
 
  
 
 This Lenten season, a group of us is meeting every Thursday morning at the church 
to go through Jen Hatmaker’s book 7: An Experimental Mutiny Against Excess. Each 
week for seven weeks, we are tasked with fasting from a certain category: food, clothing, 
possessions, media, waste, spending, and stress. We each get to choose what we’ll give 
up during the week, so for the first week of food, I decided to give up all sugary foods 
and drinks. Now this may sound like just giving up desserts, but I quickly realized just 
how many times a day I am offered something to satisfy my sweet tooth. No quick 
granola bar in the morning for breakfast. No piece of chocolate or a Diet Coke during that 
mid-afternoon craving. And here at the church! Sunday morning coffee with cream and 
sugar (the only way to drink coffee) and a pastry, the Wednesday night dessert buffet. I 
felt surrounded by temptations and felt the need to add a caveat to each “No, thank you—
I can’t have sugar this week.” The results were both better and worse than expected: I 
actually was successful in avoiding sugar for the entire week, but my eyes were also 
opened to the shocking amount of unhealthy choices we can substitute in each day 
instead of filling our bodies, and our spirits, with something that’s nourishing and whole.  
 
 Jen Hatmaker asks at the beginning of this experiment, “How has excess in your 
life distracted you from God’s kingdom work?” (8). She talks about fasting as a time for 
us to repent from greed, ungratefulness, and the need for more and to turn towards a way 
of living and being that centers on God, not on things. As she describes it, “A fast creates 
margin for God to move” (21).  
 
 I find myself reflecting deeply on this idea of excess as we read the story of the 
Prodigal Son. The younger son, wanting to see the world, takes his inheritance and off he 
goes. We aren’t told exactly what he spends all this money on, just that it is described as 
“dissolute”—indulgent and lacking restraint. Before he (and we!) know it, he has spent 
everything. Now, we might expect that he would immediately either go home and ask his 
father for more, or that he would figure out another way to keep up the guise of wealth 
instead of working—anything to keep up the appearances that he has shown to so value. 
But the younger son takes a turn, hiring himself out to work. He shows a willingness to 
humble himself and to work for the life that he once wasted without appreciation. This 
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work sends him to feed the pigs, and the son is jealous even of their food. Pigs were 
unclean animals, forbidden to be eaten, so to be working among them and envy even the 
food these unclean animals ate was to truly hit rock bottom. And it’s that moment, the 
moment that felt hopeless and frustrating and completely undignified that the son 
remembers—“I have a home. I have a home, and if I go back to my family, maybe they’ll 
welcome me.”  
 
 The younger son, albeit unintentionally, has entered into a fast of sorts, ridding 
himself of the excess that he so coveted. He first gave up his family and relationships in 
search of material goods, drawing away from God in the process. When he lost those 
material items though, his earthly idols were stripped away and he was left once again to 
seek to lean on relationship with God and with others instead.  
 
 When our lives are so full of excess, we often lose sight of God, just as the younger 
son did. We covet having a nice home, a full wardrobe, or the ability to go out to 
esteemed restaurants. We cherish the status that having more seems to give us. In a world 
where the wealthy can pay for entrance into the best societies and schools, it can seem 
both smart and necessary to participate in order to take care not just of yourself, but of 
your family. What we wear and where we spend our time seems to always matter. But 
when we get wrapped up in all the things that money can buy, we can find ourselves 
feeling lost and more alone than ever.  
 
 Sometimes though, we find ourselves as the older son instead of the younger. 
Maybe we don’t feel the need to travel far from home, to take risks with our finances, or 
to behave in a way that might send us toward “rock bottom.” But when the younger 
brother comes home, the older brother does not welcome him—he does not even claim 
him as his own kin. Instead, he tells his father that “this son of yours” has returned. The 
father corrects him that “this brother of yours” is the one who has been found. The older 
brother is protective of what he owns, to the point of an excess of saving and hiding away 
for the future. He has every ability to throw a party with his friends or to participate in the 
celebration of his brother’s return. But instead of offering welcome, he offers judgment 
for the spending habits that do not align with his own. But hiding money away and 
refusing generosity are a different kind of excess. This excess is the care for himself and 
his own future, to the extent of shunning the care of others.  
 
 The story of the prodigal son is the story of two sons who are lost, both living in 
excess and thinking of themselves and their own desires before the needs of others. This 
story comes in a series of lost items—the lost sheep and lost coin coming directly before. 
Each time, something is lost and found again, thought gone forever and then sought after 
by the one who loves them most: the shepherd, the woman, the father—God. God 



continues to show up and look after us, offering us grace when we need it most, and often 
are most undeserving. In this parable, the father welcomes home the younger son with 
open arms, running to embrace him and clothe him with robes and rings. He is saying to 
him, “You will never be a stranger to me.” And similarly to the older brother, the father 
tells him, “All that is mine is yours.” The father reminds them each that they are family—
his children through their choices good or bad, wandering and coming back home. When 
we are lost, God remains steadfast, seeking us out and filled with joy when we are found 
again, as well as when we once again find God. D. Cameron Murchison writes, 
“Sometimes the alienation follows from our own misguided and self-interested decisions, 
and sometimes the ‘lostness’ simply befalls us; but in every case God intends to salvage 
what is lost” (88). And in this, God abides with an excess as well—an excess of 
welcome, of hope, of love, and of life for all. We are invited to shed the excess of the 
material and to let go of fears about the future, instead participating in the abundant 
welcome that is ours in Christ.  
 
 God shows us in this parable that we can always find a way home. When we let go 
of our pretenses of what our lives should look like, we can accept ourselves and one 
another for how God sees us: wholly and wonderfully made. To do this though, we must 
let go of the shame that we often feel of never having or being enough. It is this desire not 
just to be better, but to be perfect, that tilts us towards excessive behaviors and 
competition for resources. Then when we do something wrong or our life doesn’t look 
like we thought it would turn out, we turn towards shame and believe that we are not 
good enough. In her TEDTalk, Brene Brown notes that “Shame is a focus on self. Guilt is 
a focus on behavior. Shame is ‘I am bad.’ Guilt is ‘I did something bad.’ […] Guilt: I’m 
sorry. I made a mistake. Shame: I am a mistake.”  
 
 When the younger son approaches his father, he does not apologize for his 
financial mistakes. Instead he says, “I have sinned against heaven and before you;  I am 
no longer worthy to be called your son.” He is saying that he is not worthy, that he is no 
longer a member of the family. He is filled with deep shame that the core of who he was 
is no longer acceptable. His father reframes his son’s view, proclaiming to him that 
perhaps he should feel guilty, but he should not feel shame. He was no mistake, and there 
was nothing that he could do to keep his father from welcoming him once again.  
 
 This is how God desires to greet us: with the daily reminder that You Are Enough. 
You are not the sum of what you do, who you know, or what you own. God is ready to 
receive us over and over again, no matter how many times we wander away and lose 
sight of ourselves and of God in the process. God is here reminding us that we don’t 
deserve God’s love or God’s grace based on fairness or accomplishments. Instead, God 



welcomes abundantly, with wide open arms that celebrate the resurrection that comes 
when we find life in God anew.  
 
 We are called to welcome one another with this same abundance. Let us live out 
our excess with an excess of food for the hungry, an excess of hugs for the 
brokenhearted, an excess of mattresses for those without a bed, an excess of clean water 
for those who are thirsty, and an excess of welcome for all. Generosity is more than 
giving philanthropically; it is spending time and energy to understand the story of 
another. And in this, we are reminded that we are not just the children of God—we are 
also one another’s siblings. We may pick at each other and disagree with one another’s 
choices, but at the end of the day we all belong to the same family.  
 
 Just as the two brothers in the story of the prodigal son, we too live in a world of 
excess. All too often, we are so surrounded by what we have that we don’t recognize 
what holds value to us and what is just taking up space. In this season, we are called to 
shed some of those space-fillers. Fasting sometimes looks intentional, like giving up 
sugar or caffeine or tv. But sometimes fasting is thrust upon us unwillingly, when we 
suddenly are facing the loss of a job, a divorce, or even a new food allergy. These 
unintended fasts can shake our world up, suddenly damaging our lives and our livelihood. 
God is present in each of these places, journeying with us through the places that feel the 
emptiest and most unwelcoming. And in this fasting, chosen or not, we have the 
opportunity in loss to rediscover the love that has been there all along.  
 
 Because I know some of you will be curious, here are some of the other 
suggestions Jen Hatmaker has for fasting each week:  

• Pick seven articles of clothing and only wear those all week 
• Have each member of your family give away seven items a day  
• Choose seven people to connect with this week instead of media consumption 
• Recycle and eliminate seven items that contribute to pollution 
• Choose only seven vendors at which to spend money 
• Stop and pause to pray seven times each day 

 
These opportunities for fasting can help us recognize where we have excess in our 

own lives, as well as what items and habits we hold onto just a bit too tightly. You may 
find that you have a need to fast from something totally different than your family 
member or friend—and that’s okay. Part of the challenge is realizing where your excess 
is and where you might live more generously or openly.  

 



But know this- fasting itself is not the end goal. Fasting is not the same as a new 
year’s resolution, meant to kick start you into a healthier lifestyle. Fasting is a way to 
reorient yourself and your priorities, reflecting during the absence of something important 
to you what that absence can create space for. Where do you need to create space in your 
life? Or where is space being created for you, whether or not by choice?  

 
 So carry on, wayward sons and daughters, children of God. As we prepare for 
Easter, we first follow Jesus to the cross. In death and loss, Christ led the world to new 
life—a life that is filled with resurrection. To find resurrection though, we must first die 
to the old ways and make space for the new, letting go of that which holds us back from 
relationship with God and with one another. Know in this season where the dark 
transitions to the light that you are welcome here, and you are enough. Thanks be to God.  


