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T MAY seem a bir odd for the Church to present to us,

as we are still in the early part of the Lenten fast and ab-
stinence, the image ofa great banquet. Yer on the Saturda}r
before the third Sunda:,f of Lent, we are given for our con-
sideration the Gospel of the Pmdigal Son. This parable has
such cIepth and compl-:xit}r that one could ponder it dur-
ing all of Lent and still not plumb its riches. But for now, I
want to look at just one aspect of it — the great banquet the
father sets up for his long-lost son.

The Latin word for b:mquet is convivium — from which we
get our English notion of cunviviality, which is ﬁnding joy in
the company of others, usuaﬂ}' with festive food and drink.
The image of a convivium is a power{:ul and recurrent one in
scriprure. We have onl}' to think of references to the great wed-
rling feast of the Lamb, and Christ’s own parablts of wedding
feasts. We recall his own contribution of an unseeml}' quantity
of excellent wine at the Wedding feast of Cana. We migl‘it recall
too how he was criticized b‘_f the scribes and Pharisees for his
convivia]it}', for ]::—:anueting with pul:-]icans and sinners. I sus-
pect we rarelj,f picture our Saviour as h:wing a g-::rod time in the
company of others -- enjoying life, friendship, festive food and
drink. But c]ear]y his cunviviality was apparent Enough to cause
scandal to the scmpu]ous observers who criticized him for not
being sober and self-denying as John the Baptist had been. (Of
course, our Lord points out wr}'ly that these critics didn't rﬁaﬂy
have much use for John the Baptist either.)

We see the image of the convivium again in reference to the
ho]y Eucharist -- O sacrum convivium: “O sacred Banquer, in
which Christ is received, the memory of his Passion recalled,
the mind is filled wich grace, and a p]edgﬁ of future glcrrj,f given
to us.”

Thus we should not be surprised to find, in the pnrable where
Christ wishes to show us the pmdi ga] and unstinting love of his
Father toward his w:mdering and faithless sons and daughters,
the image of a great convivium. Note the app]ication of the
term Prodigal to the father, for it is he who is the true prudiga]

— thart is, prudigiuus and uncalcu]ating in his endless and un-



conditional love for his wasteful son. The sentiment of the elder
son should not be lost on us: why waste our fatted calf on this
wastrel brother? And isn't there a part of us that resonates to
the elder brother'’s resentment and rancor at the sound of merri-
ment for this returned and most unde serving bum of a brother?
“And he was angry, and would not go in.”

Here is the very heart of the parable. We all grasp (though
rarely to the depth the parable calls us) the fachomless and rap-
turous love of the father for the returning son. But we miss the
problem that afflicts the elder son — which is our problem. It is
this: for years we, like the elder son, have lived in the presence of
a father whose love has no bounds, whose Cl]ﬂ\’i\’iﬂlit‘;’ extends
even to those who have spurned and abandoned him, whose
love —on the return of the prodigal son — can only express itself
in a superfluity of joy, celebration and merriment, loading the
prudigal with riches and honours. The behaviour of this father
is not a momentary flash of relief or JOY, bur the proﬁ:-und ex-
pression of his deepest and permanent character — of a fathom-
less love and joy that seeks only to welcome and celebrate the
lost and wandering soul whose return he has been longing for
and awaiting: “...but when [the son] was yet a great way off, his
father saw him, and had compassion, and fell on his neck, and

kissed him.” Imagine having a father such as this!
And yet we do have such a Father; though we have so often

and for so long turned away from him, that we forget with what
love he longs to embrace and welcome us home to himself. Are
we not very much more like the elder son, knowing the father,
yet not ever really learning his love and compassion? Have not
you and I lived for years in God’s house yet never plumbed the
depth of a love that welcomes and embraces the repulsive and
undeserving? How can the elder brother have lived with such a
father and not learned about convivinm — the joy that is proper
to the return of the prodigal to his father’s house, to the very
heart and center of all conviviality? The salutary warning for
us in the exarnple of the elder son is this: unless and unril we let
our hearts become like that of our father — boundless in love —
the very conviviality and joy of his house (heaven) will be hell
for us, a source of resentment and hatred. God freely and always
holds out to us the unmerited gift of infinite joy and life with
him, endless presence at his convivium; yet unless in this life
{:Lnd in this Lent) we learn to have hearts like his, luving sinners
even before they repent, then even God’s love will seem repel-
lent to us, and his convivium — his hen\'cnly banquet and joyful
teast — will be our hell. Though heartily welcomed, we, like the
elder son, will be angry and not go in. And there is no other
banquet, no other convivium apart from this.

May our pmdigal and loving God, through our Lenten obser-
vance, remold and fashion our hearts like unto his — that having
grown Pmdigiﬂus in love we may, with free and happy hearts, be
prepa red to enter into the great convivium that is the very life of

the holy and blessed Trinity and of all the souls in heaven. §
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