Texts: Exodus 32:7-14; Psalm 51:1-10; 1 Timothy 1:12-17; Luke 15:1-10

You know the feeling, right?  You can’t remember where you put that whatever-it-is: the ring, the car keys, the glasses, the credit card.  You retrace your steps to the last place you remember seeing it.  You pick through the piles of paper, you go through the pockets of your clothes, you look under the couch cushions and open drawers.  You stoop down, maybe even get on your hands and knees and peer under the furniture.


Oh, there it is!  Either right where you left it, in which case you wonder about whether you are beginning to have “senior moments” or whether you are losing your mind.  Or you find that valuable possession where you dropped it and you breathe a huge sigh of relief and make a note to yourself to be more careful next time.


But would you call all your friends and neighbors to come over and celebrate with you when you find your car keys under the couch?  Do you throw a party when you find your engagement ring in a desk drawer?  Probably not, right?


But that is exactly what the shepherd does when he finds the one lost sheep.  That is exactly what the housewife does when she finds the one lost silver coin. These parables that Jesus tells how us a picture of our God who goes to unbelievable lengths to find one lost soul and then throws a huge party in heaven when that one soul is found.  These parables show us a picture of our God who loves and values every single person, not matter how un-loveable or devalued they might seem.

This morning, I want to take a step back from the parables themselves, and look at the context that Luke gives for Jesus’ telling of these stories.  Let’s look closely at the opening lines of the Gospel reading:  All the tax collectors and sinners were coming near to listen to Jesus.  And the Pharisees and scribes were grumbling, saying “This fellow welcomes sinners and eats with them.” 

Two groups of people are standing near Jesus: the tax collectors and sinners over here and the Pharisees and scribes over there.  The scribes and Pharisees were the people of Jesus’ Jewish culture who actively tried to live up to the law.  They obeyed the commandments, ate only kosher food, prayed daily, attended services in the synagogue, gave alms to the poor and honored the Sabbath by not working.  They studied God’s word in the Torah and tried every single day to live by that word.


On the other hand, there are the sinners and tax collectors.  In our day and age we are used to thinking that we are all sinners, but that is not the way that Luke sees it.  When Luke describes someone as a sinner, he is talking about someone whose pattern of behavior is so ingrained that everyone in the community knows about it.  Luke is talking about the untouchables, the ne’er-do-wells, the town drunk and the town prostitute, the crazy guy who lives in an abandoned house, the woman who has five kids with five different men.  The tax collector who lines his pockets and colludes with the authorities.


And what makes the one group so unhappy is that Jesus keeps on befriending and welcoming those in the other group.  It’s embarrassing.  He even eats with them.  He shares food with people who probably don’t keep kosher.  He engages in conversation with people who probably don’t say their prayers.  And as Luke tells it, these sinners and tax collectors keep on coming near to listen to Jesus.  There is something about Jesus that draws them.  There’s something about that nearness that repels those who are consider themselves to be righteous.

So with all this in mind, the question is:  What does it mean to be lost?


These two parables connect a lost sheep and a lost coin with a sinner who repents.  Sinfulness can indeed be a matter of doing bad things – of living violently, of abusing oneself and other people, of murder and stealing and adultery. But there is also another way to think about sinfulness.  It’s being separated from God.


Sinfulness is the idea that I don’t need God.  Sinfulness declares that God can go ahead and do what God does, but I have control over my own life, thank you very much.  Sinfulness assumes that I’m the only one who will really look out for my own interests.  Sinfulness claims that I pulled myself up by my own bootstraps, and so everyone else can, too.  Sinfulness decides that me, myself and I am at the center of every relationship.

When you have this attitude, losing one sheep out of a hundred – well, that’s just the cost of doing business, right?  Losing one silver coin out of ten – well, that might be poor inventory management, but we can always build in a little cushion so that profits don’t suffer.  Might our sinfulness mean that we don’t even know when we are lost?  


There’s another little detail here that I want to point out.  Luke tells us that the Pharisees and scribes were “grumbling” about Jesus.  Some Bibles use the word “murmuring.”  Think about that.  Have you ever found yourself grumbling about the way someone else acts?  Maybe you’ve even murmured, you’ve spoken in hushed tones about them to a friend or two?  That grumbling/murmuring – in a twisted way it builds togetherness, right?  You can complain among yourselves about that other person.  You can band together as “us” against “them.”  


Now contrast the grumbling with what happens when the lost sheep and lost coin are found – the shepherd calls together his friends and neighbors and invites them to rejoice with him.  So does the housewife.  In fact, she probably spends the coin she found on food and drink for the party.  And it’s not just a party down here; it’s a party in heaven as well.  The angels in heaven are doing their own rejoicing, their own happy dance over the one sinner who repents and finds their way back to God.  

The scribes and Pharisees shrank away from what Jesus was doing.  But the tax collectors and sinners came near.  They allowed Jesus to draw near to them.  He ate with them.  He welcomed them.  He celebrated with them.  He shared their joy as they sat around the table with him.

This is who our God is:  God the shepherd seeks out every lost sheep.  God the housewife seeks out every lost coin.  God the search and rescue team seeks out every single sinner, every single tax collector, every single scribe, every single Pharisee.  Every single person who is separated from God’s love, separated from God’s mercy, separated from God’s grace.

I’ll bet you can also remember exactly where you were and what you were doing 15 years ago today – September 11, 2001.  I was sitting at my desk at Duke Law School when one of my colleagues ran down the hall with the news that a plane had just flown into the World Trade Center.  There was a staff lounge across the hall and we gathered in there in time to watch the second plane hit.  Time stood still – you know what I mean.  All I remember thinking was “How does anyone hate that much?”  Probably like you, I couldn’t do anything else for the rest of the day.

My church hastily organized a prayer service for that evening.  I was a mess when I arrived.  I realized that I didn’t have any tissues with me, and when I walked out to get some, my pastor handed me a Bible and asked me to read a passage from Romans: “I am convinced that neither death, nor life, nor angels, nor rulers, nor things present, nor things to come, nor powers nor height, nor depth, nor anything else in all creation will be able to separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus.”

In the midst of the most deadly act of terrorism that this nation has experienced, lots of people asked “where was God?”  The answer: right there in the World Trade Center, right there in the fire and the rubble and the melting steel and collapsing concrete.  Right there with the police and firefighters and the heroism of regular people.  Right there as people died and as others found their way to safety.  God is always there.  God is always here.  Nothing can separate us from the love of God.  
These two parables describe our God who is so crazy in love with every single one of God’s children that He will do anything to find them.  To find you.  God will go tracking, searching, digging, sweeping crawling through thickets, and moving the furniture to find you.  You.  Precious and valuable and loved you.

We gather here in this space knowing that we can admit to our lost-ness, our separate-ness.  We gather here in this space confident that when we turn to God for any reason, God throws one heck of a party.  Here is the party invitation is right in front of you.  Come to the table.  Come eat and drink with Jesus.  Come and draw near.  Come and let yourself be found by the one who came to seek out and save the lost.
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