Prodigal Grace

By Father Stephen Barber SJ

George Balanchine, founding choreographer and muse of the New York City Ballet, set the tale of The Prodigal Son in ancient Russia. Originally choreographed in 1929 for Diaghilev’s Ballets Russes at the Theatre Sarah-Bernhardt in Paris, Balanchine telescopes our attention in the early moments of the story. We observe the Son, imprisoned at home, standing behind a low-lying fence. His fists clenched against the sky, he prowls like a lion waiting to be unleashed. At one point, he pummels his own legs, amplifying his frustration at being locked behind the family gate. The Father, willing to let go his anxious Son, can only gesture toward the uncertain future. The Father’s white hair and staff reveal in symbolic, external form, an internal wisdom and compassion informing the young Son’s "release." This folk narrative allows the viewer to savor the mythic dimensions of the characters, without the clutter of arbitrary movement.

Jesus’ parable of the Prodigal Son holds a place of privilege in the Lenten scriptural canon. It’s one of the passages in the Gospel of Luke which, during the event of its proclamation at Mass, invites the believer toward a wide range of sympathetic responses. Especially for parents who have had the blessing of raising children, then seeing them enter into the world, this Gospel parable holds unique currency. Perhaps the sending forth of a particular son or daughter — off to college or into a career, occasioned a moment of white-haired anxiety, in resemblance to Balanchine’s Father figure.

When our attention is focused on the Son and his older Brother, frequently we fall into two camps. Often they run along these lines: "When in my life have I behaved like the Prodigal Son? When have I lacked a sense of gratitude for the gifts in my life? Have I squandered gifts of faith, family, friendship, good health, freedoms in religious or civic life? When the onslaught of modern culture lures my sensibilities toward the Jerry Springer vocabulary of experience, do I respond in a like-minded dialogue?" 

In a parallel mindset, we can identify with the older Brother. A sense of self-righteousness, of self-accomplishment, wells up. "Where does my obedience get me? Who notices the fact that I get up, go to work, pay my bills, live responsibly? Where’s my party? How fat is my calf?" The Son and his older Brother both stand in unwitting need of God’s transformative grace. For the Prodigal, God will arrange the occasion of grace, as the young man gorges himself on the effable products of a culture without substance. For the older Brother, the grace will flow from a restored relationship with the Father. But let’s not stop there. What demands our attention however is not the narcissistic plight of either of the sons. Hold them with compassion, yes. See in them a facet of ourselves, of course. Ultimately, I believe, this parable is a narrative of God’s prodigally offered gift of grace in Christ Jesus.

Saint Paul, in the Second Letter to the Corinthians, addresses the issue of Christ’s transformative grace. "Whoever is in Christ is a new creation…new things have come." This unique offer of grace in and through relationship with Christ ultimately works to reorient our lives. Grace not only wakes us up to the frequently harsh realities into which our sin leads us. As the Psalmist sings, in God’s grace we "taste and see the goodness of the Lord…we look to Him, and our face does not blush with shame…instead we radiate joy…we are saved from every distress." Every distress.

On a recent morning, in the village of San Quentin, in Marin County, a young man received a phone call from his family. Mario, a first-born son, now incarcerated, sat virtually unnoticed in a housing unit known for its rigid protective custody. He was allowed access to a telephone to receive news that, following a long bout with cancer, his mother was to be removed from life support that morning. Could he, as his sister held the phone to his mother’s ear, offer his farewell?

From a windowless bunker, amid a cacophony of daily movement, Mario, fists clenched, and trembling with tenderness, spoke into the telephone. . . "I am with you…mom, I am with you…you take care now, hear?…don’t worry about me…I’m gonna’ be all right…I’m sayin’ my prayers, just like you taught me…I love you, …don’t you worry about a thing…I’ll see you on the other side…can you hear me, mom? Can you hear me?…You won’t hurt no more…you just let go now, just let go and go on up to Dad…I’m gonna’ see you again…" Mario hung up the phone, sighed, wept, and opened his fists.

Grace has a way of finding out what is needed, sometimes what hurts, and what can help us reorient to God. Mario was able to offer consolation. He was a witness to his own compassion. He tasted the grace of reconciliation. After a remarkably simple gesture, a phone call, his mother went to her Savior. Mario is on his way.

As the Prodigal Son returns home, in the Balanchine incarnation, he is stooped over with the fatigue of his experience. He has undergone a transformation, only the world could imagine, produce and from which it alone profits. His eyes are cast downward. He has lost sight of the horizon of hope he knew at home. Once able to bound over the Father’s white picket fence with ease, he now reaches out for the support, physical and restorative, which his Father offers. Narrative dance affects us without words. We are invited to interpret the gestures for ourselves. Movement can tell the truth.

A poet once wrote of the God toward whom we move during Lent . . . "This God heals us with the hands of a nurse, loves us with the heart of a mother, and believes in us with the faith of a fool." A fool indeed. By the world’s standards God’s prodigal outpouring of grace is an act of supreme foolishness. Just ask Jesus.

Father Barber is Catholic Chaplain at San Quentin State Prison.

