
Fourth Sunday of Lent 
 
Dear Parishioners, 
 
The month of March ends on Sunday 31 with Mother’s Day.  The flower shops promise to 
do brisk business this weekend.  The month began on Friday 1st with Women’s World Day 
of Prayer.  The month was thus book-ended by two days on which the women of our parish 
get central casting, reminding us of how much we deserve to value the contribution of our 
women to both family and church life.  And throughout March the fate of the nation has 
been in the hands of a woman Prime Minister!  These sundry reflections prompt me to 
think a little of just how important to the life of the Church is the prayer of our women.  
Given that each day our Mass congregation is 85% female and that even at weekends the 
women of our parish outnumber the men, I have frequently had occasion to ask myself 
what are the intentions to the forefront of women’s minds as they pray and what message 
do they distil from the scripture readings? 
 
This weekend I have had particular reason for asking myself this question.  The Sunday 
Gospel is the most famous of all parables and the one most frequently depicted by the great 
artists, one which is unique to the evangelist Luke, the story of the prodigal son.  It is a 
tender and beautiful story about the wayward behaviour of errant youth, about conventional 
fidelity to duty and vested interest, about paternal love, about mercy and about forgiveness.  
There are other elements to this complex story and I will hold fire until it is time for the 
homily.  But one of the most striking things, in both Luke’s narrative itself and in the 
depictions by Rembrandt, Murillo or Guercino, the prodigal son’s mother is out of the 
picture.  We have the image, and it is a tender one, of the father keeping a permanent look-
out for his errant son and that moment of recognition from afar, but what about his 
mother’s prayers for the return of her son and for his well-being?  What if the errant child 
who ran away from home had been a daughter rather than a son, would the welcome home 
have been as heart-felt? 
 
The stories of so many girls who ended up in Magdalen laundries, or were banished from 
their families and villages, cast another light on the Prodigal Son parable.  Even the recent 
Year of Mercy, which set the tone of Pope Francis’ pontificate, did not totally eradicate that 
idea that mercy is a male virtue: the merciful ruler, the merciful king, and in this case the 
merciful Paterfamilias.  Rather than here attempt to demolish all the ancestral stereotypes like 
a row of skittles, it is worth re-reading the story of the Prodigal Son to reflect more deeply 
on the complex network of relations that criss-cross even the simplest families: 
husband/wife, mother/son, father/daughter, siblings.  What is obvious to me is that the 
women of our parish spend a lot of time in prayer, that they make the word of God their 
own in a way which by-passes the stereotypes, and that in so far as prayer is intercession for 
others and aspirations for a better future, it is good for us men to acquaint ourselves with the 
hopes and dreams which incite our womenfolk to spend so much time on their knees.  The 
audience at our Lent Course is divided 70/30 female/male: the hunger for a deeper 
understanding of the fundamental beliefs that constitute our Christian faith is palpable, as is 
the knowledge that what is imparted and learned in the Course will feed lives of prayer. 
 
Father Patrick 


