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“Living in a Lenten World: Love and Jealousy” 

Text: Luke 15:1-3, 11b-32 
 

 
Let us begin with a word of prayer: O God, shaper of our lives and builder of this world, help 
us as we seek to joyfully participate in the world around us.  Remind us of the gifts we have 
to share.  Help us to recognize the gifts within others.  And together, show us the 
opportunities we have to create your beloved community within and around us.  Amen. 
 
Two brothers, Kevin and Ryan, we sitting at the breakfast table enjoying the smell of fresh 
pancakes on the griddle.  When it came time for the first pancake to be put on someone’s plate, 
the two brothers began to argue about who would get the first one.  Neither one wanted to wait.   
 
Their mother, sensing an opportunity to teach an important lesson said to the arguing brothers, 
“You know, if Jesus were sitting here he would say, ‘Let my brother have the first pancake, I can 
wait.” 
 
The two boys looked at one another and then the oldest one said, “Ok, Ryan.  You be Jesus.” 
 
It is a cute story, but it illustrates our desire to get “ours” first.  We want to make sure that we are 
not excluded from the good things in life.  It is the difference between a mentality of scarcity or 
abundance.  If we view the world as a place of scarcity, there isn’t enough to go around.  We 
have to get our share first before it runs out.  And the result of this, as John McKnight has 
pointed out, is that it often results in a hoarding mentality.  When we live with a scarcity 
mentality, we not only have to get our share, but we tend to want to get more just in case there 
won’t be more coming tomorrow. 
 
The opposite of this is a mentality of abundance.  To view the world from this perspective is to 
acknowledge that there is enough for all of us.  God has created a world filled with goodness.  
Our task isn’t to accumulate and hoard all the good things, but to receive what we need and share 
with one another. 
 
Although you have likely heard the story of the Prodigal Son many times previously, I want you 
to listen to the story in light of the tensions between these two perspectives…a mentality of 
scarcity versus abundance.  I believe, this perspective is at the heart of the reason for Jesus 
telling this story and at the heart of what he wants us to take away from it. 
 
Before telling the parable, Luke introduces the context by saying that Jesus was keeping 
company with some rather shady characters.  Namely, he was hanging out with tax collectors 



and sinners.  The holy people of that day took exception to this.  They said, “This fellow 
welcomes sinners and eats with them.”  Their concern is that Jesus is just a bit too generous with 
his friendship and kindness.  This is the context that leads Luke to say, “So he told them this 
parable.”  The parable must have something to do with Jesus’ exceptional kindness toward folks 
that most people would otherwise avoid. 
 
In this story, there are three characters.  A father and two sons.  It is worth noting that at different 
moments in life, we can likely identify with each of these characters.  At times we are the loyal 
father trying to love two very different sons.  At other times you might be the oldest son, the one 
who always obeyed the rules, did the right thing.  And at times, if we are honest, we have all 
likely been the youngest son who could be impulsive, adventurous and even frivolous.  The 
question isn’t which character we identify with, the issue is that we can find qualities of each of 
them within our own lives. 
 
One day the youngest son comes to his father demanding his share of the inheritance.  He is done 
living on the farm.  He has heard of great adventures in distant places and he wants to go find a 
new life there.  To demand his share of the inheritance is to say that he wants to treat his father as 
if he were already dead.  He wants his share of the family wealth. 
 
I wonder if, in telling this parable, Jesus didn’t pause here, maybe even stop telling the story and 
just let those words sink in.  He doesn’t say how much those words must have hurt the father, but 
we can imagine that it must have hurt deeply.  In that moment of pausing, the listener would 
reflect upon these callous words and think to themselves how they might respond to such a 
hurtful statement.  This might be a chance to tell the son off.  He might have responded to the 
hurt with equally hurtful words, maybe telling the son that he would expect nothing less from 
such a rude child.  He might have continued the cycle of hurtful words with some off-handed 
comment of his own. 
 
But when Jesus continued telling the story, the father does none of that.  He simply divides his 
property and gives half to his younger son.  With a wad of cash, the son sets out for newfound 
adventures. 
 
For a while he finds what he is looking for.  When the money is flowing, there are parties 
aplenty.  But the problem is that the money runs out.  And when the money runs out, all those so-
called friends disappear.  The younger son is broke, alone and lost. 
 
He is so desperate that he takes the one job he can find.  He is feeding the pigs.  Remember that 
among the Jews, the pig is an unclean animal.  This man is living among the most unclean of 
animals.  Worse than that, he is so hungry that the food he is feeding the pigs begins to look 
good.  That is how far he has fallen. 
 
Somewhere in that moment he has an insight.  He recognizes that even the hired hands on his 
father’s farms have it better than this.  He wonders about going back and asking his father if he 
will take him back, not as a son, but as a servant.   
 



From there the parable shifts back to the farm.  What we discover is that the father has been 
going out to the front porch looking for his son every day.  He would look into the distance and 
wonder, “Is he doing ok?  Is he safe?”  In spite of the hurtful exchange of words, the father has 
never stopped loving his son.  And every day he lingers on the porch wondering if he is safe and 
maybe looking to see if this might be the day his son returns home. 
 
And one day he is rewarded.  While looking in the distance, he sees a familiar figure.  He is 
bedraggled, head bowed in defeat, but the figure is unmistakable.  It is his son.   
 
Once again, I wonder whether Jesus didn’t stop at this point and let the gravity of this moment 
sink in for the listener.  In that moment of waiting, we could likely fill in what we expect will 
happen next.  One possibility is that the father sits down and waits for this wayward son to beg 
for forgiveness.  Maybe he says something like, “Well, well, well.  Look who finally came home.  
Guess things weren’t as good as you expected.”  Oh, there are lots of things we might expect or 
imagine to happen in this moment. 
 
But after letting us think about such things, Jesus resumes telling the story.  He says that the 
father was so excited to see his son that he raced down the dusty trail, ran to his son and 
embraced him.  It was the son who tried to protest telling his father that he was not worthy of 
such kindness.  He asks for forgiveness from his father.   
 
It is the father who insists on welcoming his son.  It is a time of celebrating.  It is a time of 
rejoicing.  The son who was gone has returned home.  The son who was dead is alive.  In spite of 
the son’s humility, the father wants to throw a party welcoming him home. 
 
Somewhere else on the farm there is the older brother, remember him?  He doesn’t know that 
this is going on because he is doing what oldest children do.  He is fulfilling his responsibilities.  
He is probably hard at work, taking care of things that need to be done.  It is only later that he 
discovers that his ne’er-do-well brother has come back home.  But his reaction is very different 
from his father.  His is more what we might expect.  He is angry, bitter, disappointed, jealous. 
 
He protests to his father, reminding him of the circumstances under which the other brother left.  
“Have you forgotten how he treated you?  Have you forgotten that he never wrote?  He returned 
only because he ran out of money and had nowhere else to turn.”  Surely the older brother 
reminded his father of all these things.  
 
But then he also points out that he has always been there for his father.  He has always done what 
was needed, always obeyed his father, was the dependable one.  But he never got a party.  He 
never got a celebration.  He points out how unfair this is. 
 
In a Lenten world, we are good at keeping score.  Even when there is no scoreboard, we know 
who has been faithful and who has not.  We remember the old wounds and we can recall them on 
a moment’s notice.  In case anyone forgets their place, we can let them know where they stand.   
 
In a Lenten world, things like love and grace and limited commodities and should be handled 
with care.  You can’t just forgive everyone.  They have to deserve it, merit it, be deeply worthy 



of it.  We will determine whether someone is worthy of that forgiveness and we will withhold 
forgiveness until we are certain that they mean it.  That is a Lenten world.   
 
In a Lenten world, things like God’s love and grace are distributed sparingly as if there isn’t 
enough to go around.  It becomes scandalous when God’s love is too freely given, when God’s 
grace is extended to widely.  We treat that love like something that has to be protected or 
withheld from others.  This is what the religious leaders were protesting about when Jesus ate 
with sinners and tax collectors.  They wanted God’s love and grace for themselves, but they 
didn’t want others to experience this same gift.  This is what led to the telling of this parable. In a 
Lenten world, there is a hoarding of good things, a jealousy of others, a desire that God would be 
stingy with the things we want for ourselves. 
 
Jesus tells this parable out of that context to invite us to a new perspective.  Jesus invites us to 
see the abundance of God’s gifts.  God is generous in love and grace to all people, not just some, 
not just those who are like us, not even limited to those who are our friends.  There is an 
overflowing abundance and God delights in sharing these gifts…over and over again.  When we 
set boundaries on who God can love or who God can forgive, we are acting from a perspective of 
scarcity as if there just isn’t enough of the goodness to go around.  But God never runs out of 
love.  God’s ability to forgive never dries up.  God’s generosity knows no boundaries.  There 
might be something there in how we treat one another. 


