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Let us pray. Gracious God, by the power of your Holy Spirit, open our hearts and our minds, so that as your scripture is read and your word is proclaimed, we might hear with joy what it is that you would say to us this day. This we pray in the name of Jesus Christ, our rock and our redeemer. Amen. 

This fall, we have been studying together the parables of Jesus. We’ve found the parables to be humble stories, deceptively simple tales with surprising relevance and power. The parables, it turns out, want to change us. Once they get up here, once the parables of Jesus start banging around inside of us, they begin rearranging our spiritual furniture and reshaping the contours of our faith. Today we come to the conclusion of our sermon series, although hopefully not to the end of your engagement with the parables. For our tenth and final installment, we’re going to consider two adjacent parables, two back-to-back stories that address the same poignant and highly relevant theme. Listen now with me for God’s word as it comes to us from Luke, chapter 15, beginning with the first verse.

“Now all the tax collectors and sinners were coming near to listen to Jesus. And the Pharisees and scribes were grumbling and saying, ‘This fellow welcomes sinners and eats with them.’ So Jesus told them this parable: ‘Which one of you, having a hundred sheep and losing one of them, does not leave the ninety-nine in the wilderness and go after the one that is lost until he finds it? When he has found it, he lays it on his shoulders and rejoices. And when he comes home, he calls together his friends and neighbors, saying to them, “Rejoice with me, for I have found my sheep that was lost.” Just so, I tell you, there will be more joy in heaven over one sinner who repents than over ninety-nine righteous people who need no repentance. Or what woman having ten silver coins, if she loses one of them, does not light a lamp, sweep the house, and search carefully until she finds it? When she has found it, she calls together her friends and neighbors, saying, “Rejoice with me, for I have found the coin that I had lost.” Just so, I tell you, there is joy in the presence of the angels of God over one sinner who repents.’” This is the word of God, for you, the people of God. [Audience: Thanks be to God.] 

The fifteenth chapter of Luke is one of the most well known chapters in the Bible. You might not think of it that way – Luke 15, the most well known chapter – but Luke 15 is famous, and it’s famous because it is home to the most popular story that Jesus ever told: the Parable of the Prodigal Son. This story is so famous, in fact, that it overshadows the two other parables that call this chapter home. It’s like walking through Turtle Bay and gazing up at the Chrysler Building. The brilliant Art Deco structure is so striking, such an amazing piece of architecture, that few of us ever notice the other interesting buildings in the neighborhood. Today, though, we’re gonna avert our eyes from Luke’s shining centerpiece to consider the two shorter parables that dwell in the shadowed corners of this chapter: the Parable of the Lost Sheep and the Parable of the Lost Coin.

These stories are not radically different in tone from the Parable of the Prodigal Son. They explore a similar theme, but in a more compact manner. I guess you could say that these two parable are not so much fine wine that you want to sit back and slowly sip as they are a shot of moonshine, able to jolt your faith. To get a feel for this jolt, let’s turn, let’s look at the beginning of the chapter. We’ve already observed that Luke 15 is devoted to three parables, three stories about things that are lost: a lost sheep, a lost coin, and a lost prodigal son. But what happens? What made Jesus, what reached into Jesus’ heart and made him tell these three stories? Luke sets the scene for us. Listen again to what he writes. “Now all the tax collectors and sinners were coming near to listen to Jesus. And the Pharisees and scribes were grumbling and saying, ‘This fellow welcomes sinners and eats with them.’” He welcomes sinners and eats with them. This is the single most common complaint leveled against Jesus by the religious people of his time. “He crosses boundaries that shouldn’t be crossed! He tailgates with fans from the other team! He eats with sinners.”

In Jesus’ time, sinners came in three basic categories. First, you had those who were engaged in unclean activities. That would be the tax collectors, the pig farmers. Second, there were people who did immoral things: thieves and adulterers. And finally, there were outsiders, folk who did not know and did not follow the religious law of the time, the law of Moses. All of these folk were labeled sinners by the religious authorities. And since they were sinners, because they were either unclean or immoral or foreigners who didn’t know how to behave, you were supposed to keep these folks... well, beyond arm’s length. You can hear the lecture, can’t you? “Don’t hang out with sinners after work. Don’t friend sinners on Facebook. And certainly don’t go out to Sunday night supper with inners.” Ah, those first-century people and all their primitive taboos. But before we saddle our high horses and congratulate ourselves for having such hip sensibilities and gracious ways, we probably ought to admit that there are plenty of people that we would not like to share Thanksgiving dinner with, plenty of people whom we count as sinners. 

Let’s compose a little tableau. Imagine a table upstairs in Bonnell Hall. Sitting around in a circle at this table is a crystal meth addict, a mentally ill woman, a gun shop owner, a young man with AIDS, a bloviating political pundit with a fat cigar, an illegal immigrant without a green card, without insurance. Who’s sitting at your nightmare dinner table? Is it the creepy guy in the next cubicle or the cranky oldster in the next apartment? Is it that awful-smelling cab driver in front of you, or your ne’er-do-well sister down in Tampa? Who do you picture at the sinners’ table? Did I miss someone, someone on your list? Of course I did. There’s Jesus, smack in the midst of them all, asking the cigar-chomping pundit for more mashed potatoes, pouring a second cup of coffee for your sister. “What are you doing?!” the religious authorities ask. “Don’t you realize these folks you’re dining with are bad apples? What they have is probably contagious. You can’t hang out, Jesus, with dirty people, morally questionable people and foreigners. You can’t eat with sinners and claim to speak for God. It’s just not done!” And there you have it. The religious officials gripe, “This fellow breaks bread with sinners.” “Yep,” Jesus nods, “it’s true.” And then looking his critics dead in the eye, our Lord pulls up a chair and says, “Let me tell you a story. Let me tell you three stories.

“There once was a shepherd who lost a lamb. Sure, he had a hundred sheep, but he couldn’t stand for a single one of them to be lost, so he heads out into the wilderness to search for that one last lamb, and when he finds it, the shepherd rushes home, and throws a party. That’s the way it works with God,” says Jesus. “There’s joy in heaven whenever the lost are found. Got the picture? Not quite? Let me tell you another one. A woman who has ten silver coins drops one of them in her kitchen. It slips out of her hand, it bounces off a chair, it skitters across the floor. Does she give up on it? Does she write it off? No. She grabs a broom and she sweeps under the fridge and behind the stove and in every corner of the room until she finds that coin. And when she finds it, she phones her neighbors and says, ‘Bring the chips, I’ll make the guac, it’s time for a party. I lost a silver dollar I thought was gone, and I found it.’ Why do I eat with sinners?” Jesus asks. “It’s simple. God wants all the sheep back in the fold, all the coins back in the purse, and all the prodigal sons and daughters home. That’s what heaven’s all about. The almighty is obsessed with pursuing the lost. That’s the Gospel,” Jesus says, “my critical friends, that’s the Gospel. It’s the good news even for you. How’s that? Well, I’m betting that behind your self-righteous bluster, somewhere underneath those shiny Sin Patrol badges that you made for yourselves, even you guys, even you know what it’s like to feel lost.”

A few years ago, at Trinity Presbyterian Church in Atlanta, the children’s choir was singing. In a change from normal protocol, the children were told to remain standing in place at the front of the sanctuary after their anthem. Parents were encouraged, after it was all over, to come forward to claim their sons and daughters and to take them back to sit with them for the rest of the service. When the anthem ended, parents indeed flooded forward, and for a few moments, chaos ensued, but eventually the tangle of people sorted itself out, and as it did, an adult stood in the pulpit to make a special announcement about the ongoing pledge drive. The speaker made a great case for giving to the church, but the congregation wasn’t paying a lick of attention. As one, our eyes were focused on a six-year-old boy who was still standing in his place. His eyes were darting around, scanning the sanctuary, his lip was quivering, but he was doing as he’d been told. He was standing there, waiting. We found our later that his mother was in the fellowship hall, expecting the children’s choir to exit at any moment. She hadn’t heard about the new plan. But in the sanctuary, none of us knew this. We were following the rules, too. We were waiting, transfixed. We wanted this little guy’s discomfort, his trembling to end. We knew, every one of us knew, exactly what we were witnessing. Right there, in the middle of worship, we had come face-to-face with an ancient, knee-quaking fear, a fear that we all knew: the fear that we might be lost, abandoned, unclaimed, that we might be forgot. 

Nothing has brought that fear home to the citizens of this city like the recent devastation of Hurricane Sandy. The storm cut people off from each other. Whether they were sitting in the dark on the 17th floor of an apartment building downtown or were trapped in a flooded neighborhood over in Hoboken, or were surrounded by piles of muck and debris out in Far Rockaway, you could hear the primal fear welling up in people’s voices. You saw it, didn’t you, on television? “I thought no one would ever come. I began to wonder if there was anyone out there who cared about me, who knew about me, who was looking for me. I though I’d been forgotten.”

Today’s text begins when a couple of fellows tell Jesus that if he were smart, he’d write off a whole swath of society as lost causes. “Hold the phone,” Jesus responds. “God is not in the write-off business. God is in the finding business. Surely you know this,” he says to his critics. “At some point, you too were found, and you will need to be found again. And lucky for you, God is totally, passionately, bet-your-life-on-it devoted to the lost. God pursues every misplaced soul and calls them to take their rightful spot at a table full of misfits and sinners.” 

Did you notice in the parable that the lost sheep and the lost coin are not the only prized possessions that the owners have? They are each part of a larger community, a family. The lost sheep belonged to a larger flock. The lost coin is one of ten in the purse. But when these individuals are missing, the communities are not complete. The other sheep and the other coins are not whole until their brethren are restored. But I don’t need to tell you that, do I? This past week I have observed amazing acts of compassion and care done by all of you. I know of multiple people in this congregation who have opened their homes and invited other individuals and whole families into their apartments. They are living cheek by jowl, as they put it. I know of people who took time yesterday to pack up our dear brother Joe so that he could be moved to Maryland to be with his daughter. I know that some of you have been running around this past week visiting folk who have been injured in the hurricane. I know because I’ve seen you there. I know, and you know too, that two women in our Next Ministries group dreamed up a trip to take supplies out to Far Rockaway, and made it happen. And yesterday, I met two women – they’re sitting right there – from San Antonio who found out about this church on the web and who are here in New York vacationing, and who decided that what they really wanted to do was come and pack and sort supplies. And I watched yesterday as so many of you dropped off supplies and put ’em on that truck and drove away with them, and word has it – and it’s trustworthy word – word has it that three of the people that went out to Far Rockaway yesterday literally, on encountering a family that needed some warm clothes, took the sweatshirts off their backs and handed them over. 

All of these efforts, these amazing efforts, have been carried out with palpable joy. One of our custodians pointed this out to me in the elevator on Friday. Sonny. Sonny said, “Pastor Scott, everybody in this church is smiling. It’s the hurricane! Everyone is helping out. It’s brought people together.” And Sonny’s right. The folks loading the truck yesterday were laughing and smiling and carrying on, and I’m positive, I’ll bet you they were the happiest people in the city. Now, I realize, some might say such joy is misplaced, it’s wrong in the face of all the devastation and tragedy. But I’m here to tell you that it’s not denial. It’s Jesus. If you’re going to follow Christ, you are gonna pick up a broom at times like this. You’re gonna wanna go and sweep the corners and search the wilderness, and when you find the lost coin, well, just try not to smile and laugh and dance! It’s impossible not to join what’s going on in heaven, to jig with the one who has the big broom, and to celebrate with the angels every time someone new comes to the table. 

Go out into the world in faith, and as you go, don’t forget your brooms, trusting in the love of God, the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, and clinging to one another in the power of the Holy Spirit, amen.

