother 

and he kisses him before he repents.  The repentance does not trigger the kiss - the kiss facilitates 

the repentance.  We are never going to seek God, unless God the Father seeks us.   

 

Remember that Jesus is telling this story to Pharisees, although the tax-collectors and sinners are 

crowding in to hear, as well.  He is telling this story to the religious leaders who are going to kill 

him.  And, yet, Jesus has the father in the story going out and pleading with the elder son (the 

Pharisees) to come in.  Jesus is telling the Pharisees - and us - that we need to repent from 

something besides sins.  I said that carefully.  We need to learn how to repent from something 

besides sins.  The younger brother had a lot of sins to repent from.  He had his list.  The elder 

brother, who is lost, has nothing on his list.  He said, “I have always obeyed you,” and the father 

does not contradict him.   

 

So, how does a person who is lost, with no sins on his list, get right with God?  First, we know, 

there is no such thing as a person who is sinless except the Blessed Virgin Mary, and that was by 

a special grace from God.  When the Pharisees sinned, they repented.  I’m sure they felt terrible 

about their sins.  But when they were done repenting, they were still Pharisees.  The Pharisee 

obeys God to get things.  The Christian obeys God to get God.   

 

We have to see what it cost the Father to bring us home.  The only time that Jesus didn’t call 

God, “Father,” was on the cross.  “My God, my God, why have you abandoned me?”  Jesus had 

everything his Father had, yet he shares it with us at the ultimate cost to himself.   
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