The Sunday of The Prodigal Son
Commemorated on February 12

The Sunday after the Sunday of the Publican and the Pharisee is the Sunday of the Prodigal Son which is the next Sunday in the preparation for Great Lent. This parable of God's forgiveness calls us to come to ourselves" as did the prodigal son, to see ourselves as being "in a far country" far from the Father's house, and to make the journey of return to God. We are given every assurance by the Master that our heavenly Father will receive us with joy and gladness. We must only "arise and go," confessing our self-inflicted and sinful separation from that "home" where we truly belong (Luke 15:11-24). 

After the Polyeleion at Matins, we first hear the lenten hymn "By the Waters of Babylon." It will be sung for the next two Sundays before Lent begins, and it serves to reinforce the theme of exile in today's Gospel.

++++++++++++++++

The second preparatory Sunday of Great Lent is termed the "Sunday of the Prodigal Son." In the touching parable of the Prodigal Son read during Liturgy, the Holy Church teaches us to rely on the mercy of God, provided we have sincerely repented of our sins. On this Sunday and the succeeding two Sundays, during the Polyeleos at the All-night Vigil, Psalm 136 is chanted: By the waters of Babylon, there we sat down and we wept when we remembered Sion... This psalm describes the suffering of the Jews during the Babylonian captivity and their longing for their fatherland. The words of this psalm teach us about our spiritual captivity, the captivity to sin, and that we should aspire towards our spiritual fatherland, the Heavenly Kingdom.

The final words of this psalm scandalize many with reference to Blessed shall be he who shall seize and dash thine infants (those of the Babylonians) against the rock! Of course, the literal meaning of these words is brutal and unacceptable for the Christian, for the Lord Himself taught us to love and bless our enemies and to worship God in spirit and truth. These words gain a pure and lofty significance with a Christian and spiritual nature, for they mean, "Blessed is he who has a firm resolve to break, on the rock of faith, the newly forming evil thoughts and desires (as it were in their infant state) before they mature into evil deeds and habits."
++++++++++++++++

THE PRODIGAL SON
     Today’s Gospel reading reminds us that we must repent before we can hope of returning to the Father. “I have recklessly forgotten Thy glory, O Father, and among sinners I have scattered the riches Thou gave me. And now I cry to Thee as the Prodigal: I have sinned before Thee, O merciful Father; receive me a penitent and make me as one of Thy hired servants.” (Today’s Kontakion)

     We also learn from the Gospel that no matter how great our sins are when we come to our senses and repent, God the Father will welcome us and forgive us. 

++++++++++++++++++++
 Sunday of the Prodigal Son -  Today  -  Luke 15:11-32

     The Prodigal took his inheritance early, wasted it, and then found himself a non-person in a foreign land. He returned to his father and home, hoping to be at least admitted as a servant, instead, his father welcomed him and returned him to his former position as a beloved son. Likewise, God does not simply restore a repentant sinner to the grace he might have possessed before sinning. He bestows on him the greatest grace he could receive.

     As we proceed on the path to Great Lent, we are also called to return to God in repentance, and God will accept us as His beloved children.

NEXT SUNDAY:  The Sunday of Meat Fare or the Last Judgment

COMMENTARY ON THE PARABLE OF THE PRODIGAL SON

The parable of the prodigal son is known so well that some of its phrases have passed into ordinary spoken language. We all remember book illustrations relating to it from our childhood.

Christ's parable of the prodigal son replies to the reproaches of the Pharisees that "He receiveth sinners, and eateth with them" (Luke 15:2). Christ forgives them and calls sinners to repentance, saying "there is joy in the presence of the angels of God over one sinner that repenteth" (Luke 15:10). All three of these parables-the good shepherd, the lost sheep, and the prodigal son, stress forgiveness in the final time, are found in chapter 15 of the Gospel according to Luke

This parable is inexhaustible; its themes, too many to count. Every man who studies it with reverence, finds consolation for his anxiety about his own soul.

The first theme of the parable is history - God's chosen people and the pagan nations. The elder son in the parable could be Israel, and the younger son, the pagans. According to Protopresbyter Michael Pomazansky, this parable may summarize the Old Testament period, when men committed the original sin and withdrew from God. "The Father grieves over the departure of the beloved son. But, not infringing upon his filial dignity and filial freedom, He waits until the son himself, on having come to know all the bitterness of evil, and having remembered his past life in the Father's home, begins to yearn for this home and opens his heart to the Father's love. Thus it was with the human race."

The second theme is guilt. The parable of the prodigal son is read at the Liturgy on the third preparatory Sunday before Great Lent, when the faithful prepare to cleanse themselves from sin through the endeavor [podvig] of repentance. 

Its third theme is repentance: the gradual, inner process of the sinner's turning towards full repentance, which calls for awareness of his fall, his sincere remorse, and his humble conversion of spirit toward the Heavenly Father.

Its fourth theme is the Church and her Liturgy. According to the Synaxarion for the Sunday of the Prodigal Son, the best robe, in which the father arrays his son who has returned, is the Mystery of Baptism; the ring and seal of the Holy Spirit is the Mystery of Chrismation; the feast with the eating of the fatted calf is the Eucharist, the Mystery of Communion. The music and dancing are symbols of the Church celebration of her restored fullness and oneness.

The fifth theme is the Savior Himself, Who appears as the Eucharistic slaughtered calf, referred to in Scripture as "the Lamb of God, which taketh away the sin of the world" (John 1:29).

The elder son represents envy, legalism and need for mutual, brotherly forgiveness. The younger, prodigal son is all fallen mankind as well as each individual sinner. His portion of goods, that is, the younger son's share of the property, are God's gifts to each man. According to Bishop Ignatius Brianchaninov, these are "the mind and heart, and especially the grace of the Holy Spirit, given to each Christian. The demand made to the father for the portion of goods falling to the son in order to use it arbitrarily is the striving of man to throw submissiveness to God off from himself and to follow his own thoughts and desires. The father's consent to hand over the property depicts the absolute authority with which God has honored man in the use of God's gifts."

Having taken his portion, the younger son departs to a far country, a foreign place of estrangement from God. There he stops thinking of his father and "lives riotously," in a life of sin that alienates him further from the Creator. He quickly squanders his property, his share of God's gifts of mind, heart, and body. His poverty is spiritual desolation. Such a man does not really control what brings him pleasure. It controls him. This is why Apostle Paul warns Christians: "I will not be brought under the power of any [thing]" (I Corinthians 6:12).

One Church thinker has written: "This far country, this foreign land reveals to us the profound essence of our life, of our condition. Only after having understood this, can we begin the return to real life. He, who has not felt this at least once in his life, who has never realized that he is spiritually in a foreign land, isolated, exiled, will not understand the essence of Christianity. And he, who is completely "at home" in this world, who has not experienced a yearning for another reality, will not comprehend what repentance and remorse are . . . Remorse and repentance are born out of the experience of alienation from God, from the joy of communion with Him . . . It necessarily includes in itself the profound desire to come back, to return, to find anew the lost home."

Before Great Lent, beginning with the Sunday of the prodigal son, the Church chants the psalm "By the waters of Babylon," to remind us of the captivity of the Jews in that far country. This same captivity in sin alienates the Christian from God. But this psalm likewise speaks of repentance, love, and return to the father's home.

Having lost his inheritance, the younger son begins to hunger. To survive, he herds pigs as a swineherd. And he would gladly eat the swine's food-"with the husks," but no one would give him any. A saving thought awakens in him: "How many hired servants of my father's have bread enough and to spare, and I perish with hunger!"

The prodigal son could recall this fact because he had not dissipated his one remaining gift--memory of his father and his home, which amounts to his conscience (God's voice within us). And here, conscience life returns and he understands his terrible situation. Resolve comes to him, to forsake his sins and to repent his offences to the Lord. Finally, his humility, repentance, and awareness of his unworthiness bring the sinner back to the father.

When God allows calamities to sinners, He brings them to their senses. They are God's call to repentance.

Bishop Theophan the Recluse compares the typical sinner to a man in a deep sleep. In man's turning to God, the recluse finds three psychological moments that match the parable: (1) awakening from the sleep of sin (Luke 15:17); (2) the ripening of resolve to forsake sin and to dedicate himself to pleasing God (Luke 15:17-21); and (3) investing the sinner with power in the mysteries of repentance and communion.

The vivid parable image of this father of two sons stands for the Heavenly Father. The Father is the primary allegory of the parable, Whose goodness exceeds all human concepts, in His love for the sinner and His joy when the prodigal son's returns to Him. The Gospel says to us, "When he was yet a great way off, his father saw him." The waiting father has looked every day to see whether his son were returning. When He sees him, He has compassion, and runs and falls on his neck, and kisses him. The son starts his confession, but the father does not let him finish. The Father has already forgiven and forgotten everything, and he receives the dissolute and starving swineherd as a beloved son. The father does not require proofs of his son's repentance, because he sees that his son has overcome shame and fear to return home. He commands his servants to give him the best robe, shoes, and a ring on his hand. The ring is God's gift to the forgiven sinner, the gift of God's Grace. According to Blessed Theophilact, the ring restores the sinner's marriage to the earthly Church and the Church in Heaven.

Words cannot convey the fullness of God's love for fallen sinners. Perhaps Apostle Paul's First Epistle to the Corinthians has it best: "Charity suffereth long and is kind . . . charity vaunteth not itself, . . . is not easily provoked, thinketh no evil; rejoiceth not in iniquity, but rejoiceth in the truth; beareth all things, hopeth all things, endureth all things" (I Corinthians 13:4-7). Because every sin is against love, repentance can be real only before God, the face of Perfect Love, for "God is love" (I John 4:8).

The Father's joy is there because "my son was dead and is alive again; he was lost, and is found." The prodigal son was spiritually dead when he was living without God, and he come back to spiritual life by returning to life in God. Sacred Scripture often represents return to God as a resurrection from the dead (cf. Romans 6:13, Matthew 8:22, Revelation 3:1, Ephesians 2:1).

The elder son of the parable is also problematic. The return of his younger brother and his reconciliation to the father displeased the elder son. Here is how the parable sets it forth:

"Now his elder son was in the field: and as he came and drew nigh to the house, he heard music and dancing. And he called one of the servants, and asked what these things meant. And he said unto him, Thy brother is come; and thy father hath killed the fatted calf, because he hath received him safe and sound. And he was angry, and would not go in: therefore came his father out, and entreated him. And he answering said to his father, Lo, these many years do I serve thee, neither transgressed I at any time thy commandment: and yet thou never gavest me a kid, that I might make merry with my friends: but as soon as this thy son was come, which hath devoured thy living with harlots, thou hast killed for him the fatted calf."

The elder son, Jesus Christ implies, is the Pharisee or Scribe whose legalism blocks him from coming to the Father. The elder son is all of us. The elder son was not much at fault until his brother returned and provoked the terrible sin of envy, which had led to the first murder and to the later murder of the Savior Himself. In the house of the Father (an image of the Church) angels feel joy and exultation over one sinner that repents, but this joy is sealed off from the elder son. The father invites the elder son to enter this joy, but he prefers to calculate legal considerations and contracts. Such cold, juridical attitudes prevail wherever love has dried up. The elder son does not really value his father's gifts. His soul holds a void more fearful than his brother's before repentance. The elder son has choked his conscience.

At some time, we all behave like the sons of the compassionate father. By our sins, we all alienate ourselves from His love. The service for the Sunday of the Prodigal Son describes our alienation from God: "I have wasted the riches which the Father gave me; I have spent them all and now am destitute, dwelling in the land of evil citizens." The prodigal son was in that state until the Gospel parable says, "he came to himself."

What does "he came to himself" mean? One Holy Father says that our salvation begins in self-knowledge. We may argue that self-knowledge is a cumulative lifetime pursuit, toward which a man always strives. But the Holy Fathers would say that until you have come to know who you are; until you have sensed the image of God in yourself; until you, living amidst earthly citizens, have felt that you are a citizen of heaven and have been enslaved to "foreign citizens"; until you, amid the filth of your soul, have come to know the image of God in yourself - until then you have not entered on the path of salvation at all. Salvation begins when you come to know your own divine nature, as the prodigal son did. In one instant he saw that he was a slave to sin in a foreign land without genuine life. After a such self-recognition, a man may contrast himself with God's image in him, however bruised and calloused by habitual sin. Then a man begins to thirst for regeneration from sin and conversion back to being God's image. Conversion may take a great change in perspective. A monk came to Venerable Antony and began to ask that he forgive and have mercy on him. Antony replied to him: "Neither I, nor God will have mercy on thee, if thou wilt not have mercy on thyself." This rebuff from Saint Antony may seem strange to us. How is this so? Saint Antony asks us to understand that each of us must first discover the image of God in himself. Each of us must say "Have mercy on my inner man who, though brutalized by sin, possesses the image of God; until I myself have mercy on God's creation in myself; until in my conscience I have mercy on myself, who am sinful, defiled, and prodigal, until I take pity on my immortal soul - until then, God also will not have mercy on me. Until then, my entreaty will be in vain."

Patristic experience teaches that our requests for mercy will be in vain until we must sense in ourselves the image of God, the remnants of Divine beauty in us although distorted. The prodigal son saw how badly he was living and how well his father's servants lived. At that point, he had mercy on himself, and so went to God to beg for mercy from Him. When we have mercy on ourselves and feel the contrast between ourselves in creation and ourselves in life, then we too can follow the path of the prodigal son toward God and can beg for mercy. Renewal of the image of God in ourselves is conversion, our sole business on earth. For us to keep God's creation - the image "of God's ineffable Glory" - constantly before our eyes, means we have more mercy on ourselves. We shall perceive the joy of life in God while we endure. Then we shall come to God and shall beg Him, as the prodigal son: "make me as one of Thy hired servants." And we shall be received by God.
POT-LUCK MEATFARE SUNDAY LUNCHEON

On Sunday February 15, we celebrate The Sunday of the Last Judgment also known as Meatfare Sunday. This is the last day that we, as Orthodox Christians, are permitted to eat meat until the Celebration of Holy Pascha! To help us celebrate this day, we are going to have a Pot-Luck Meatfare Luncheon in which we are asking EVERYONE to bring their favorite dish (salad, dish, bread, dessert, etc.) to share with their parish family. Let us come together as a parish family and enjoy an afternoon of good food, fun, music, and Christian Fellowship in The Orthodox tradition. We pray that this wonderful Tradition will become an Annual Event in our parish.    What a way for us to enjoy great food and Christian Fellowship with one another before we begin Great Lent! If anyone has any questions or would like to help out in any way, please see or contact Pat Fiden. May God continue to bless and guide all of you, your families, and our entire parish family. 

UPCOMING EVENTS WITHIN THE LIFE OF OUR PARISH
1. Monthly Parish Healing Prayer Service – Monday February 9, 2015 (6:30 PM)
2. Parish Meatfare Luncheon – Sunday February 15, 2015
3. Forgiveness Sunday – Sunday February 22, 2015
Forgiveness Sunday Vespers immediately following Divine Liturgy

4. Beginning of Great Lent – Monday February 23, 2015
Great Compline with Canon of St. Andrew of Crete – 4:00 PM
               Monthly Parish Dinner at Kevin Guest House (6:00 to 7:30 pm)

5. Monthly Parish Family Night – Friday February 27, 2015 

                 Moleben to St. Theodore with Blessing of Koliva – 6:00 PM
                 Movie/Lenten Activity – 7:00 to 9:00 PM
        6.   Sunday of Orthodoxy – Sunday March 1, 2015 

                 Youth Sunday

                 Annual Church School Procession of Icons
GREAT LENT BEGINS ON MONDAY FEBRUARY 23!!

On Monday February 23, we begin the Holy Season of Great Lent as we journey towards the Great Feast of Holy Pascha.  To begin our Journey through Great Lent, we will gather on Sunday February 22 IMMEDIATELY FOLLOWING THE DIVINE LITURGY for the Celebration of Forgiveness Vespers. Please plan on staying for this beautiful Vespers Service as we not only begin the Great Lenten Journey but we also come together and seek forgiveness from God and from each other.  

With that in mind, a schedule of services for Great Lent, Holy Week, and Pascha will be sent out to all parishioners as well as available on the table in the back of church next week.

May GOD continue to bless and guide all of us and may we have a blessed Lenten Journey! 

+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++

2015 COCCNF LENTEN VESPERS
In preparation for the 2015 Great Lenten Season, the COCCNF has set-up a schedule of Lenten Vespers that are served each Sunday Night during Great Lent.  A copy of this schedule along with a schedule of Services for Great Lent, Holy Week, and Pascha for our parish will be sent out to all parishioners as well as available on the table in the back of church next week. 
Our parish is hosting The Fifth Sunday of Great Lent Vespers Service on Sunday March 29 at 5:00 PM! With that in mind, we will need assistance and help with planning and organizing a Pot-Luck Lenten Meal to be served in the parish fellowship hall following the Vespers Service. Anyone who is willing and able to assist with organizing the meal for us, please see or contact Fr. Jason as soon as possible.   
Thank you for your continued support.

May GOD continue to bless and guide all of us and may we have a blessed Lenten Journey! 
Parish Monthly Dinners at 

Kevin Guest House – Member of the Healthcare Hospitality Network
KEVIN GUEST HOUSE

782 Ellicott Street ~ Buffalo, NY
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As a continued effort in which we can serve the community around us as part of our outreach ministry, it was decided that we will be serving home cooked meals once a month along with a healing prayer service to the residents of Kevin Guest House. The next dinner will be on MONDAY FEBRUARY 23, 2015 from 6:00 7:00 PM. As this is the First Day of Great Lent, we will be serving Great Compline and Canon of St. Andrew at 4:00 PM to allow everyone the opportunity of coming to church as well as to participate in this outreach ministry of our parish. The date of our March Dinner is Tuesday March 24, 2015 (Eve of the Feast of the Annunciation) from 6:00 to 7:30 PM. As this is the Eve of the Feast of the Annunciation, we will be serving Great Compline at 4:00 PM to allow everyone the opportunity of coming to church as well as to participate in this outreach ministry of our parish. If anyone is interested in assisting with this outreach ministry, please see or contact Annette Andrews who is coordinating these dinners for us.  If anyone wishes to participate and wants to carpool, we will be leaving the church parking lot at 5:15 pm.

Since July 26, 1972 Kevin Guest House has quietly been serving a special group of individuals. As the nation's first hospital hospitality house, Kevin Guest House strives to provide the best "home away from home" to outpatients and caregivers of patients hospitalized or receiving outpatient therapy in a Buffalo area hospital. 
To find out more about Kevin Guest House, please visit their website at: http://www.kevinguesthouse.org/about.asp. 
We express our sincere and heartfelt thanks and appreciation to all of you for your continued support and generosity.  May God continue to bless and guide all of you.
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