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There was a chosen people crossing the Jordan River…” There was a 

man who had two sons”… 

 

Israel comes across the Jordan on dry land and we begin the story of 

the claiming of the land of milk and honey by Israel, promised by the 

Lord. It has been 40 years since the people had passed through the 

Red Sea and covenanted with God at Sinai but according to the 

author of Joshua 5:6 “6For the Israelites travelled for forty years in 

the wilderness, until all the nation, the warriors who came out of 

Egypt, perished, not having listened to the voice of the Lord. To them 

the Lord swore that he would not let them see the land that he had 

sworn to their ancestors to give us, a land flowing with milk and 

honey.” We now have the children of those people reenacting the 

exodus from Egypt, crossing through the waters of the Jordan, the 

renewal of the covenant with this uncircumcised generation being 

circumcised and blessed as the disgrace of Egypt is rolled away.  

Joshua places a monument to the crossing of the River Jordan on dry 

land and the Passover is kept and on that very day “2The manna 

ceased on the day they ate the produce of the land, and the 

Israelites no longer had manna; they ate the crops of the land of 

Canaan that year.” 

 



 

03/27/2022 4Lent C  2 

No one who passed into the promised land had a direct memory of 

life in Egypt, not the good times, nor the trauma of slavery and 

privation. Perhaps that is why the murmuring generation, a 

generation of slaves, had to pass away before the people could claim 

the covenant promise. This story is the very heart, soul and 

foundation for the beliefs that have been handed down to us.  

 

Preparing to live in the land flowing with milk and honey the people 

had to learn the practices of obedience and faithful living before 

God. That there was abundance in the providence of manna that was 

no longer needed and now the provision of the bounty of the land 

would be enough. Yet Israel, and all of us, are human and we really 

do want and murmur and fear and make decisions that that lead us 

back into the wilderness or flesh pots of Egypt.  We hear the same 

messages. “Our shame is taken away” and “where you are there is 

enough.” But we fail to act on it, and look to our own answers.  

 

"There was a man who had two sons” Luke has Jesus start a third 

parable about loss and recovery directed at the Pharisees and the 

scribes who confront him but also the tax collectors and sinners, who 

had come to listen to him. This is the audience Jesus is working with. 

Those who were surviving by working for and with the Romans, plus 

those who are not as observant as the middle class, religiously 

oriented Pharisees.  

 

Looking at the beginning of this parable those in the know would 

hear “two sons” and the inclination would be, Cain and Able, Isaac 
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and Ishmael, and Jacob and Esau. Jesus who has been known to turn 

things upside down does so again when the younger son turns out 

not to be the righteous Abel, faithful Isaac, or clever Jacob but an 

irresponsible, self-indulgent, and probably an indulged child. Instead 

the parable’s messages are of finding the lost, of reclaiming the 

child, of reassessing the meaning of family, offering not only good 

news, but better news. 

 

 Asking for his part of the inheritance shows the younger son has a 

lack potential wisdom and awareness on the younger man’s part, but 

it is not a sin. This isn’t unusual now and it wasn’t unusual then. 

Besides, what about the father’s complicity in honoring the request, 

instead chastising him for his hubris, the father showed trust and 

gave him the freedom to take chances and risk failure. So, the father 

is operating not out of indifference but a deep abiding love. 

 

Amy-Jill Levine wonders if this generosity is designed to remind us of 

Joseph, just as “the man who had two sons” reminds us of Adam, 

Abraham, Isaac, and Joseph himself. The younger son moves to a 

foreign land, truly prodigal and endures increasing degradation “And 

having spent all, there was a strong famine in that region, and he 

himself began to be in need. And going, he became joined to one of 

the citizens of that region, and he sent him into his fields to feed 

pigs. And he was desiring to be filled from the pods that the pigs 

were eating, but no one was giving to him” (Luke 15:14–16). 
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The son is doing what he can at this point to survive. He is in an 

impossible situation but it is not about “clean” or “unclean” or that 

he was living in a gentile area and he is sent to feed pigs and not 

butcher them. He is not shown to have eaten pork. It is not Jewish 

xenophobia or purity or even apostasy. The Law is a guide to living 

not dying. The problem is starvation. 

 

One rabbinic commentary notes, “When Israelites are reduced to 

eating carob pods, they repent.” The son heads home, and speaks of 

his sin and his desire for restoration to the household, albeit on 

lesser terms as a day laborer, rather than a beloved son. His 

rehearsed lines sound contrite. His recurrent use of the term ‘father’ 

suggest that he still considers himself his father’s son.  His line, “I 

have sinned against heaven and before you,” echoes of the empty 

words Pharaoh mouths to Moses and Arron, in order to stop the 

plagues: “‘I have sinned against the Lord your God, and against you’” 

(Ex 10:16).  

 

“But while he was still far off, his father saw him and was filled with 

compassion”, think of the shepherd, Luke 15:4,3 who found the lost 

sheep and returned it to the 99 or the woman finding her lost coin, 

Luke 15:8, and throws a party for her neighbors to celebrate, he “ran 

and put his arms around him and kissed him.” Luke15:20. Dad is not 

being the prodigal, undignified or dishonorable one here, as many 

commentators have stated. He is a father, who had lost his son and 

continually searched the horizon, for his possible return, despite the 

fact that his own son and friends were probably telling him that the 
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son was lost forever. Fathers, then as fathers now were not distant, 

Jesus in the Sermon on the Mount, asks, “Is there anyone among 

you, if his child asks for bread, will give a stone?” (Matt. 7:9). Thus, 

children ask fathers for bread, and the dads provide. The father like 

those in the parables before celebrates by inviting the neighbors in 

for a party.  

 

For the rabbis, the challenge is not in seeing God’s love in a new way; 

the challenge––an inevitable challenge in every religion system––is 

to get the wayward to return.  

 

While we do not know the relationship between the brothers, is he a 

full brother, half-brother, different mothers, one of whom was the 

father’s favorite, did the two brothers get along or was there sibling 

rivalry, an ongoing biblical convention, and was resentment always a 

part of the family dynamic? There has to be some empathy for older 

brother as no-one thought to invite him to the party. No one seems 

to have missed him.  Perhaps he is worried that Dad will give his 

portion of the estate to the younger son.  

 

The father is now in the position of the man searching for his lost 

sheep and the woman for her lost coin. He needs to return the lost 

to the home; he needs to make his family complete once again. The 

father comes to the knowledge that it is the elder son that is “lost” 

to him. With this recognition: “His father came out and began to 

plead with him.” Luke 15:28. The Greek verb is parakaleo which has a 

sense of both pleading or urging and of comforting. Think of John’s 
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Gospel and the promise of the “Paraclete” usually translated 

“Advocate” or “Comforter.”  

 

While Luke and commentators down the centuries have equated the 

players in these parables as allegorical and assigned the older son 

the role of Pharisee, the father could be God and the prodigal filling 

in for sinners, or Christians. Carol S. LaHurd, in Rediscovering the 

Lost Woman, asked Arab women their view of the elder son. They 

see him expressing the “work level of an older child” in comparison 

to younger siblings who were not held to the same standards of 

responsibility. A couple of them remarked that if he felt himself a 

slave, he would not have been able to express his views to his father. 

The parable offers a mirror of family dynamics, not an allegory about 

God, Christians and Jews.  

 

Whether it is a nation returning to the land it feels was promised is 

intimate to Israel’s story and therefore our formation. Or Jesus’ 

parables of lost sheep, coins and sons. There is a need to put them 

into the context they were first communicated and what they heard 

for the first time. In that telling we learn to hear what they have to 

say to us, these many thousands of years later.   

 

Reading these with an eye toward the first audience and what they 

would have heard allows us to “hold in abeyance, at least for the 

moment, the rush to read repenting and forgiving into the parable, 

then it does something more profound than repeat well-known 

messages. It provokes us with simple exhortations. 
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Recognize that the one you have lost may be right in your own 

household. Do whatever it takes to find the lost and then celebrate 

with others, both so that you can share the joy and so that the 

others will help prevent the recovered from ever being lost again. 

Don’t wait until you receive an apology; you may never get one. 

Don’t wait until you can muster the ability to forgive; you may never 

find it. Don’t stew in your sense of being ignored, for there is nothing 

that can be done to retrieve the past.” 

 

There was a man who had two sons… 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Levine, Amy-Jill. Short Stories by Jesus: The Enigmatic Parables of a Controversial 
Rabbi (p. 69). HarperCollins. Kindle Edition.  


