Homily for the Sunday of the Prodigal Son:
The Link Between Repentance and Forgiveness

Sunday, February 16, 2025

In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit, Amen.

Today, the Church offers us the powerful and moving parable of the Prodigal Son, a story that
is familiar to many but always rich in its depths. The Church places this parable before us,
especially as we approach the season of Great Lent, reminding us of the vital relationship
between repentance and forgiveness.

At the heart of this parable lies the theme of return — the return of the lost son to his father. And
so, we must first recognize that the essence of repentance is not simply an act of sorrow but the
turning back to God, the true Father. It is this returning that opens the door to forgiveness. The
Prodigal Son’s journey is a picture of each of our own spiritual lives, and it is in his repentance
that we witness how the grace of forgiveness floods into our lives.

Let us first recall the story. In his youthful folly, the younger son asks for his inheritance and
leaves for a distant land. There, he squanders all he has in wasteful living, until famine strikes,
and he finds himself in destitution, feeding pigs —an image of total degradation for a Jewish
audience. In this moment of crisis, he remembers his father’s house and decides to return. He
prepares a heartfelt confession, recognizing his unworthiness, yet trusting in his father’s mercy.
The father, upon seeing him from a distance, runs to him, embraces him, and forgives him
completely, restoring him with great joy.

Repentance is not just a change of heart; it is a radical turning of the whole person back to God.
St. John Chrysostom speaks beautifully of repentance in his Homily 72 on Matthew, where he
says, "Repentance is the mother of salvation, and forgiveness is the fruit of repentance." The
Prodigal Son, in the moment of despair, realizes that his life apart from his father is
meaningless. His repentance is not simply sorrow for his actions; it is a realization of his need
for his father, a longing to be restored to communion with him.

Repentance, in this sense, is not merely about regret or guilt but about seeking restoration, a
return to a relationship with God. As St. Basil the Great teaches, "Repentance is the beginning of
salvation, the source of mercy, and the origin of divine comfort." It is not a punishment but a
way of opening ourselves to the loving embrace of God. The father did not wait for the son to
come with perfect repentance but simply welcomed his return with open arms. This shows that
repentance, though necessary, is never about perfection; it is about the sincerity of the desire to
turn back.

But just as repentance is essential, so too is forgiveness. The father’s response to his son is the
key to understanding God’s boundless mercy. When the son returns, he is ready to confess his
sin and ask for forgiveness, but the father does not even let him finish his words. Instead, he



embraces him, orders a feast, and publicly declares his joy. This is the nature of God’s
forgiveness: it is not conditional upon our worthiness but is freely given, as a gift of love.

St. Gregory the Great explains that "God forgives because of His mercy, not because of our
worth." It is important to note that the son’s actions did not obligate the father to forgive him.
The father’s forgiveness was a gift, an outpouring of love. In the same way, God forgives us not
because we deserve it but because He loves us with an eternal and unchanging love. The
forgiveness we receive is not something earned or merited but is the fruit of God’s grace alone.

St. Maximus the Confessor speaks of forgiveness as the restoration of divine love, saying,
“Forgiveness restores the image of God within us.” In forgiving the Prodigal Son, the father
does not merely pardon him; he restores his dignity, his place in the family, and his identity as a
beloved son. This is how God's forgiveness works — it restores our relationship with Him and
helps us to recover our true selves, made in His image.

Repentance and forgiveness are inseparable. Repentance prepares the way for forgiveness, but
it is forgiveness that heals and restores. Without repentance, forgiveness would not have the
opportunity to take root in the heart. And without forgiveness, repentance would be an exercise
in futility, unable to heal the brokenness in our souls. The two are intimately linked, for
repentance is the acknowledgment of our need for God’s forgiveness, and forgiveness is the
response of God’s boundless mercy.

As St. Isaac the Syrian says, “True repentance is the knowledge of the greatness of God’s
mercy.” It is the recognition that despite our faults, God’s love is greater, and His willingness to
forgive is limitless. The Prodigal Son does not need to prove his worthiness —his repentance is
enough for his father to embrace him. In the same way, God does not wait for us to be perfect
before He forgives us; He waits for us to turn to Him in humility and trust.

Brothers and sisters, this Sunday of the Prodigal Son calls us all to reflect on our own lives and
the state of our relationship with God. The father in the parable was always waiting for his
son’s return, just as God is always ready to embrace us when we turn to Him. But we must take
the first step: we must recognize our need for Him and turn to Him in repentance. In this, we
open ourselves to receive His forgiveness, which is always more abundant and powerful than
our sins.

As we prepare for Great Lent, let us heed the call to repentance, not as a burden but as an
invitation to restore our relationship with God. Let us embrace the reality that no matter how
far we have gone astray, we can always return to the loving embrace of our heavenly Father.
For, as St. Cyril of Alexandria reminds us, “God never ceases to forgive the repentant soul.”
May we, like the Prodigal Son, turn to Him with contrite hearts, trusting in His mercy, and
receive the forgiveness that heals, restores, and transforms us.

Amen



