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Luke 15:1-10

 

Thank you, O Holy One for this opportunity to meet you in this place of worship. We come to this new day after a long week, carrying all kinds of feelings, emotions and expectations. But here, in your presence, let your Holy Spirit move us to a place of rejoicing in which new hopes abound.  In Christ’s name we pray. Amen.

 

 

“The Lost and Found Department”

 

If it weren’t for the news and my kids I just don’t know what I would do for sermon material.  I mean, really.  My sermons would be half the length they are but not nearly as interesting.  Just when I think I have run out of things to say, along comes a Terry Jones from Florida and I’m telling you, where do I even begin?

 

Late Thursday and all day Friday it was will he or won’t he?  The coverage was endless.  I mean really, weren’t his 15 minutes of fame over about Tuesday morning?  Why do we give these guys so much air time?  

 

I receive weekly e-mails from Sojourners Magazine, which is a Christian evangelical social justice magazine, and Jim Wallis, its editor, got it right when he wrote:

 

Jones needs someone to tell him that Americans should not judge all Muslims by the actions of a small group of terrorists -- and I hope somebody tells Muslims around the world not to judge Christians, or all of America, by the actions of a radical fringe like the members of Dove World Outreach Center.[1]
 

Amen.  Let’s hope people don’t think all Christians are like Terry Jones.

 

Jim Wallis went on to write:

What Jones doesn't seem to understand is that the message he is really sending is a sacrilegious slap in the face of Jesus Christ. If Jones and his followers go through with their plans to burn the Quran, they might as well burn some Bibles too, because they are already destroying the teachings of Jesus. Jesus called his followers to be peacemakers, and to love not only their neighbors, but also their enemies; instead Jones and his church have decided to become agents of conflict and division.[2]
 

But Terry Jones isn’t the first one to incite conflict and division; and unfortunately he won’t be the last.  There will be others who insist, to use the words of Jones himself, that “I am just a man who is trying to do what God has told us to do."

 

Well, as someone else wrote, Jones may have the Word of God but he ain’t been hearing so well lately.

 

One day, some 2,000 years ago, Jesus Christ talked about God in terms of the tenacious, strong, amazing love that occasionally graces and blesses human life.  He talked about a God that welcomes everyone to the table and eats and dines with them, too.  Jesus reminded people that God goes where no one else is willing to go in order for God’s love to be known and shared with everyone, even our enemies, even the very people we don’t deem worthy of love.  He reminded the people of this, and some people believed this message and rejoiced about it and had a great big party in honor of this message.  But other people didn’t like the message and grumbled about it.  They even went so far as to murmur about the messenger and told others that he wasn’t really who he said he was.  After all, they knew with all their hearts that God couldn’t possibly love a sinner and outsider as much as God loved them.  

 

Could God’s love possibly be that big?  This Jesus keeps saying yes.  But their answer is no, it couldn’t be, because that sort of love just doesn’t make any sense.

 

After all, it doesn’t make any sense for a shepherd to leave 99 sheep to go after 1 who has strayed, everyone knows that.  Who would leave 99 perfectly good sheep to find 1 lost one?  Who would risk losing all 99 of them?  One loss is bad, but 99 losses are far worse.  To top it all off, the shepherd places the sheep on his shoulders and lovingly carries it home.  He doesn’t scold the sheep for leaving, he carries it home and then throws a big party in its honor.  Now, that really doesn’t make any sense.  And yet, Jesus says this is exactly what God does with all of us, especially those sinners.  Shouldn’t they have to do something to earn God’s love?

 

Who is this Jesus, the Pharisees murmur, and what is this blasphemy of which he speaks?

 

But the second story is even worse.  Jesus likens God to a woman searching for lost money-a homemaker-who rejoices over finding a lost coin.  She’s lost one of her treasured silver coins, so she searches the house high and low for it.  When she finds it, she throws a great big party for her friends and neighbors, which doesn’t make any sense at all.  Why would she have spent all that time searching for the coin if she was going to turn around and spend it all on a party in honor of it?  Isn’t that careless?  Is Jesus trying to tell us that God’s love is careless?  

 

Well, yes, Jesus is telling us that.  God’s love is so careless, so extravagant, as to throw a party for a lost coin, even if the party costs God the value of that coin.  And, yes, God’s love is so extravagant and so careless as to go searching for one lost sheep while putting the other 99 in jeopardy.

 

Neither of these stories made any sense to the religious leaders, and I would argue that they still don’t make much sense to us today.  The human tendency has always been to constrict God and God’s love, to fashion a God who acts the way we act, a God who gets upset about all sorts of things human beings do and frowns a lot and punishes the wrongdoers.  Most of us, Anne Lamott says, envision God as a stern high school principal, rifling through our files and not liking at all what he finds.[3]
 

And yet . . . Jesus tells us today that that vision of God just isn’t right.  Jesus tells us today That God really and truly values you, just as you are and finds something intrinsically precious in you, so much so that God will go searching to the ends of the earth to find you.  God will travel into the thicket to pull you out and crawl into the hole you have dug for yourself and lift you out of it.  And there isn’t a darn thing you need to do to make that happen.  And it doesn’t even matter what you’ve done to get there.  

 

That’s a nice message, isn’t it?  Aren’t you all glad you came today?  It’s a much better message than Jesus telling us we need to hate our families, don’t you think?  This is the Jesus we all love.

 

Until we remember that he said something else in that story.  He said something about God searching for all those sinners, all those people who we think are undeserving and have done really stupid things, like threatening to burn the Quran which puts people’s lives at risk.  God’s not going to searching for him, is he?

 

Well, yes, God is.  It pains to say it, and I find myself grumbling with all those Pharisees about it, but yes-God would even go searching for a guy like that and leave the rest of us alone while doing it, and then, God would expect all of us to rejoice and party when God brought him back.

 

Now do you see why the Pharisees grumbled?  Because that really doesn’t make any sense.  

 

I have said it before, but I think it’s worth saying again, that the grace of God is probably the hardest concept for good, faithful, hard working, church going people to grasp because it doesn’t make any sense.  We say we get it.  We say we like it.  But when I remind people that there is absolutely, positively, nothing one needs to do to earn God’s grace, there is always at least one person who takes offense.  We want to put limits on it: there must be something one needs to do to earn God’s grace.  Or, we must want it.  Or, we must seek it.  Or we need to seek forgiveness or say we believe or whatever.  We want to put limits on how far God’s grace will extend.  But the minute we do that it’s no longer grace.  And that is the hardest thing for good, church going, faithful people to hear.  Because we’re faithful and we’re good and it just doesn’t make any sense that God would be as merciful to the sinner as God is to the saint. 

 

Like all of Jesus’ parables, these parables do not reinforce life as we know it, and that is discomforting.  But as discomforting as these parables are, they are told to us out of love.  What Jesus is trying to tell us is that God doesn’t love us because we deserve to be loved, or because we have been loyal or worked hard or done the right thing.  God loves us because God is God and God is love.  There is simply nothing we need to do to earn God’s love. Which is a message that doesn’t make much sense.

 

In Sufism, a mystic tradition of Islam, the story is told of a Sufi who stopped to rest by a flooding riverbed.  As the rushing waters rose, the Sufi noticed a scorpion struggling precariously on a low-hanging branch of one of the trees that lined the creek.

 

Realizing the scorpion, left to its own efforts, would surely drawn, the Sufi reached out his hand to the stranded scorpion.  But the scorpion stung him.  Still the Sufi reached out his hand over and over and the scorpion stung him again and again.

 

“Sufi,” said a passerby, “Don’t you realize that if you touch that scorpion it will sting you?”

 

The Sufi replied as he reached out for the scorpion one more time, “Ah, so it is my friend.  But just because it is the scorpions nature to sting does not mean that I should abandon my nature to save.”[4]
 

And so it with God and us.  God reaches out to us over and over again and searches for us endlessly, no matter how many times we may sting back.  We call this grace, and it is amazing.

 

We praise and trust you, O God, for your gift of relentless and everlasting God.  Forgive us when we question your love for others.  Help us to see that even though your love doesn’t all make sense, it searches us out and finds us and carries us home, and for this we give you thanks.  Your grace continues to amaze us every day.  May your grace also inspire us to care for others, seek the truth in all things, sweep away injustice, renew the earth, break down barriers of prejudice, and proclaim your unending love for all people.  Patient God, teach us every each day how to serve you.  And Rejoicing God, may we never stop celebrating the life you have given us.

 

Amen.
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