HOMILY for the 4th. Sunday of Lent, March 14th., 2010
“This brother of yours was dead”

It is now six years almost to the day since terrorists planted bombs in trains taking commuters into Madrid, killing 191, injuring 1700 and bringing down the Spanish government.   Ostensibly the attack was in revenge for Spain’s involvement in Iraq.
The parish priest in Alcalá, one of the towns most affected, said:  “Terrorists are not human, they do not reason”.    

It is understandable that he said this at such a time, but it is not actually true.    Terrorists do reason.   We maybe say they reason perversely, cruelly, criminally.   Depending on one’s cause, some would say they reason rightly.

A rabid animal which goes berserk is put down;  a human is a human.    A human reasons, and in the case of a criminal human, the door is always open to repentance.

The Catechism of the Catholic Church wobbled in its statements on the death penalty in its two edition of 1992 and 1997, finally “not excluding it, if it is the only possible way of effectively defending human lives against an unjust aggressor”, though also including some words of Pope John Paul II (1995):  “with the steady improvement in the penal system such cases are very rare if not practically non-existent”.

Many no longer very religious countries have abolished the death penalty.   The USA, one of the most religious countries in the world, retains it.

Is repentance a more beautiful thing than retribution?

But why are we talking about capital punishment with the Gospel of the Prodigal Son?   Nobody’s really dead, are they?    Anyway, it’s a parable, so it’s really about God, “and that’s different”.    This enables us to spiritualise the story and make it remote from our experience.    But to the ancients, ‘killing God’ and ‘killing humans’ were part of one world view.

For the younger son does kill his father, we may say.   He wants the inheritance, then and there.   That is like saying:  “I kill you and I take your money”.
The famine which follows can symbolise the terrible spiritual state which may result – and here does result – from awareness of what one has done.     The son could have used the money differently, growing fat like criminals on the Costa del Sol.     In fact his life becomes a total void.

Of course we may say there are tensions within this family and the boy wishes to escape them.   Life, after all, is unfair.   God does not give us all equally the material blessings with which to celebrate – though we do notice that the father says to the older son that all he has is his.     True, conditions may explain crime, though they hardly condone crime.

When the son leaves, the father stays.   He does not go searching.   In that case, he could have gone in the wrong direction and landed up ever further away from his son.    He needs to be at home.   But he is waiting at the door.   The wait is more painful for him than the famine for the boy.     Forgiveness is more painful for the victim than repentance for the criminal.

How often people long for repentance which does not come.    That is why people were dismayed when Doctor Harold Shipman committed suicide.   There was then no chance of him saying ‘sorry’ for the awful things he did to patients.

Sometimes forgiveness is given when there is no repentance:  one thinks of the father of the victim of the Enniskillen War Memorial bombing in 1987.      Sometimes there is beautiful repentance:  take the case of St. Maria Goretti, murdered in 1902 by her neighbour Alessandro Serenelli who was trying to violate her.   For years Serenelli remained in jail a hardened criminal, but eventually his heart was moved;  when Maria was canonised in 1950, the murderer knelt in St. Peter’s for Communion beside the victim’s mother.

These are hard and rare cases, but who said repentance was easy?    All the same, repentance does not bring with it a lowering of status.    The Prodigal Son is still his father’s son, not a hired servant.

The father divided the property;  the older son had received just as much.    But hard-heartedness can kill just as much as his younger brother’s wantonness.

Lavish spending, lavish forgiveness.   But the two can’t be held together in a balance sheet.   After the end of the terrible civil war in Rwanda, a system to “citizen’s justice” was necessary to deal with no fewer than 100,000 perpetrators of atrocities.    They admitted guilt, received up to 2 years in local custody and then had to be released back into the community.   No doubt with feelings of fear, anger and resigned acceptance.   But there was no other way.

The bishop of Alcalá, preaching at a Requiem for the terrorist bomb victims, reminded everybody:  “There is a divine justice from which nobody can escape”.    This indeed must be true, for we are all under God.   We may wonder about those who see the light to repent after this world – have they left it too late?    Texts of Scripture seem to disagree.

The Prodigal Son might not have repented, and would have wasted away.    God’s mercy cannot force itself on anybody.    God’s justice is certainly necessary for the completion of the world.   But “justice” means balancing one’s own rights against others’ needs.    God, as represented by the father of this parable, is not concerned only with his own rights.   He is not sitting in his study waiting for the grovelling knock at the door.    He knows the need for rehabilitation for his sinful creation.    And so he spends himself in love for what he has made.
