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Grace to you and peace from God our Father and our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ. Amen 

I’m so glad this gospel reading was assigned for today as we kick off a new year of 
programs and ministry. Today Jesus emphasizes how important it is to rejoice when we are 
gathered together. After worship this morning you are all invited to come to the courtyard 
for some fun and fellowship and I hope you will stay, even for a little while. Summer 
activities tend to scatter us to the four winds, so today is a great opportunity to reconnect 
with the people of God. 

Look around the sanctuary today. Who is here that you hoped you would see? 

Look around again. Who is missing? That’s a harder question to answer. It is difficult to 
notice those we cannot see. Think about the shepherd in Jesus’ first parable today. How in 
the world could he even tell that one sheep out of 100 was missing? And if I were to pick up 
a handful of quarters, at first glance ten looks about the same as nine. Here, too, when the 
sanctuary is full it’s hard to tell who didn’t show up.  

When I run into people in town who haven’t been to church recently I often get a 
commentary on why they’ve been absent. And I usually respond with something like, “It’s 
OK, I don’t take attendance! It’s good to see you today.” 

There was a time when congregations did take attendance. They asked people to fill out a 
card and indicate if they would be taking Communion that day. We don’t do that anymore, I 
think in part because it seemed like “Big Brother” was watching and people felt like the 
church would judge their absences more than rejoice in their attendance. 

Knowing who is here also allows us to see who is not. Ideally, that helps us  offer care to 
them. Now I’m not necessarily advocating that we go back to using attendance cards, it’s 
kind of a record keeping nightmare. Instead, noticing who is missing from our community 
becomes the responsibility of all of us, not just me or the church staff, so that we can seek 
them out and invite them back into community. 

Let’s look at why Jesus told these stories of lost things being searched for and found and the 
celebrations that followed. Two groups of people are gathering near to Jesus. The first are 
labeled as “the tax collectors and sinners.” If you remember the story of Zacchaeus you’ll 
know that tax collectors were known to be swindlers, taking more money than required by 
the Roman government in order to line their own pockets. The term “sinners” was a way to 
label those who did not live according to Jewish law.  

The other group is the Pharisees and scribes. These are the religious insiders who consider 
themselves righteous, living, they think, according to the laws of God. They hold positions 
in the church that carry some authority, even if they are not honored by the Roman 
government.  



Notice that the “sinners” are coming near to Jesus to listen to him. For Luke, listening or 
hearing is a sign of repentance and conversion. They are seeking something from Jesus and 
as they listen they hear the good news of God’s love and mercy for them. 

The Pharisees and scribes, on the other hand, are grumbling. They have trouble with Jesus 
paying attention to his audience of sinners and, worse yet, eating with them. Now why 
should they care? Throughout this gospel Jesus draws crowds. People tell others what he 
has done for them and how they recognized the presence of God in him. And those who 
hear come to see for themselves who Jesus is and what he has to say to them.  

The Pharisees are right to pay attention to Jesus, but they pay attention for the wrong 
reasons. The crowds make them nervous about the kind of power he brings that attracts so 
many. And as much as they would like to, they can’t control what Jesus will say or the 
company he keeps. 

The sinners have come to Jesus because they need him. They need to know that God sees 
them and cares for them. In the two parables Jesus tells, they might recognize themselves 
as the lost sheep or the lost coin. Maybe they know that they wandered off, or got 
distracted by something that drew them away from the flock. That happens with us, too.  

We’ve had a busy week at work and Sunday morning is the only chance to chill out at home. 
And so we do…and again the next week…and the next week…until we can’t remember the 
last time we had been together with other believers. There are other reasons, too. 
Sometimes an illness keeps us away and even after we start to feel better we’ve gotten out 
of the rhythm of coming to worship.  

And there are plenty of activities for our kids and for ourselves that happen on Sundays 
these days. Maybe you can relate to the sheep who became separated from the flock. It just 
sort of happened. 

Or maybe some of those sinners know what it’s like to be the lost coin. Coins don’t wander 
off. They are dropped. They slip between the cracks. Maybe these lost ones weren’t raised 
in a family where faith was taught. That’s not their fault. Or maybe there was a crisis in 
their lives or a rumbling in the church and staying away became easier than facing all those 
people.  

And I know that the church can lose people, too. Someone’s name falls off a list. We keep 
asking the same people to do things and quit asking others. Or we make assumptions that if 
they aren’t coming they aren’t interested anymore and we don’t follow up. I’m the first to 
acknowledge that as your pastor I don’t always seek the lost as I should.  

People become lost or separated from the fellowship of believers. It happens. And like the 
coin, sometimes the one who is separated has a hard time doing anything about it. 
Someone needs to search for them and find them and bring them back. 

In both of these parables the one who seeks the lost is God. We were created in the image of 
God whose very nature is relational and centered in community. As the people of God we 



serve as shepherds with God to seek out the lost and welcome them back into the fold of 
Christian community.  

If the sinners have come to Jesus because they need him, the Pharisees and scribes have 
come because they want to control him. Author and preacher Barbara Brown Taylor wrote, 
“The only clear line I draw these days is this: when my religion tries to come between me 
and my neighbor, I will choose my neighbor…Jesus never commanded me to love my 
religion.”  

The scribes and Pharisees love their religion. They want things to stay the same, and to 
determine who is in and who is out when it comes to their faith community. 

In these parables, it is likely that Jesus also sees the Pharisees as the lost ones. Jesus wants 
them to hear him, just as the tax collectors and sinners have, and turn from their attitudes 
of exclusion and judgement that are separating them from community with other believers. 
Jesus is creating in them new hearts that no longer only support a religion but into hearts 
that care for people, the neighbors God has given them to love.  

I hope those who identify with the lost in these stories don’t feel like the church community 
will not welcome them when God brings them back. I’m sure that has happened, and I pray 
that when we recognize our offense that we will repent and seek forgiveness and 
reconciliation, both from these neighbors and from God. 

The thing we can do, every time we gather—whether that’s on Sunday morning or 
Wednesday evenings or Bible study groups or Confirmation or choir practices—every time 
we gather as the people of God, Jesus calls us to rejoice!  

Every gathering is a celebration that the Spirit of God is calling each one of us into 
community with others who have heard God’s voice and turned from whatever tries to 
separate us so that we will turn toward Christ who is the center of our life as God’s people. 

As we continue through the service today, pay attention to the words that expres 
celebration and joy in God’s goodness and give them an extra punch of enthusiasm! We can 
do that in our Holy Communion liturgy—“It is right to give God thanks and praise!” We can 
do that at the dismissal when we respond to “Go in peace” with, “thanks be to God!” 

God has done wondrous things in each of our lives. We have each heard Jesus’ voice who 
seeks us out when we are lost and carries us back to be with those who also love and care 
for us. We gather here to celebrate God’s goodness and to rejoice in this fellowship of 
believers.  

I encourage you to find ways to connect with others in our congregation, to get to know 
people you don’t know very well, and hear how God has been involved in their lives. May 
we grow in faith, love, and joy in this fellowship of God’s people. 

Thanks be to God! And all God’s people say, Amen! 



Prayers of Intercession 

Sustained and nurtured by our generous God, we gather as one to pray for the church, the 
world, and all of God’s creation. 

A brief silence. 

O God, the church was formed by the first disciples of Christ. Bless pastors, deacons, and all 
church leaders in their ministries, especially those who are answering your call to lead and 
guide children and youth, so that your gospel is shared through their faithful leadership 
and living. Lord, in your mercy, 
hear our prayer. 

Protect and preserve places damaged by natural disaster, especially those in the path of 
recent hurricanes. Restore balance to ecosystems and renew our commitment to care for 
the world you have made. Lord, in your mercy, 
hear our prayer. 

Instruct all the world’s people, nations, and governments in ways of justice, mercy, and 
peace. Lead us away from the idols of power, war, self-centeredness, and fear.  
Lord, in your mercy, 
hear our prayer. 

Show mercy to the lost, welcome to the outsiders, and comfort to the suffering and dying. 
We pray for all who need your healing and constant presence, especially Jessie, Wyatt, and 
Paul.  
 
Lord, in your mercy, 
hear our prayer. 

As we remember September 11, 2001 this past week, we pray for those who work with 
people in crisis: firefighters, police officers, hospital staff, chaplains, nurses, doctors, 
emergency responders, staff and counselors in rehab centers and women’s shelters. Give 
them strength, wisdom, and compassion, so that those in need are well-supported and 
cared for. Lord, in your mercy, 
hear our prayer. 

We give thanks for the beloved sheep of your fold who have died and who now find life in 
your eternal glory. Embrace us as we hope and rejoice in your unfailing redemption.  
Lord, in your mercy, 
hear our prayer. 

Assured by your promise to hear us, we lay our prayers before your throne of grace; 
through Jesus Christ our Lord. 
Amen. 


