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Today I have rolled away from you the disgrace of Egypt. 
In the name... 

Hunger is a powerful motivator. Good men will steal bread without a second 
thought to feed their hungry families. Soldiers will surrender a hard-won position 
when faced with starvation. Mothers will feed their children stones in cases of 
famine, desperate to ward off hunger pains. 
There are, of course, other kinds of hunger that are every bit as human if not as 
elemental. The hunger for freedom, position and power, friendship and affection, 
acceptance and recognition: these are also powerfully motivating hungers. 

It is no surprise, then, that much of the biblical witness turns on this theme so 
central to human existence. In the garden, Adam and Eve are given all they could 
possibly want to satisfy their hunger for food, and yet they forfeit this gift to satisfy 
a hunger of a different kind. Hunger, you will remember, led Joseph’s brothers and 
father into bondage in Egypt in the first place. In time, their descendants, the people 
of God, would trade their freedom for bread, empty souls for full bellies. They 
became like their uncle Esau who once traded his birthright for a bowl of lentils. 
Shortly after their deliverance by God at the hands of Moses, that same hunger for 
food nearly led them to turn back to captivity in exchange for Egyptian fleshpots. 
As this morning’s Old Testament lesson reminds, God’s provision of manna was a 
response to this very hunger during their forty years of wandering in the desert, 
while their hunger for a homeland persisted, the engine that drove them ever farther 
into the wilderness and toward the land of promise. Once there, eating the produce 
of that land to celebrate the Passover meal was the sign that God had fulfilled his 
promises. God had finally rolled away from Israel the disgrace of Egypt; they were 
now free to satisfy their hunger with the fruits of their own homeland rather than to 
exchange their servitude and freedom for Egyptian bread. 

Hunger remains a dominant theme throughout the Old Testament, right through 
the prophets and into the Gospels. Hunger is central to Our Lord’s life, ministry, 
teaching, and witness. Not only does he himself undergo the trial of hunger and 
temptation before his public ministry but filling the hungry with good things — 
spiritually and physically — lies at the heart of his work. He fed thousands with 
loaves and fish made miraculously abundant; and told them that, someday soon, he 
would feed them with the bread of heaven, which would satisfy eternal hunger and 
thirst for righteousness. This bread of heaven was first shared with his disciples on 
the night before his crucifixion. After his resurrection, he would make himself 
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known to them again in the breaking of bread. Some time later, he would charge 
Peter with the ongoing work of feeding his sheep. And as this morning’s Gospel 
makes clear, he often drew the ire of other religious leaders by inviting even sinners 
and tax collectors to eat with him. This is the setting for the parable in today’s 
Gospel, and it too revolves around hungers of different kinds. 

“There was a man who had two sons,” Luke tells us. The younger of the two, 
driven by some spiritual hunger that is never disclosed, asked his father for his 
inheritance early and ventured into a far-off country, squandering his property in 
dissolute living. Evidently, he expected to find there something that would satisfy 
what was not sated under his father’s roof. And yet, this far off country quickly 
becomes a land of famine, leading him to hire himself out to in an effort to earn 
something, anything, to feed himself. Ironically, it was this second hunger — the 
kind shared by the livestock he tended — that brought him to him to himself and 
led him to return to his father’s house. Hunger is a powerful motivator. 

His father, meanwhile, animated by a yearning of a different sort, was waiting 
and watching in hope that his son might someday return. And on the day that he 
finally did, though the son was prepared to return as a servant, his father received 
him again as a child. His father showered him with gifts and a feast, announcing 
that the son that was once dead is now alive; the one who was lost is found. The 
father’s longing for his lost son — his hunger for reconciliation — is an image of 
grace and forgiveness. Paradoxically, it is a hunger not rooted in scarcity but in 
plenty: a surfeit of charity that yearns for reconciliation in the face of any obstacle, 
even a son’s betrayal. 

Yet, it seems the father’s abounding charity for the younger son was felt by his 
elder son as a famine of affection and acknowledgment. Indeed, he had for some 
time evidently been nursing a hunger of a different kind: for recognition, attention, 
and — should his brother ever return — retribution. Fairness is almost always the 
appeal of the resentful, and this son was no exception. He could hardly disguise this 
spiritual longing when speaking with his father, who now sought him with the same 
urgency that led him to wait and watch for his lost son. He claimed to have wanted 
a goat to celebrated with his friends, but of course what he really wanted was praise 
and reward for being good and faithful. 

Jesus’ parable ends without resolution; it concludes simply with an invitation to 
the elder son to join the celebration and a reminder of why a feast was fitting: 
“because this brother of yours was dead and has come to life; he was lost and has 
been found.” 

Friends, we all hunger, and not just in those physiological ways shared with 
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other animals. We not only seek out our daily bread to fill our bellies, but we 
hunger for relational, spiritual, and emotional nourishment far deeper than what can 
be satiated with food. This is what Jesus meant when he quoted Deuteronomy 
during his wilderness fast: “man does not live by bread alone, but by every word 
that comes from the mouth of the Lord.” Hunger — and the need to answer it — 
remains central to human existence. Despite all the technological advances of that 
last centuries and the relative wealth of the world today, persistent hunger remains 
a troubling and chronic problem, around the world as in our own community. And 
yet the solution to that problem, while not easy, is at least simple. The other kinds 
of hunger, though, that live in our soul are much more complex and arguably more 
powerful. If misdirected, these hungers can be more dangerous also. The hunger 
that would lead a son to abandon his father and his home; unmet hunger for 
recognition and acknowledgement that fosters resentment and hatred: these 
spiritual hungers and many more like them are subtler things: not only much harder 
to address, but also more damaging if left unfulfilled. For these hungers have the 
potential to starve the soul to death as well as the body. Far more than fleshpots, 
these are really the hungers most likely to keep us in collective bondage in Egypt; 
hungers that can only ever finally be satisfied by God, the one in whom all our 
desires finally are satisfied. 

Our Lenten fast is the attempt to get at these spiritual hungers by way of 
physical hunger. It is a discipline designed to peel back and strip away all the 
accretions of our life: the things with which we fill ourselves instead of God in an 
attempt to mask our spiritual lack. Hunger is a powerful motivator. And the aim of 
Lent is to produce a physical hunger that can bring us back to ourselves and 
remember that, to be truly satisfied, we must seek God. He is faithful to his 
promises and he has promised to fill us with good things, to bring us all into a land 
of plenty where all our hungers — physical and spiritual — are satisfied. It is in 
this way that he finally will roll away the disgrace of 
Egypt forever, and in time make the whole earth a land of promise. And that 
promise begins to be answered at the end of our Lenten fast with the feast of the 
resurrection. 
I have said... 


