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Why a Lenten Study?
Lent is the approximately 40-day period between Ash Wednesday and Holy Saturday, the day 
before Easter is celebrated. Traditionally, this season in the life of the church has been seen as 
a time for preparation and reorientation. For well over 1,500 years, Christians have used the 
season of Lent to seek God’s forgiveness and direction. Like an annual health and wellness 
check-up, Lent can be an opportunity for us to do some self-assessment and take stock of our 
lives. As we prepare for the joy of Easter and God’s radical, saving love that can save us from 
anything—even ourselves—we take time to reflect on what God longs for us in our lives.
The hope for this study is that the collection of Scripture readings, ideas, questions, and 
resource materials will foster meaningful and relevant conversation among the Brownson 
community during the season of Lent and beyond. May this season of Lent be a time for us to 
grow more faithful as followers of Christ doing God’s work in the world.

The Curriculum
Lent, a season of reflection and study, provides a meaningful opportunity for each of us to 
consider how to faithfully respond to God’s call. “Who Are You in the Story?” A Study on the 
Parables of Jesus invites us to journey into the Gospels and find ourselves there.
Jesus spoke in parables so that all would listen with their hearts and turn to God. Whether we 
have read the parables over and over or are studying them for the first time, we will find that 
Jesus still teaches through them today - and we just might be surprised by what we will learn. 
Through concrete images, candid language, and intriguing characters, the parables provide 
entry into understanding our own stories of faith and the story of God. The parables encourage 
us to ask: who or where am I in the story? What is required of me?
Studying the parables encourages change which in turn fuels growth in our lives of faith. These
first-century stories invite us to get outside of our comfort zone. In the parables, we find the 
unexpected; what first appears to be a simple story is often a challenge to a deeper truth, 
sometimes even evoking more questions than answers. Parables never leave us in the same 
place. They challenge us to dig deeply within, examining the soul and honestly wrestling with 
one’s relationship with God. They inspire us to reach out, examining our relationships with 
others and the world.
In studying the parables of Jesus, may we better grasp the mysterious power, relentless love, 
and incomprehensible grace of God who calls us, and let it impact and inform us in the journey 
of faith.

Introduction
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Small Group Work
Discuss one lesson each week following a similar pattern:

❖ Gather
❖ Opening Prayer
❖ Scripture
❖ Conversation
❖ Prayer & Sending

Individual Faith Formation Work
Make every effort to read through the assigned lesson in advance of your small group time 
each week, so that you may prepare and share your thoughts more thoroughly. In addition, we 
encourage you to attend to your own spiritual work in the weekly “My Story” section explained 
below. Through investing in your relationship with God, the intent is to grow more grounded in 
your faith and more faithful as Christ’s hands and feet in the world.

Introduction to “My Story” Exercise
Studying the parables is a wonderful opportunity to intentionally reflect on our own stories. This
curriculum will provide open-ended guidance for you to compose your own story of faith by the
conclusion of the study. If these exercises inspire you to explore more deeply, additional re-
sources can be found in the back of the booklet.
The intersection of your life’s story and God’s story is sometimes called a spiritual autobiogra-
phy. Spiritual autobiographies are about how God has worked in our lives and the people who 
have walked with us along the way. There are many reasons to explore the journey of faith but 
perhaps the most important one is to better understand God, ourselves, and our relationship 
to the world around us. You may think, “I have nothing to write about,” but each person has a 
story to share. It is important to remember that the seemingly insignificant and ordinary ways 
God works in day-to-day life is just as much a story of God as is the mountaintop experience. 
A spiritual autobiography, which includes recalling the times you have moved toward, as well 
as away from God, tells the story of how you have come to your beliefs. It is the contrail of your 
faith up to this point, recognizing that the future is still in God’s hands.
Each week, the study of the characters in one of the short stories of Jesus will give shape to 
our own. How do the questions they face resonate in our stories? Your answers to these ques-
tions can be written in the space provided in the booklet or created digitally in your own docu-
ment to facilitate expanding at a later opportunity. Another wonderful option is to partner with 
a trusted friend or family member. Your listener will provide the prompting questions to guide 
your conversation.

This Booklet
This booklet provides a weekly lesson to be discussed in your small group as well as guidance 
for individual faith formation. Unless otherwise noted, scriptural passages included in the 
content of the study are the New Revised Standard Version (NRSV). Your group’s first meeting 
will discuss Lesson 1 .
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If possible, before your group’s first meeting, complete the background to your story below.

Background: My Story
Describe your childhood briefly, including where you lived, who was important in your life (par-
ents, siblings, other key “characters”) what you enjoyed, and early encounters with God.
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Group Covenant

Small groups are wonderful opportunities to grow in faith, guided by the Holy Spirit, alongside 
others in our community. An essential component of the small group experience is to operate with 
a sense of trust and accountability to one another. Please prayerfully consider the covenant below 
as a way to affirm one another in this group setting.

I will make attending this group a high priority, missing only when ill or out of town.

I will strive to be on time to all of our group meetings.

I will come willing to fully participate, preparing for each meeting and being open to God’s pres-
ence and to others in the group. No one will be asked to share what they do not want to share. 
The group will respect each person’s position.

I accept that group members have the right to their own opinions. I will respect and receive what 
others offer, even if I have a different perspective.

I will respect the confidence of each group member. What is shared in this group stays in this 
group, unless otherwise directed.

I will listen to and care for the members of my group.

I will pray for our group time and for each member of my group.

Participant signature: 
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Gather
One of the gifts of small group study is the opportunity to develop and nurture relationships in the
community of faith. If your group is newly formed, take time to make introductions and consider 
sharing where you grew up and what brought you to this church. For all groups, welcome each 
other and share one thing that you are looking forward to in this small group study.

Opening Prayer
Merciful God, you have gathered us here today and you are with us.

Engage our hearts, minds, and souls in the study of your Word
and in the fellowship with one another.

Bless this group and our conversation as we enter your story
and may your story shape our story.

Amen.

Scripture
Luke 10:25-37
Just then a lawyer stood up to test Jesus. “Teacher,” he said, “what must I do to inherit eternal 
life?” 26 Jesus said to him, “What is written in the law? What do you read there?” 27 He answered, 
“You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your 
strength, and with all your mind; and your neighbor as yourself.” 28 And Jesus said to him, “You 
have given the right answer; do this, and you will live.” 29 But wanting to justify himself, he asked 
Jesus, “And who is my neighbor?” 30 Jesus replied, “A man was going down from Jerusalem 
to Jericho, and fell into the hands of robbers, who stripped him, beat him, and went away, 
leaving him half dead. 31 Now by chance a priest was going down that road; and when 
he saw him, he passed by on the other side. 32 So likewise a Levite, when he came to the 
place and saw him, passed by on the other side. 33 But a Samaritan while traveling came 
near him; and when he saw him, he was moved with pity. 34 He went to him and bandaged 
his wounds, having poured oil and wine on them. Then he put him on his own animal, 
brought him to an inn, and took care of him. 35 The next day he took out two denarii, gave 
them to the innkeeper, and said, ‘Take care of him; and when I come back, I will repay you 
whatever more you spend.’ 36 Which of these three, do you think, was a neighbor to the man 
who fell into the hands of the robbers?” 37 He said, “The one who showed him mercy.” Jesus said 
to him, “Go and do likewise.”

Good Samaritan or Entrenched Lawyer?
Lesson 1
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Conversation
Read Luke 10: 30-35 (in bold above).
The Parable of the Good, or Compassionate, Samaritan might just be the most well-known of 
all of Jesus’ parables. It has been referenced in political speeches on both sides of the ocean 
and pops up in everyday conversation on a regular basis. This Samaritan is the example held up 
for emulation by grade-school children and adults alike. It is the basis for the naming of multiple 
charities, hospitals, and even a donkey sanctuary in Australia.1

The parable follows a familiar story format which includes a “rule of three” convention that builds 
on a trio of related ideas to make the story more engaging and effective. Think of the three little 
pigs, or even the Christian understanding of the Trinitarian God - Creator, Redeemer, Spirit. 
However, in Jesus’ parable, the third character couldn’t have been more surprising!

When Christians study this parable, we might give some 
attention to the priest and the Levite, but we often focus on the 
Samaritan. What enabled him, despite deep enmity between 
the Jews and Samaritans, to come to the aid of the man in the 
ditch? What enabled him to imagine the impossible? To give his 
resources to aid a mortal enemy?

In this parable, we might also 
consider ourselves as the one 
in the ditch. That’s as easy 
for us to imagine as it was for 
those in the first century. We’ve 
all experienced times when 
we’ve been wounded, afraid, 
or leading dead lives. What 
is more difficult, perhaps, is 
to imagine allowing ourselves 
to be helped, especially by a 
person we find repugnant. To 
acknowledge our vulnerability, 
despite having considered 
ourselves flush with our own 
resources, and to be willing to 
accept resources from another
person often proves 
challenging.
We can learn valuable insight from considering all of the 
characters in this parable.
Spend a few moments sharing insights and questions generated 
by discussion of the parable.

 ● Describe the generosity of the Samaritan toward the man in   
           the ditch.

The people of Samaria, 
known as Samaritans, 
trace their roots to the 
Northern kingdom of 
Israel (see 1 Kings). As 
this land, along with the 
Southern kingdom of Ju-
dah, was subjected to a 
tortured history of con-
quest and repatriation, 
animosity between the 
Samaritans and Jews 
developed. While both 
groups claim to be de-
scended from Abraham, 
they disagree about the 
interpretation of the To-
rah, the correct priest-
hood, and the right form 
and place of worship. 
To put it more simply, 
the divisive rift between 
Samaritans and Jews 
could be described as an 
antagonistic disagree-
ment between cousins.

1 http://www.donkeyrescue.org.au/

In Judaism, the priest-
hood is an inherited po-
sition. “Priest” refers 
to one in the Jewish reli-
gious hierarchy who is a 
male descendant of Aar-
on (brother of Moses). 
Priests, such as Zechari-
ah, the father of John the 
Baptist, are of a lesser 
rank than a “chief” or 
“high” priest. Because 
we are told the priest is 
going “down” the road, 
the first-century audi-
ence (and by extension, 
us) knows that he is going 
away from Jerusalem. 
“Levite” refers to an even 
lesser inherited position, 
from Levi the third son of 
Jacob. Each is an ordinary 
religious man who falls 
well short of what Jewish 
law would have them do.
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 ● Do you ever struggle with accepting help? Especially from someone you detest or  
    don’t respect, or someone whose version of the truth is different from your own? Share  
              these experiences with one another.

 ● Many interpretations of this parable suggest that the Samaritan does for the man in the   
              ditch what God does for us; that is, having compassion for God’s creation, God acts with   
    mercy in our lives. Do you agree? Why or why not?

In verses 30-35 we find the parable proper. 
But as Luke recounts it, the parable is 
actually bookended with a conversation 
between Jesus and a lawyer who asks the 
questions that prompt the telling of the
parable. Let’s see what we might learn from 
shifting our perspective to the lawyer.
In the first century, lawyers were generally 
well regarded by Jews, in part because 
of their connection to the Law (Torah). 
However, in Luke’s gospel, lawyers are 
often seen in an unfavorable light (cf. Luke
7:30) and this one is no exception. It is likely 
that Luke’s readers would be aware that he 
does not consider this man righteous. Let’s 
see what we can discover as we look more 
deeply into the lawyer’s conversation with 
Jesus.
Read Luke 10:25-29.
The passage begins: Just then a lawyer 
stood up to test Jesus.
● What strikes you immediately when you   
  hear or read that opening line? 
    Share your thoughts with one another.
● How does the lawyer “test” Jesus?
● Can you think of another narrative in the   
 Gospels where Jesus is tested?
One particularly provocative example is 
found in Luke 4:1-13, where we encounter 
the exchange between Jesus and Satan 
in the wilderness. What does Jesus say to 
silence him? Do not put the Lord your God 
to the test . Yet testing is precisely what 
Luke tells us the lawyer intends to do.

Why didn’t the priest and Levite stop? Martin 
Luther King Jr. offers this possibility: “But 
I’m going to tell you what my imagination tells 
me. It’s possible that those men were afraid. 
You see, the Jericho Road is a dangerous road. 
I remember when Mrs. King and I were first 
in Jerusalem. We rented a car and drove from 
Jerusalem down to Jericho. And as soon as 
we got on that road I said to my wife, ‘I can 
see why Jesus used this as the setting for his 
parable.’ It’s a winding, meandering road. 
It’s really conducive for ambushing. You 
start out in Jerusalem, which is about twelve 
hundred miles, or rather, twelve hundred feet 
above sea level. And by the time you get down 
to Jericho fifteen or twenty minutes later, 
you’re about twenty-two feet below sea level. 
That’s a dangerous road. In the days of Jesus, 
it came to be known as the ‘Bloody Pass.’ 
And you know, it’s possible that the priest 
and the Levite looked over that man on the 
ground and wondered if the robbers were still 
around. Or it’s possible that they felt that the 
man on the ground was merely faking, and he 
was acting like he had been robbed and hurt 
in order to seize them over there, lure them 
there for quick and easy seizure. And so the 
first question that the priest asked, the first 
question that the Levite asked was, ‘If I stop 
to help this man, what will happen to me?’ 
“But then the Good Samaritan came by, and 
he reversed the question: ‘If I do not stop to 
help this man, what will happen to him?’” 2

2 https://www.biblegateway.com/blog/2012/04/why-didnt-they-stop-martin-luther-king-jr-on-the-parable-of-the-good
-samaritan/
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The lawyer asks Jesus a question. He asks, Teacher, what must I do to inherit eternal life?
 ● Does anything new strike you about the lawyer’s question?
 ● A trick question is one that cannot be properly answered “yes” or “no.” Throughout the   
              gospels, Jesus often encounters people employing this type of rhetoric
    (cf. Luke 20:20-26). Do you think that’s what this lawyer is doing?
If the lawyer was concerned about righteousness, he might have asked it differently. In asking 
what he must “do,” the lawyer appears more concerned with checking off items on a list than 
living a life of faithful following. Amy-Jill Levine writes, The [lawyer’s] question presumes eternal 
life is a commodity to be inherited or purchased on the basis of a particular action rather than a 
gift freely given.3

Jesus’ response is to answer the lawyer’s question with a question: What is written in the law? 
What do you read there?
We can presume from Jesus’ response, and the use of “written” and “read,” that the lawyer is 
literate. The “law” refers to the Torah, in which the lawyer would be an expert. Instead of only 
asking what is written, Jesus asks “how do you read (it)?”
You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all 
your soul, and with all your strength, and with all your mind; and 
your neighbor as yourself. The lawyer responds appropriately 
for these “love commandments” (Deut. 6:5 and Lev. 19:18) are 
the touchstones for Israel by which all the commandments of 
the Torah are understood. These commandments are linked in 
Jewish theology as the love of God is ground and a guide for 
one’s life, made evident in outward expressions of love.
 ● Consider your own faith and the collective faith. How   
              does one’s love for God encourage action? Share   
    examples of ways God’s love is acted out.
 ● Will they know we are Christians by our love? What   
    keeps us from showing love through our actions?
Jesus’ response echoes the lawyer’s, with a point. Do this and live.
 ● Some scholars suggest that Jesus is shifting the focus from eternal life to life lived in the
    present, that the commandments to love God and love neighbor are particularly    
    concerned with how we live out our faith. What do you think? Why?
The lawyer - like us, perhaps - is not satisfied. He asks another question, this one prompting 
Jesus to answer with a parable. Notice the reason we are given for him asking the question: to 
justify himself.
 ● From aligning margins to describing the sinner’s relationship to God, “justify” has many
    meanings. Explore together the ways the word is used.
Now consider the question itself: Who is my neighbor?

In Deuteronomy we find 
where commandments 
contained in the Torah 
are primarily concerned 
with present rather than 
eternal life. As an inter-
esting excursion into 
scripture, read Deut.
30:11-20 and pay atten-
tion to the words and 
ways that God is ex-
horting the people to 
choose life in the present.

3 Amy-Jill Levine, Short Stories by Jesus , p.85
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On one level, it’s an understandable question. The word that our English-language Bible 
translates as “neighbor” has multiple references in the Hebrew scriptures (what we call the Old 
Testament). It can mean literally the person (or nation) whose property borders your own; it can 
mean friend, it can mean someone with whom there is a legal relationship, and it can even mean 
brother.
 ● Even today, we probably define “neighbor” in multiple ways. Discuss.
The parable proper ends with a generous act of benevolence on the part of the Samaritan. But 
Jesus isn’t finished with the lawyer and asks him, Which of these three, do you think, was a 
neighbor to the man who fell into the hands of the robbers?
Jesus takes the lawyer’s original question of “who” - a question of identity - and reframes it into a
question of action, asking which man acted as a neighbor to the man in the ditch. The answer? 
It’s the one who did something, who showed mercy. The Samaritan may have been moved by 
pity but he acted with mercy. The lawyer answers accordingly but Jesus, sidestepping whether 
the lawyer has “justified himself” at all in this exchange, does not tell him he is right (or wrong) but 
simply directs him to act. Go and do likewise . Go and do : action verbs indicating movement and 
involvement in the world around him.
 ● What do you imagine the lawyer did after this encounter?
 ● Do you think the encounter with Jesus changed the lawyer - was he convicted? If so, do   
    you think he made a radical shift or did the change come more slowly over time?
Scripture does not tell us how the lawyer responds. Perhaps it’s just as well because it’s really a
question for all who hear the parable, who read the scripture, then and now. It’s really a question 
for us. Could we be the lawyer? How do we respond? How do you respond?

Prayer & Sending
As you prepare to conclude your small group time, please share prayer concerns and joys with 
one another. Include these concerns as you pray together and hold them in prayer throughout the 
week. We pray for …

In your mercy, Lord God, hear our prayer. Guide us in our comings and goings that we will 
act with mercy as the Samaritan did. Through Christ our Savior. Amen.
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We considered the man in the ditch.
When have I been “in the ditch,” at a low point in my life? 
Did someone reach out to me - who?

We considered the compassionate passerby who helped the bereft man.
How have I responded to Jesus’ instruction to “go and do likewise?” 
How have I put my faith into action?

We also talked about a shift in perspective.
Name 1-3 occasions/turning points in my life when my perspective about a belief, 
person/group, or expectation changed.

THIS WEEK

M Y  S T O R Y

★ ★
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Searching for You? Can It Be?
Lesson 2

Gather
Can you name and share a time when you have had to sacrifice to buy, purchase, or earn some-
thing? It could be working for college, buying that first car, or helping your kids go to school.

Opening Prayer
Loving God,

open our eyes to the mystery of your sacrifice.
Open our eyes to the majesty that you are

the Creator of the Universe and you know us by name.
Bless this group and our conversation as we enter your story

and may your story shape our story.
Amen.

Scripture
Matthew 13:44-46
44 “The kingdom of heaven is like treasure hidden in a field, which someone found and hid; then in 
his joy he goes and sells all that he has and buys that field. 
45 “Again, the kingdom of heaven is like a merchant in search of fine pearls; 46 on finding one 
pearl of great value, he went and sold all that he had and bought it.

Conversation
Have you ever been to the Air and Space Museum in Washington, D.C.? When you are there, one 
of the things you begin to notice is how small you are. You also learn a lot of facts about the uni-
verse. Earth is one of nine planets in our solar system. Our solar system is part of the Milky Way 
which contains about 400 billion other stars. The Milky Way is one of 125 billion other galaxies in 
the universe. When you begin to think of that reality, you might feel quite insignificant. It echoes 
what we read in the psalms, When I look at your heavens, the work of your fingers, the moon and 
the stars that you have established; what are human beings that you are mindful of them, mortals 
that you care for them? (Ps. 8:3-4) and [The Lord] determines the number of the stars, he gives to 
all of them their names. (Ps. 147:4).
 ● When you consider the depth and breadth of God’s handiwork, how do you feel? 
    Share with each other.
 ● Ask someone to read aloud Psalm 8. Describe the image of divine majesty in the psalm.
 ● What does it mean to you that God would make human beings “a little lower 
    than God” (vs. 5)?
 ● Psalm 8 is bookended with the declaration: O Lord, our Sovereign, how majestic is your   
    name in all the earth! What do we mean when we declare God is “sovereign?” 
              Does it change the way we live our lives?
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The parables for this week are the shortest of the parables and only appear in the gospel of Mat-
thew. In the second parable, a merchant is searching for something very little. A pearl. The pearl 
is hidden but the merchant is actively searching for it. Once it is found, the merchant sells every-
thing he has to buy it.
 ● Have you ever lost something small and valuable? Maybe it was inconsequential to   
              others but important to you. Did you search for what was lost? Did you find it? If so, how   
    did you feel? If not, what happened to make you give up the search?
 ● As you consider this parable (vs. 45-46), who do you believe the merchant to be?
Many scholars interpret the merchant to be God. In this parable we see the activeness of God’s
searching. Minister Michael Lindvall writes, The journey of faith is not so much “to find God” as it 
is the struggle to follow the God who finds us.4

 ● Do you ever have the sense that God searches for you?
 ● If God is searching for you, what do you think God might want to say to you?
Another theme in the parable is of reversal. The pearl is of great value but is relatively small. From 
our perspective, it probably seems a little foolish to sell every possession and all property just for 
a tiny pearl. A similar paradox is found in the first parable, when we might wonder why someone 
would find a hidden treasure and hide it again.
 ● What do you think the pearl represents?
 ● Why might finding and hiding the treasure bring “great joy” to the one who buys the field?  
    What can we learn from this parable?
What the Parable of the Pearl adds to our understanding of God 
is the idea that the kingdom of God is of extraordinary value and 
it was bought at a great price for us. This truth is so important to 
remember in the context of Lent as we prepare for Easter. When 
we recognize that God gave everything for this kingdom, we 
understand that with joy and awe. Joy that God has given us the 
kingdom and all we have to do is accept the invitation from the 
searching God. Our awe comes from the fact that the kingdom
was secured through divine means, impossible for us to devise. 
God gave God’s only Son as a sacrifice so that we could inherit 
the kingdom. The kingdom was bought for each of us at a tre-
mendous price through the blood of our Lord and Savior Jesus 
Christ.
 ● What does it mean to you that God, the Creator of the  
    universe, would give everything for you?
As with many other parables, in this parable there is a mystery 
surrounding how God acts in the world and in our lives. It is a 
mystery because God’s ways are not our ways. In the parables for this week, we see that the 
mystery operates out of love. God’s love for creation illuminates the mystery of the kingdom and 
of God. Why would the merchant search for something as tiny as a pearl? Why would God give 
everything for something as insignificant as we are in comparison to the universe?

For additional exam-
ples in the parables on 
the theme of reversal, 
see Matthew 18:12-13 
and Luke 15:8-10. Does it 
seem foolish to you for a 
shepherd to leave nine-
ty-nine sheep in search 
of just one? Is it foolish 
to turn the house up-
side down looking for 
one coin? What do you 
think Jesus is teaching 
us about God in these 
parables?

4 Michael Lindvall, The Christian Life: a Geography of God.
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The answer lies in that God is not like us. God does not work by our rules. God gave God’s most
precious thing, God’s self, for us. This ultimate sacrifice illuminates the shocking nature of God 
who searches for the little, the lost and the last one of us in order to bring us into the glory of the 
kingdom.
 ● How does this parable give fresh insight to Lent?

Prayer & Sending
As you prepare to conclude your small group time, please share prayer concerns and joys with 
one another. Include these concerns as you pray together and hold them in prayer throughout the 
week. We pray for …

Eternal God, who searches for each one who is lost, open our lives to the presence of 
your love. Amen.
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The merchant searches unfailingly for something seemingly insignificant, as God does.
When in my life have I been aware that God is searching for me?

Does God feel real to me?

List the churches or religious groups I have attended throughout my life thus far. What
circumstances did I learn from them? What was I looking for and did I find it? Name my reasons 
for either joining or leaving these groups.

THIS WEEK

M Y  S T O R Y

★ ★
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Gather
Take a few moments to share with each other what comes to mind when you hear or read the 
word “prodigal.” Is it a word common to everyday language? Then, ask someone to look up the 
word in a dictionary (or check out the sidebar below). Note any similarities or differences between 
its definitions and use.

Opening Prayer
God of everyone,

thank you for bringing us to this place today.
Open our minds and hearts to this familiar teaching, so that we may learn from your Word anew.

Bless this group and our conversation as we enter your story
and may your story shape our story.

Amen.

Scripture
Luke 15:11-32
11 Jesus said, “There was a man who had two sons. 12 The younger of them said to his father, 
‘Father, give me the share of the property that will belong to me.’ So he divided his property 
between them. 13 A few days later the younger son gathered all he had and traveled to a distant 
country, and there he squandered his property in dissolute living. 14 When he had spent every-
thing, a severe famine took place throughout that country, and he began to be in need. 15 So he 
went and hired himself out to one of the citizens of that country, who sent him to his fields to feed 
the pigs. 16 He would gladly have filled himself with the pods that the pigs were eating; and no one 
gave him anything. 17 But when he came to himself he said, ‘How many of my father’s hired hands 
have bread enough and to spare, but here I am dying of hunger! 18 I will get up and go to my fa-
ther, and I will say to him, “Father, I have sinned against heaven and before you; 19 I am no longer 
worthy to be called your son; treat me like one of your hired hands.”’ 20 So he set off and went to 
his father. But while he was still far off, his father saw him and was filled with compassion; he ran 
and put his arms around him and kissed him. 21 Then the son said to him, ‘Father, I have sinned 
against heaven and before you; I am no longer worthy to be called your son.’ 22 But the father said 
to his slaves, ‘Quickly, bring out a robe—the best one—and put it on him; put a ring

Lost, and Found: the Prodigals
Lesson 3
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on his finger and sandals on his feet. 23 And get the fatted calf and kill it, and let us eat and cel-
ebrate; 24 for this son of mine was dead and is alive again; he was lost and is found!’ And they 
began to celebrate.
25 “Now his elder son was in the field; and when he came and approached the house, he heard 
music and dancing. 26 He called one of the slaves and asked what was going on. 27 He replied, 
‘Your brother has come, and your father has killed the fatted calf, because he has got him back 
safe and sound.’ 28 Then he became angry and refused to go in. His father came out and began 
to plead with him. 29 But he answered his father, ‘Listen! For all these years I have been working 
like a slave for you, and I have never disobeyed your command; yet you have never given me 
even a young goat so that I might celebrate with my friends. 30 But when this son of yours came 
back, who has devoured your property with prostitutes, you killed the fatted calf for him!’ 31 Then 
the father said to him, ‘Son, you are always with me, and all that is mine is yours. 32 But we had to 
celebrate and rejoice, because this brother of yours was dead and has come to life; he was lost 
and has been found.’”

Conversation
Jesus’ parable as told by Luke, chapter 15, is often entitled “The 
Prodigal Son.” As you may have discussed above, this word is 
rarely used in everyday conversation in the context of its actual 
definition. Rather, it is so closely associated with this parable that 
the word “prodigal” is often a shorthand description of someone 
who rebels or runs away.
 ● Titles indicate the theme, truth, or even the twist in a story.   
      Just based on what you know or recall from this parable, can  
    you think of other possible titles?
There was a man who had two sons. Jesus begins the parable 
by immediately introducing the three main characters he engag-
es to make his point. One of the longest parables in the Bible, 

it is really a story in two parts with a party bridging between the two. The first half of the parable 
focuses on the younger son. Let’s start there.
Ask someone in your group to read aloud Luke 15:11-24. Then discuss using the below questions 
as your guide.
 ● What do you see as the major plot points in this part of the story (that is, if you were go-  
     ing to outline the action, what would you highlight)?
 ● In verse 13, we read that the younger brother “squandered” his inheritance. What images  
    come to mind? How does this word choice relate to the word “prodigal?”
 ● What did the father do when, from a distance, he saw his son coming toward home?
At certain times in our lives, we may identify in a greater or lesser degree with each of the charac-
ters in Jesus’ parables. Jesus’ stories are thick with folks who remind us of ourselves, which is a 
pretty effective way to help us examine own our lives in light of Jesus’ teaching! Have you ever felt 
like we imagined how the younger son might have felt - impatient to get away, humbled by failure, 
desperate to get back what he gave up?
 ● Why do you think the younger brother asked for his inheritance? Do you think, in a   
    sense, he may have been “lost” before he even struck out on his own?
 ● What does the phrase “he came to himself” (vs. 17) mean to you?

The Merriam-Webster 
online dictionary de-
fines “prodigal” as:
1: characterized by pro 
    fuse or wasteful ex- 
    penditure: Lavish
2: recklessly spendthrift
3: yielding abundantly:  
    Luxuriant
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 ● Do you think the younger son truly repents? What   
    would this look like?
 ● Is it important whether or not he repents?
Whether he has “truly” repented or not, perhaps the more inter-
esting question is…
 ● How will the younger brother act now? Is he changed   
    by this experience?
And they began to celebrate (11:24b). The party’s started! This 
story has a happy ending, doesn’t it? But wait - go back to the 
opening line: a man had TWO sons. Where is the older son? 
Wasn’t he invited to the party?
Read Luke 11:25-32.
 ● What do you see as the major plot points in the second  
    half of the story?
 ● How does the older brother react to the news of the   
    celebration for the brother who has returned?
One writer has rephrased the older brother’s disgruntled speech to his father this way:

I’ve worked my fingers to the bone for you and for this farm all these years, and you’ve 
never done anything for me. I couldn’t even have a dinner featuring a goat. Then this 
son of yours comes home...and you kill that little prize calf for him. You bet your life I’m 
not going in to that party! 5

Do you relate to the older brother? Let’s consider his qualities (at least based on his own reporting 
andthe circumstances described in the story): responsible, diligent, thrifty. It’s understandable that 
he would feel resentment toward the unpunished wastefulness of another. Diligence and obedi-
ence are worthy aspirations. However, the crisis for the older brother is the choice between being 
“right” and being in relationship. In this parable, could it be that Jesus is pointing us toward rela-
tionship?
 ● When have you had to choose between being right and being in relationship? Describe   
              the choice you made and the reasons you made it. 
    Perhaps he was envious of the younger brother’s boldness in leaving. 
    As a rule-follower, did the older brother inwardly long to forget the rules? 
    Had he become blind to the peace and security he enjoyed as
    the older brother in the family? After all, Scripture tells us that the older brother also re  
    ceived his inheritance at the same time as did the younger brother (vs. 12b).
 ● What do you think kept the older brother from appreciating his circumstances, from being
    grateful for all that he had?
 ● How was the older brother “squandering” his life by not recognizing the blessings already
    present?
 ● If he can accept his own place in the family and welcome his brother who took a different  
    path, how might he experience a deeper satisfaction?
 ● Do we sometimes find ourselves dotting all the “i’s” and crossing all the “t’s” of religious
    expectation, yet finding no joy?

In the New Testament 
book of Acts, we en-
counter another oc-
currence of the phrase 
in the story of Peter’s 
deliverance from pris-
on. Read Acts 12:1-11. 
When Peter “came to 
himself,” it is a way to 
say he has gained clar-
ity about self, his situa-
tion, and God’s activity 
in his life.

5 J. Ellsworth Kalas, Parables from the Back Side , p. 79.
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There is yet one more character in this parable who has something to teach us: the father. In the 
first part of the story, we see a man willing to comply with his son’s request, without regard for pro-
priety or security. We get to know this father through his actions rather than introspection. When 
the father sees his younger son in the distance, he — filled with compassion — runs to meet him 
(vs. 20).

● Describe how this image affects you.
● What role does compassion play in the father’s actions? Why   
 do you think Scripture makes a point to include this detail?
● Has there been a time in your life when you felt as this father   
   may have — overjoyed by the unexpected restoration of some  
 one or something missing? Share with one another.
● How is the moment of the father running toward the son a mo  
 ment of grace as well as a moment of judgement?
In the latter half of the story, the father again turns himself out   
for his son - this time, the elder one. The father leaves the 
party to enjoin his son to come in. He listens to his elder son’s   
complaint. Responding simply with one sentence, Son, you are   
always with me, and all that is mine is yours (v.31), the father
affirms the closeness of their relationship and reminds his eldest 
son that he loses nothing by welcoming his own brother home 
and joining in the celebrations.
The older brother is given a 

choice in this parable, as are we. Can he let go of relying on 
himself and accept the love that is offered? Was he moved to a 
change of heart? Can the elder brother ultimately join the cel-
ebration for the lost being found, and if not, is it then he who is 
truly lost?
As with the lawyer in the parable of the Compassionate Sa-
maritan, we are not told how the older brother responds. But 
the question hangs in the air for us. Parables like these are 
open-ended, even messy, like our lives. We are invited to celbrate that we are loved by a merciful 
Father and to keep thinking about this story, how these questions are our questions, and how we 
will respond.

Prayer & Sending
As you prepare to conclude your small group time, please share prayer concerns and joys with 
one another. Include these concerns as you pray together and hold them in prayer throughout the 
week. We pray for …

Loving God, unfurl our hearts so we might see new ways of being in relationship. Nudge 
us to enter the questions you put before us, that in responding we may grow as your chil-
dren. Amen.

The most recognized im-
age of this scene is Rem-
brandt’s well-known 
painting, “The Return of 
the Prodigal Son” (c. 1669). 
For fun, google images for 
“prodigal son and father” 
and see what images reso-
nate with you. An interest-
ing contemporary example 
is rendered by children’s 
book illustrator Kristi 
Valiant (http://kristival-
iant.blogspot.com/2012/05/
prodigal-son-best-of-show.
html).

The word translated as 
“plead” in verse 28 is 
from the Greek word 
“parakaleo” which has 
the sense of both urging 
and of comforting at the 
same time.
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This week’s parable centered around an ordinary family.
Describe my earliest memory of family. Include setting, scene, characters, feeling, and thoughts.

It also invited us to consider some important questions...
...as did the younger son.
Have you had seasons of doubt or disobedience? What did that feel like? When did it end?

...as did the older son.
What are the blessings in my life? Have there been times when I have been blind to these? What 
gets in the way of noticing the blessings in my life?

THIS WEEK

M Y  S T O R Y

★ ★
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A Risky Call
Lesson 4

Gather
As you consider the story of your life, is there a time when you really risked or stepped out in 
faith? Was there a time when you knew you had to risk, but fear or routine stopped you? Share 
these experiences with each other.

Opening Prayer
Loving God,

open our eyes to how you call us to risk for the gospel.
Bless this group and our conversation as we enter your story

and may your story shape our story.
Amen.

Scripture
Matthew 25:14-28
14 “For it is as if a man, going on a journey, summoned his slaves and entrusted his property to 
them; 15 to one he gave five talents, to another two, to another one, to each according to his abil-
ity. Then he went away. 16 The one who had received the five talents went off at once and trad-
ed with them, and made five more talents. 17 In the same way, the one who had the two talents 
made two more talents. 18 But the one who had received the one talent went off and dug a hole 
in the ground and hid his master’s money. 19 After a long time the master of those slaves came 
and settled accounts with them. 20 Then the one who had received the five talents came forward, 
bringing five more talents, saying, ‘Master, you handed over to me five talents; see, I have made 
five more talents.’ 21 His master said to him, ‘Well done, good and trustworthy slave; you have 
been trustworthy in a few things, I will put you in charge of many things; enter into the joy of your 
master.’ 22 And the one with the two talents also came forward, saying, ‘Master, you handed over 
to me two talents; see, I have made two more talents.’ 23 His master said to him, ‘Well done, good 
and trustworthy slave; you have been trustworthy in a few things, I will put you in charge of many 
things; enter into the joy of your master.’ 24 Then the one who had received the one talent also 
came forward, saying, ‘Master, I knew that you were a harsh man, reaping where you did not sow, 
and gathering where you did not scatter seed; 25 so I was afraid, and I went and hid your
talent in the ground. Here you have what is yours.’ 26 But his master replied, ‘You wicked and lazy
slave! You knew, did you, that I reap where I did not sow, and gather where I did not scatter? 27 
Then you ought to have invested my money with the bankers, and on my return I would have 
received what was my own with interest. 28 So take the talent from him, and give it to the one with 
the ten talents.



26

Conversation
The context of our parable is important. It is located in Jesus’ eschatological discourse (Matthew
24:1-25:46) where he instructs his disciples to endure through difficult times and to live in antici-
pation of Christ’s return. Like all of the parables in this section, it exemplifies the certainty of the 
Lord’s coming and how the disciples are to live in the meantime.

In this story, a wealthy man prepares for a journey by entrusting 
his estate to his servants. This parable is found in the Gospel of 
Luke as well as in Matthew. In the Lukan version of this parable 
(Luke 19:12-27), ten slaves receive one pound a piece to per-
form the master’s business. In the Matthean version, however, 
there are only three servants, and they receive shares, each ac-
cording to his ability (25:15). Although the first servant receives 
five times as much as the third, each receives a substantial
sum of money.
 ● What is significant about the phrase “each according to 
       his ability?”
 ● Why do you think Matthew adds it to his version of 
       the parable?

Like the preceding two para-
bles in Matthew (24:45-51; 25:1-
13), the return of the master is 
guaranteed but the timing is 
unknown. After a long absence, 
the master discovers what each servant has done with
his property.
The first two slaves do business with the master’s talents and 
double his money. Although the first slave earned more than the 
second, each has done remarkably well with what he has been 
given. They have performed according to their potential, and 
they have been faithful in doing what the master has required 
of them. The master’s response to each is the same. He com-
mends the slaves for being good and faithful, entrusts them with 
more authority, and invites them to enter his “joy.”
● Why do you think the passage chooses the word joy?
● What does the phrase “enter into the joy of your master” mean  
 to you?

The third servant is not so fortunate. In the response of this slave, the audience learns even more 
about the master. The third slave admits that he was afraid to lose the master’s money. To protect 
himself, he buried the talent in the ground. Although it may seem odd to audiences today, burying 
treasure was quite common at that time (cf. Matthew 13:44).
 ● Why do you think the third slave was afraid?
 ● What role does fear play in our lives?
 ● Does fear hold us back from being faithful? What can help us to work through fear?
 ● What more do we learn about the master from what he says to the third slave?

The word “eschatolog-
ical” orignates from 
the Greek ἔσχατος es-
chatos, meaning “last”, 
and -logy, meaning “the 
study of.” It was first 
used in the English lan-
guage around 1844. The 
Oxford English Dictio-
nary defines eschatol-
ogy as “the part of the-
ology concerned with 
death, judgment, and
the final destiny of the 
soul and of human-
kind”.

A talent is equal to about 
6,000 denarii. Since one 
denarius is a common 
laborer’s daily wage, a 
talent would be roughly 
equivalent to 20 years 
wages for the average 
worker. Five talents, 
the largest amount en-
trusted to any of the 
servants, is comparable 
to one hundred years 
worth of labor, anas-
tronomical amount of 
money.
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The master is furious. He entrusted this servant with a portion of his property in order that the 
slave would use his abilities - abilities that had helped the master in the past - in order to turn a 
profit for his Lord. This slave, however, was too afraid to take a risk - even though risky behavior 
was part of the master’s business. Instead, he attempted to secure his own well-being. In the end, 
his unfaithfulness to carry on the master’s work cost him severely (25:30).
The master expected the servants to continue his business, to take risks, and to imitate his behav-
ior. Two servants were found faithful, and they are rewarded.
 ● Have you ever had a time where you took a risk for the gospel?
 ● Describe a time when you put your abilities to work for the Lord. Did you feel joy?
In its literary context, Jesus tells a story to his disciples to prepare them for the days ahead when 
their faith will be tested (see Matt. 24:3).
 ● What does faithfulness look like in a time of waiting?
As individuals, we have likely experienced times of waiting in our lives. But consider also that 
there are collective times of waiting — as a nation, we might wait for the end of war or the result of 
an election. As a community, we might wait for a storm to pass. As a church, we may experience 
times of dischord and await a renewed spirit among the congregation.
 ● How might the experience of collective waiting be similar to or different from that for the
    individual?
 ● How do we, as a community of faith, live out our faith during these times?
In Matthew’s gospel, faithfulness means emulating the ministry of Jesus. Jesus has announced 
the arrival of God’s kingdom by feeding the hungry, curing the sick, blessing the meek, and serv-
ing the least. Jesus’ parable asks us to respond to God’s call, even if it seems risky. If you put 
yourself in the story, where is the Lord calling you to risk?

Prayer & Sending
As you prepare to conclude your small group time, please share prayer concerns and joys with 
one another. Include these concerns as you pray together and hold them in prayer throughout the 
week. We pray for …

Faithful God, teach us to be your faithful servants. Amen.
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The master invited the trustworthy servants to share his joy, as God invites us.
Write about a time when I have felt joy in the journey of faith.
When/where/with whom have I ever encountered God (during church, prayer, conversation, on
retreat, reading, etc.)?

This parable invited us to risk for the gospel.
When have I overcome fear to do what you believed was God’s will? Describe the circumstances 
and outcome.

Jesus tells this parable to encourage his disciples to have faithfulness in waiting.
Describe a time when I have had faithfulness while waiting … have I prayed about an issue or 
person and felt like God didn’t answer? How did I keep the faith while waiting for God’s answer or 
action?

THIS WEEK
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Gather
Share with each other a story of celebration. How do you and/or your family mark a happy occa-
sion? What does a big party look like to you? You might wish to share a tradition from childhood 
or new ways of celebrating that you’ve created. As we anticipate Holy Week, consider including 
special Easter celebrations as well.

Opening Prayer
Lord God, be our teacher this day. Help us to see what you see.

Bless this group and our conversation as we enter your story
and may your story shape our story.

Amen.

Scripture
Luke 14:16-24
16 Then Jesus said to him, “Someone gave a great dinner and invited many. 17 At the time for 
the dinner he sent his slave to say to those who had been invited, ‘Come; for everything is ready 
now.’ 18 But they all alike began to make excuses. The first said to him, ‘I have bought a piece of 
land, and I must go out and see it; please accept my regrets.’ 19 Another said, ‘I have bought five 
yoke of oxen, and I am going to try them out; please accept my regrets.’ 20 Another said, ‘I have 
just been married, and therefore I cannot come.’ 21 So the slave returned and reported this to his 
master. Then the owner of the house became angry and said to his slave, ‘Go out at once into the 
streets and lanes of the town and bring in the poor, the crippled, the blind, and the lame.’ 22 And 
the slave said, ‘Sir, what you ordered has been done, and there is still room.’ 23 Then the master 
said to the slave, ‘Go out into the roads and lanes, and compel people to come in, so that my 
house may be filled. 24 For I tell you, none of those who were invited will taste my dinner.’”

There Is Still Room
Lesson 5
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Conversation
In this week’s scripture, Jesus is invited to a banquet by the Pharisees. Jesus loved gatherings 
around meals, but the Pharisees have invited Jesus for a purpose. In Luke 14:1, we read,
 On one occasion when Jesus was going to the house of a leader of the Pharisees to eat a   
 meal on the sabbath, they were watching him closely.
During this time, the Pharisees were the religious order who controlled Israel. Not surprisingly, 
they are “watching [Jesus] closely,” perhaps due to what they have heard about Jesus’ Sabbath 
practices earlier (e.g., Luke 6:6-11 and 13:10-17). The Pharisees are trying to trap Jesus, either 
in some activity like healing on the Sabbath (cf. 6:7) or something inappropriate he might say (cf. 
20:20).

Even though Jesus shared several meals with Pharisees (cf. 
7:36), they often complained about his choice of (other) table-fel-
lowship companions (cf. 5:30). In this context, Jesus tells the par-
able in our passage for this week. In the passage, there seem to 
be four important moments:
 1) A certain man prepares a banquet.
 2) The host sends a slave to announce to the guests that  
     the banquet is ready.
 3) The invited guests reject the invitation of the host be  
     cause of three excuses.
 4) The slave is sent back out by the host to bring back   
     replacement guests from the streets regardless of 
     their social, economic, and religious standing.
So who are you in the story? Consider the perspective of three 
people in the narrative.
First, let’s take the position of the host:
Did you know that Jesus liked a good party? Remember, his first 
miracle is at the wedding in Cana (John 2:1-10). In Matthew 15:29-37, Jesus is concerned for the 
hungry crowd and provides a feast from seven loaves of bread and a few small fish.
 ● If the host represents Christ, what do you think he is offering? What kind of party do you   
    think Christ would offer?
In Isaiah 25, we read:
On this mountain the Lord of hosts will make for all peoples
 a feast of rich food, a feast of well-aged wines,
 of rich food filled with marrow, of well-aged wines strained clear.
And he will destroy on this mountain
 the shroud that is cast over all peoples,
 the sheet that is spread over all nations;
 he will swallow up death forever.

In the Gospel of Luke, 
meals, in particu-
lar, provide central 
settings for Jesus’ 
mission. And the lan-
guage of food, in gen-
eral, serves as a ba-
sis for Jesus’ teaching 
(cf. 11:5-8; 15:14-17, 23; 
12:16-21, 45; 17:7-10). 
Eating is a sign of life 
(cf. 8:55; 17:27-28; 24:43) 
and celebration (cf. 
15:23).
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Then the Lord God will wipe away the tears from all faces,
 and the disgrace of his people he will take away from all the earth,
 for the Lord has spoken.
It will be said on that day,
 Lo, this is our God; we have waited for him, so that he might save us.
 This is the Lord for whom we have waited;
 let us be glad and rejoice in his salvation.
For the hand of the Lord will rest on this mountain. (vs. 6-10)
 ● Describe the feast in this passage. What does the Lord do?
 ● Do you believe that you are invited to this banquet?
Second, think about those who rejected the invitation:
 ● What excuses do the invitees give for not coming to the party?
 ● The excuses revolve around material things, work, and relationship. Do these excuses   
     resonate in our own busy lives? Explain.
Essentially, all the excuses mean one thing: “I am so busy.” A local pastor often hears this same
excuse when he’s in the community and sees folks from his congregation. At the grocery store, 
they will say, “Sorry, John, I know we have not been around but we have been so busy.” Or at a 
restaurant, they might say, “We want to get to church but life’s been busy.” In any case, they go 
on to share a list which may include traveling, soccer, a new grandchild, or something else — all 
worthwhile activities.
But maybe the point of this parable is not just about rejecting a party, or religious activity, or the 
church. What if the real rejection is of the host and what he has to offer?
 ● What do we miss when we reject what God offers?
 ● What changes could we make in our busy schedules to make room for Christ 
     in our lives?
Third, the Pharisees:
As you remember, Jesus tells this parable to the Pharisees as they are eating together, covert-
ly trying to trap him in a set of Sabbath rules. And, as we saw with the lawyer in Lesson 1 who 
“tested” Jesus, rather than confronting the trap, Jesus challenges them to be more open. Instead 
of providing an answer circumscribed to their rules, Jesus expands them by suggesting to invite 
those who had nothing to offer in return, to invite the “the poor, the crippled, the lame, and the 
blind.”
 ● Why do you think the Pharisees act close-minded? What might they fear in inviting 
    others to the banquet?
 ● If those of us in the church are represented by the Pharisees, what message would   
    Christ have for us today?
 ● What are specific ways our church can send the message “there is still room?”
“There is still room” says the slave, and yet Jesus says those invitees who reject the party will 
never “taste my dinner.” In this apparent contradiction, we hear the gracious welcome of the host 
but we also recognize all the ways that we turn down the invitation to God’s great party. Yet, 
through Christ, today and every day we are invited to God’s banquet of bread and wine. In this 
season of Lent, as we consider our lives and our stories, let’s turn toward the party, and invite 
others to come with us.
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Prayer & Sending
As you prepare to conclude your small group time, please share prayer concerns and joys with 
one another. Include these concerns as you pray together and hold them in prayer throughout the 
week. We pray for …

Remind us, Lord, of your great invitation and help us to tell others, “there is still room.” 
We thank you for the gift of your son, Jesus Christ, in whose name we offer our prayers. 
Amen.
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This parable centers around a banquet.
What have been the significant celebrations in my life story thus far?

When in my life have I made excuses and put other things before God?

What are the priorities in my life now? Have they changed in different seasons of life?

THIS WEEK
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Grace in the Marketplace
Lesson 6

Gather
What do you enjoy? It might be work (for wages or pleasure), play, spending time with friends, 
being in nature ... share with one another one thing that you are enjoying in your life right now and 
try to describe why you enjoy it (maybe it has meaning, brings joy, is restful, is exciting, etc.).

Opening Prayer
Loving God, you created the world with purpose and joy and invite us to participate.

Engage us now in the work of listening to your Word
So that we may hear with open hearts your calling on our lives.
Bless this group and our conversation as we enter your story

and may your story shape our story. Amen.

Scripture
Matthew 20:1-15
“For the kingdom of heaven is like a landowner who went out early in the morning to hire labor-
ers for his vineyard. 2 After agreeing with the laborers for the usual daily wage, he sent them into 
his vineyard. 3 When he went out about nine o’clock, he saw others standing idle in the market-
place; 4 and he said to them, ‘You also go into the vineyard, and I will pay you whatever is right.’ 
So they went. 5 When he went out again about noon and about three o’clock, he did the same. 6 
And about five o’clock he went out and found others standing around; and he said to them, ‘Why 
are you standing here idle all day?’ 7 They said to him, ‘Because no one has hired us.’ He said to 
them, ‘You also go into the vineyard.’ 8 When evening came, the owner of the vineyard said to his 
manager, ‘Call the laborers and give them their pay, beginning with the last and then going to the 
first.’ 9 When those hired about five o’clock came, each of them received the usual daily wage. 10 
Now when the first came, they thought they would receive more; but each of them also received 
the usual daily wage. 11 And when they received it, they grumbled against the landowner, 12 say-
ing, ‘These last worked only one hour, and you have made them equal to us who have borne the 
burden of the day and the scorching heat.’ 13 But he replied to one of them, ‘Friend, I am doing 
you no wrong; did you not agree with me for the usual daily wage? 14 Take what belongs to you 
and go; I choose to give to this last the same as I give to you. 15 Am I not allowed to do what I 
choose with what belongs to me? Or are you envious because I am generous?’
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Conversation
Ask for volunteers to read the passage above in these parts: Jesus (Narrator), landowner ,
representative of first laborers , representative of last-hired group.
The three characters in this parable leading our conversation include the landowner, the laborers 
who were the last to be hired, and those who were hired first. Before going deeper into the para-
ble, let’s sketch out our initial impressions of these characters.
 ● What did the landowner need and what did he do? What did he promise each worker?
 ● Is the landowner a character that resonates with you? 
    Can you imagine yourself in his shoes?
 ● Consider the first-hired laborer. If you have been in what you would describe as a similar
    situation, share that experience. If you found joy in the work, did it enable you to be more
    gracious toward others?
 ● Why do you think we don’t hear from the 9:00, noon, and 3:00 laborers?
 ● If you were the last-hired laborer, how would you feel? What thoughts might be running   
    through your mind if you wanted to work but were left “idle” in the marketplace?
This parable is often described as being about grace . Grace is a word — and a concept — sprin-
kled liberally over the shared theology of Christians. Presbyterians, in fact, claim God’s salvation 
through God’s “irresistible grace.” But what do we mean when we talk about grace?
 ● Share your thoughts with one another. How have you understood “grace”? 
    What are some of the different ways we use the word?
The apostle Paul writes in his letter to the community in Ephesus,
For by grace you have been saved through faith, and this is not your own doing; it is the gift of 
God— not the result of works, so that no one may boast (Ephesians 2:8-9).

Donald McKim explains, God’s grace is the pure, unmerited favor of God, given to us without any
preconditions, or human achievements. Grace is God’s gift.6

Kathleen Norris describes grace as being seen by God in a way 
beyond what we see about ourselves and each other. As the 
One who created us out of love, God sees who we can become.7

Grace has also been described as meaning that we, as children 
of God, have nothing to prove and no one to impress. Think 
about that statement for a moment.
 ● Who in your life are you trying to impress? Maybe it’s a boss,  
    or the neighbors with the largest house on the block. 
    Or maybe it’s someone who matters a great deal to you – 
    a parent, a spouse, or even a child, to whom you want to  
    prove that you are worthy of respect.
Now imagine this truth: to be enfolded in God’s grace means 
that God requires none of that — no special effects, no perfect 
performances, no advanced degrees. Can we really believe it? 
And if we do, will it change the way we live?

6 Donald McKim, Presbyterian Beliefs , p.77.
7 Kathleen Norris, Amazing Grace , p.151.

Pride gets no pleasure 
out of having something, 
only out of having more 
of it than the next per-
son. We say that people 
are proud of being rich 
or clever or good looking, 
but they are not. They’re
proud of being richer, or 
cleverer, or better look-
ing than others. If every-
one else became equally 
rich, or clever, or good 
looking, there would 
be nothing to be proud 
about. C.S. Lewis, Mere 
Christianity
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Looking at this parable through the lens of grace can also help us understand what gets in the 
way of receiving God’s grace. It gives us vocabulary for the language of grace.
What gets in the way of grace for the “grumbling” laborers?
It seems likely that many of us, at some point in our lives, can relate to “grumbling” about what 
seems to be a question of fairness. “It’s not fair!” the laborers must have been thinking. They said 
as much, “we’ve worked longer so we should get paid more,” disregarding the truth that they did, 
in fact, receive what was promised to them. And fairness is critical in navigating the competitive 
milieu in which we find ourselves, isn’t it? Wanting to get ahead in business, to get our children 
into the “best” schools, to encourage them to win at any cost — it’s culturally sanctioned. Am I 
ahead? Are we behind? This strand of invisible but powerful bookkeeping weaves its way through-
out culture. We’re smiling and we’re keeping score. We’re helping others when we see the benefit 
for ourselves. We promote “self-less” acts, making sure our service is getting us ahead, even if 
we’re not sure where we’re going or why.
 ● In groups of two or three, discuss your experience with cultural competition or your own   
    struggle with issues of fairness.
Often we find ourselves adapting to cultural pressures rather than offering an alternative based on 
the Gospel.
 ● With the entire group, make a list of some of the reasons we adapt rather than stand up   
    for what we believe Jesus would do.
Why are we envious in the face of generosity toward others? On the surface, it seems like pure
pettiness. If I am receiving what was promised to me, then what grounds do I have to begrudge 
another person receiving the same? One reason might be that we wonder, “will there be enough?” 
We operate in a world of limitations, and it can be difficult to imagine the sort of lavish generosity 
that would provide abundantly for all.
 ● Do you think self-serving fear gets in the way of being generous? Why or why not?
 ● If we can trust that it can be “yes, there is enough” for all of us, what would that look like?  
    How would our lives, our communities, our nation, our world be different?
Another reason could be that we, perhaps subconsciously, hold some undeserved sense of
specialness or superiority, believing ourselves to be entitled to more because ______ (fill in the 
blank: I worked harder; I was here first; etc.). Yet if grace teaches us anything, perhaps it teaches 
us that we are all ordinary. Uniquely-created in love, equally.
 ● What do you think about this idea? Share your thoughts with each other.
How might we see grace in the character of the “five o’clock laborer?” Look back at the scripture
reading. The landowner asks the remaining workers in the marketplace why they are just standing
around. The answer he receives: no one has hired us.
 ● Put yourselves there. You’re walking through the marketplace and see a motley group,   
    maybe shifting their feet, just hanging out. Just waiting. What do you do? Do you make   
    a wide circle around them, so as to avoid contact?  Do you shift your gaze so you don’t 
    have to engage them? Does the dread of being in their place make you turn away?
 ● Why haven’t they been hired? We are not told but we can imagine. Maybe they’re un  
    skilled, or old, or too young, or...? What do you think?
For each of us, there have probably been times when we felt unwanted, that there is “no place for 
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me.” There have been times when we have been waiting or have sensed a lack of purpose in our 
lives. Maybe you’re in one of those times now. Waiting for meaningful work, as were these men; 
or waiting to be noticed, to be heard, or to be understood. Maybe it appears the world is spinning 
faster and faster without your input.
 ● So, with our feet firmly in their scruffy sandals, imagine what it would be like to be given   
    first the opportunity to be engaged in meaningful activity, and second to 
    receive more benefit than expected. Share your reactions with each other.
 ● This parable describes a gift of grace. Do you think this gift will change the laborer’s life?
 ● Does the gift of grace come with responsibility?
Acting with benevolence and generosity, the landowner pays each worker the same wage.
 ● Did it cost him to be generous? Why was he able to act in this way?
 ● Did he see it as his responsibility to be generous?
Scripture tells us that Jesus uses this parable to describe the kingdom of heaven. Let’s imagine 
that the landowner is a stand-in for God. Now we’re not talking about mere wages, we’re talking 
about the kingdom here and now.
 ● Are there times when we are envious when God is generous? When? Why?
 ● What does this parable tell you about God’s kingdom and what God is like?
 ● If we are able to let go of righteousness about what we are owed and able to share the   
    gift we have received, how would it change our relationships, our communities, 
    the world?
 ● It has been noted that this parable has more to teach us about the “clear and present”   
    life than “heaven.” Do you agree? Why or why not?

Prayer & Sending
As you prepare to conclude your small group time, please share prayer concerns and joys with 
one another. Include these concerns as you pray together and hold them in prayer throughout the 
week. We pray for …

God of grace, increase our imagination so that we might see through your eyes and work 
for your kingdom here and now. Amen.
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THIS WEEK

M Y  S T O R Y

★ ★

This parable helps us understand God’s grace.
Describe an experience of being the recipient of unmerited favor (grace) at some time in my life. 
Did it leave a lasting impact on me? Did it change me — how?

The landowner acts with generosity, as God does.
Write about one or more peak or “mountain top” experience(s) in my faith journey.
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Background
 1) What was your childhood like?
 2) Where did you live, who was important in your life, what did you enjoy, what did you   
     know of God?
Questions from the Parables
The compassionate Samaritan
 1) When in your life have you been in need of compassion? 
     Did someone reach out to you — who?
 2) How have you responded to Jesus’ instruction to “go and do likewise?” 
     How have you put your faith into action?
 3) When in your life did your perspective about a belief, person/group, or expectation   
     change? What happened?
The searching merchant
 1) When in your life have you been aware that God is searching for you?
 2) When in your life has God felt real to you?
 3) List the churches or religious groups you have attended throughout your life thus far.   
     What circumstances led you to them? What were you looking for and did you find it? 
     Name your reasons for either joining or leaving these groups.

The process of exploring one’s own story of faith goes by many names - such as, “composing a 
life,” “remembering your story,” “soul-writing,” and writing a spiritual autobiography. Whatever it is 
called, it can involve a variety of exercises – including open-ended questions, a life story map, a 
spiritual collage, even fill-in-the-blank — to lay out the timeline of your life from birth through child-
hood, adolescence, young adulthood, adulthood, and up to the present. In each of these stages, 
you are asked to extract the significant relationships of that stage, the theme or underlying value 
at each stage, the material circumstances, and a particular memory. Overlaid with this timeline 
are the highs and lows throughout your life, major spiritual insights, and transitions, as well as the 
people instrumental in your journey.
Below you will find a series of prompting questions to guide you as you think about your life of 
faith. These prompts identify parallels between our own lives and those of the characters in the 
parables and are the same questions that are included within each lesson.

My Story

The Prompts

★ ★
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The prodigals
 1) What is your earliest memory of family?
 2) When have you experienced a season of doubt or disobedience? 
     What did it feel like? How did you transition from that season?
 3) What are the blessings in your life? Have there been times when you have been blind to   
     these? What gets in the way of noticing the blessings in your life?
The trustworthy servants
 1) Write about a time when you have felt joy in the journey of faith.
 2) When/where/with whom have you encountered God (during church, prayer, 
     conversation, on retreat, reading, etc.)?
 3) When have you overcome fear to do what you believed was God’s will? 
     Describe the circumstances and outcome.
 4) When have you needed faithfulness while waiting? Have you prayed about an issue or   
     person and felt like God didn’t answer? 
     How did you keep the faith while waiting for God’s answer or action?
The banquet
 1) What have been the significant celebrations in your life story thus far?
 2) When in your life have you made excuses and put other things before God?
 3) What are the priorities in your life now? Have they changed in different seasons of life?
The generous landowner
 1) When have you been the recipient of unmerited favor (grace) in your life? 
     What impact did it leave on me? How did it change me?
 2) Write about one or more peak or “mountain top” experience(s) in your faith journey.

The curriculum provides three templates for creating your spiritual map: timeline, pathway, or 
chart. Choose the one that most appeals to you. Each life story map includes articulating the 
stages of life (childhood, adolescence, adulthood (various decades, depending on current age), 
low and high points (valleys and peaks), and important relationships (people).
On the template you have chosen, mark the periods of childhood, adolescence, and adulthood. 
You might also want to identify the “theme” of each particular stage of life. For example, in his 
twenties, one person’s theme might be “Be Independent” while in his thirties it is “Be Successful.”
Then, to complete your map, overlay the people, experiences, and insights that surfaced as you
responded to the open-ended prompts.

For example, in Lesson 6, we were asked to write about a time when we have re-
ceived grace. When I (Ellen) was 18, an anonymous person paid my way so that I 
could participate in the Senior class trip, which I could not otherwise afford. On my 
life map nearest the 18-year mark, I would write something like “Grace! Free trip. 
Grateful.”

Spiritual Map
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Spiritual M
ap / TIM

ELIN
E

BIRTH
( YEAR              )

transitions
chapters

peaks

valleys

TODAY’S DATE
( YEAR              )
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1 5 10

Spiritual Map /
PATHWAY

15
25

30

35

BE
GOOD

BE
INDEPENDENT

40

45

50

RETIRE &
TRAVEL

GET
MARRIED

BE
SUCCESSFUL

first  memory

walking the labyrinth

children and family

The words in the clouds are examples, please use words 
that speak to your story.

season of doubt
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Spiritual Map / CHART

Childhood

Adolescence

Young Adult

20’s

30’s

40’s - 50’s

60’s

Retirement

70’s - 80’s

AGE NOTES ABOUT YOUR WALK WITH GOD
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Spiritual Autobiography Suggested Reading
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The Seven Storey Mountain by Thomas Merton
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Demme, Beth. “How to Write a Spiritual Autobiography.” Beth Demme, 25 Apr. 2018,
bethdemme.com/how-to-write-a-spiritual-autobiography/.
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Spiritual Maps
Creative life maps (visual) https://jackarbizu.wordpress.com/tag/creative-life-maps/
For more ideas or to create your own “map”, check out:
https://www.google.com/search?hl=en&authuser=0&tbm=isch&source=hp&biw=1106&bi-
h=694&ei=lBMIXNqjHvGygge93ZLYCg&q=spiritual+life+map&oq=sp&gs_l=img.1.1.35i39l-
2j0l8.12123.12299..15660...0.0..0.75.138.2......1....1..gws-wiz-img.....0.v36z06K5SwA
(Google images “spiritual life map”)

Additional Resources
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