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Sermon Series: “Provocations in Wisdom” 
Sermon Title: “Parable of the Lost Sheep” 
Scripture Text: Luke 15:1-7 (NRSV) 
June 9, 2019 
 
Scripture Reading:  Luke 15:1-7 (NRSV) 

 
1 Now all the tax collectors and sinners were coming near to listen to him. 2 And 
the Pharisees and the scribes were grumbling and saying, “This fellow welcomes 
sinners and eats with them.” 

3 So he told them this parable: 4 “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? 5 When he has found it, he lays it on his 
shoulders and rejoices. 6 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.’ 7 Just so, I tell you, there will be more joy in heaven over one sinner 
who repents than over ninety-nine righteous persons who need no repentance. 

Sermon:  

One of the things I miss about youth ministry, which is where I have spent a lot of my 
days and years in ministry, are retreats with Jr. High kids. I mean, who wouldn’t want 
to jam into a 15 passenger van full of awkward energy to go spend a weekend running 
around in the woods, enduring endless fart references and inescapable body odor. 
One memorable retreat was the time I took 60 some kids and leaders up to Trout Lake 
Camp for the weekend. The weather was perfect, crisp and sunny. We had a great 
team of adult leaders, and a super fun group of kids, everything was a hit!  I almost 
didn’t want it to end, but alas, on Sunday afternoon, we loaded the vans and headed 
home.   

Now, the drive was only about two and a half hours, but it was inevitable that between 
4 packed vans of middle schoolers, we were bound to have to stop, and I always built 
a little time into our schedule to do so.  We made it all the way to Forest Lake before 
one of our vans signaled that they needed to pull off and take a quick bathroom break.   

It was always fun to watch the eyes of those working the counter at whatever fast food 
establishment we happened upon grow large as 60 teenagers overwhelm their space 
and slam them with an unexpected Sunday afternoon rush. This time it was 
McDonalds. We hit them like a tsunami, and in 15 minutes, we were gone.   
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It wasn’t until a good half hour later, as we pulled into the parking lot of the church, 
parents waiting, that Heather, one of our 8th grade students blurts out from the back of 
the van, “Where’s Todd?”   

“I’m driving,” I say. 

“No, my brother Todd?” 

“What do you mean?” I ask. 

“He was sitting right behind me, but now he’s not in the van!” 

I do some mental math, and say, “Well, I counted, so he must have switched places 
with someone from a different van.”   

The doors of the vans open, kids start streaming out, luggage is being trifled through, 
and through the flurry of hugs and goodbyes, I spot Heather and her parents, standing 
there, looking a bit confused and on the verge of concern.   

Yep, no Todd. You can imagine the terror that ran through my veins in that moment as 
I realized that somehow, I left a 6th grade kid alone at the McDonalds in Forest Lake, 
for over a half hour without even noticing he was missing!   

In our parable today, Jesus asks his listeners;  

“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?”   

I’m wondering, which one of Jesus’ listeners, having a hundred sheep and losing one, 
would ever even notice that one has gone missing?! Have you ever seen a hundred 
sheep? I mean, I don’t want to take away from the individuated identities of sheep, but 
unless you’ve given them some really interesting haircuts, they kind of all look alike. 
And it’s not like one of the 99 sheep is gonna come up to the shepherd and say, “Uhh, 
I think we’re missing my brother Larry.”  

So uh, no Jesus, I don’t necessarily think that many people, having a hundred sheep 
and upon losing one, would even notice, muchless leave all the others vulnerable to 
predators and the elements, in order to chase down the one. I mean, it sucks to lose 
the one, but.   

OH yeah, you’re probably wondering whatever happened with Todd, the kid at the 
Forest Lake McDonalds! Sorry, I almost forgot about him. So career changes come in a 
variety of forms… No I’m kidding, he was fine, a little scared at first, but he was pretty 
chill kid. He tried calling his parents from a pay phone, but of course they weren’t 
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home because they’d come to pick him up at church (this is before everyone had cell 
phones). So, he bought himself a shake and some french fries and held tight until I 
showed up to pick him up. I was just teaching him resilience!  

Well, today’s parable comes to us in Luke’s Gospel as the first of three parables 
pertaining to something which was lost and then found.  The parable of the lost sheep 1

is also found in Matthew’s Gospel, but it is employed a bit differently there to serve a 
different context. Here, Luke gives us the context for his telling of the parable, as well 
as the two that follow. The scene begins;   

1 Now all the tax collectors and sinners were coming near to listen to him. 2 And 
the Pharisees and the scribes were grumbling and saying, “This fellow welcomes 
sinners and eats with them.”   

This is Luke’s first interpretive clue. There are “sinners” drawing near to listen to Jesus, 
meanwhile, those who would be considered the “righteous” are having a difficult time 
understanding why Jesus is not only letting them near, but welcoming them and eating 
with them, which was a fairly intimate act. It might be helpful to know here that the use 
of the words “tax collectors and sinners” was not merely a reference to someone 
who’s made a few mistakes or engaged in some self-indulgence, rather, these were the 
terms usually used to describe those who from a position of power took advantage of 
those more vulnerable.  These were the truly bad apples, the ones who made life even 
harder than what it already was for a relatively small and insignificant religious minority 
in the occupied Roman territory of first century Palestine.   

And those described as “righteous” persons, though some of the scribes and 
Pharisees would certainly have had some relative social power, the bulk of the 
audience would have likely been relatively poor and good-natured religious people just 
trying to make a decent life for their family and broader community.  Don’t think 
“legalistic religious elite,” but rather, faithful and dutiful adherents, trying their best 
despite all of the difficulties of their circumstances. They weren’t powering over 
anyone, in fact, they would have been the ones being powered over by these “sinners 
and tax collectors.”  

Given the context, maybe you can imagine why the Pharisees and scribes are 
grumbling. I mean, why is this guy exonerating these people? That jerk steals from our 
community every day, and Jesus is gonna go have dinner with him?! What gives?!  

So, Jesus knows that this is troubling to them, so he tells them a couple stories.  The 
first is of this person who has a hundred sheep. Not only does he notice when one 

1 Many of the following interpretive points I credit to Amy Jill-Levine’s treatment of the parable in Short 
Stories by Jesus: The Enigmatic Parables of a Controversial Rabbi, (New York: Harpers), p.27-45. 
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goes missing, but he leaves the 99 in the wilderness of all places, which, let’s be 
honest, is a bit reckless, to go and find the one.  And when he finds this one who was 
lost, he hoists it upon his shoulders and rejoices!  

Okay, Jenni’s dad raised cattle for a time on their farm. And every once in a while, as 
cows do, they’d break through a fence and get into the road or end up a mile away on 
someone else’s land. Do you know what I think Fred (who, by the way is one of the 
kindest people on earth) would likely not do after spending precious time tracking 
down one of these wayward wanderers? Rejoice.  

I’d rather imagine that he’d get out of his truck with a stick or a prod, use a couple of 
unkind adjectives to describe this beloved bovine, and then figure out how to move the 
dumb thing against its will back home. So the whole rejoicing shepherd thing seems a 
bit exaggerated.  

And if that wasn’t enough, when this highly attentive and overly cheery shepherd finally 
gets home, he immediately invites all of his friends and neighbors over for a party to 
celebrate having found his precious one-of-a-kind sheep? I suppose he’s gonna have 
to feed them all. What’s on the grill? Oh dear, I hope that’s not brother Larry. Yikes, 
that would be baaaad. Sorry, couldn’t help myself. 

And finally, on top of all that, in Luke’s account Jesus ends with an equally 
exaggerated conclusion to this parable, saying: 

 Just so, I tell you, there will be more joy in heaven over one sinner who repents 
than over ninety-nine righteous persons who need no repentance.   

Now, I’m not saying that the rejoicing in heaven over the repentant sinner is 
exaggerated. Rather, I’m wondering, in what roomful of people would you actually find 
99 people who do not need to repent, who have no need to turn away from anything 
that is either unhealthfully consuming their energies or stealing their life or contributing 
to the forces of injustice that are keeping themselves or their community in chains? 
Like, where do I find a room full of those people?  Do these “righteous persons” 
actually even exist?   

Or is Jesus telling us an exaggerated story in order to help us begin to take apart the 
dualistic framework wherein many of us well-intended, relative do-gooders, us 
“righteous people” not in the sense of “perfect” or “legalistic” but those of us who are 
simply “doing our best” can begin to see that there is actually no “us” and “them.” 
Perhaps Jesus is slowly erasing the dividing lines and dismantling the measuring 
devices his audiences were used to using to locate themselves in relation to God and 
their place in society.   
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Commenting on this parable, my former preaching professor at Luther Seminary, David 
Lose, writes that most of us church-goers; 

...are a lot more like the righteous in these stories than the sinners. Most of us try 
very hard to be good Christians and to do the right thing, and no amount of 
convincing us we’re really filthy sinners and then assuring us that God forgives 
us anyway is going to make much of a difference to our self-conception or 
behavior. But though we may be righteous in this sense, might we also be lost?  2

In other words, might it be that seeing in Jesus God’s extravagance toward the really 
bad apple, the “tax collectors and sinners” if you will, challenges our entire way of 
perceiving God’s kingdom as a meritocracy? Might our own efforts to be “good,” to 
identify ourselves among the righteous, or as one of the “good ones,” on the “right 
side” of history, what have you, cause us at times to become just as “lost” in regards 
to our identity as God’s beloved as the one who willfully steals from the community for 
their own benefit? What if both actually derive from the same scarcity?   

Again to quote David Lose, “Can you be righteous and still lost?”   3

Next week Dan will be reflecting on the Parable of the Lost Coin, and a couple weeks 
after that Andrea will reflect on the Parable of the Prodigal and His Brother. I won’t get 
into their texts, but I will say that there seems to be a trajectory in how Luke arranges 
these stories within the context of the “sinners” drawing near to listen to Jesus, while 
the “righteous” scratch their heads over Jesus’ seeming inability to be able to 
discriminate between them or to determine who is more worthy of his company.  

All three of the stories begin with an unlikely search for something or someone who is 
lost, and they all end with an excessive party.  What does that say about what has 
gone missing, or of the worthiness of that which has been lost? What does it say about 
the One who delights in the finding? What does it say about the 99 and what does it 
say about the 1? And where does that place me among the one hundred?   

What I wonder in all of this is, what if the one that has gone missing is myself? Perhaps 
there are some of us today who count ourselves in the company of the righteous, and 
we’ve grown so familiar with our own calculations of what is “good” or “right”, that it 
wouldn’t occur to us that we need to be found.  But what if the measuring devices with 
which we’ve grown so accustomed have actually led us away from our truest identity? 
What if we’ve become lost to our own belovedness? Not that our belovedness has 
been lost, but that in all of our do-gooding we’ve wandered far from it, thinking that the 

2 David Lose, from a submission to Working Preacher on Sept. 9, 2013 entitled Lost. 
https://www.workingpreacher.org/craft.aspx?post=2737  
3 Ibid.  
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paths that we are walking will lead us to water. Perhaps I am the one that has gone 
missing, and needs to be found, brought back by the shepherd to be reminded of who 
I am.  

And if I have gone missing, would I even notice? Or, in thinking I’ve got it all covered, 
that I’ve counted all of the seats, would I leave that part of myself at the McDonalds in 
Forest Lake?   

Or, perhaps this morning you identify deeply with the one who has gone missing. 
Maybe you’re in a season where you feel so disoriented and alone that you are 
beginning to give up hope that anything will ever be familiar again, or that anyone will 
ever find you and offer the comfort or companionship that you desperately long for on 
this journey.  And the question for you today might be, do you have any idea how 
much you are worth, or the great lengths that God will go to find you and accompany 
you in that place of lostness?  Do you have any idea of the outrageous celebration that 
takes place at any inkling of your turning toward your Creator?  After all, this is what 
repentance really means.   

It does not mean that you are bad and you should feel bad about being so bad. 
Rather, repentance is simply turning toward the One in whom we find ourselves as 
beloved, or as Thomas Keating puts it, “repentance means to change the direction in 
which you are looking for happiness.”    4

I can’t imagine that there is only one person in this room of 100 that feels lost today. I 
can’t imagine that there is only one that could stand to change the direction in which 
we are looking for happiness, that there is only one who is being invited to turn again 
toward the One who calls them beloved. And I can’t imagine there is only one who has 
a hard time coming to terms with or believing that you are worthy of such reckless 
pursuit in all of your lostness, muchless the excessive party that the Shepherd is 
preparing to throw upon finding your being found.  

I have no idea where you find yourself in all of this getting lost and being found. But 
wherever you find yourself needing to be found, I pray that you would notice where you 
are, whether stuck in the familiar, or unable to recognize anything. That you would wait 
upon that to which you are being invited as you pay attention to your deeper longings, 
and the thresholds are you inviting me to step through. And then as you receive and 
follow that invitation, I pray that you would find life, overflowing and abundant.   

I want to close with this poem by Jan Richardson entitled, Lost Blessing. May you 
receive it as a benediction, a blessing for wherever you find yourself.   

4 Thomas Keating, Invitation to Love, (London: Bloomsbury, 1992). 
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Lost Blessing  5

 
It doesn’t always 
mean to go astray. 
But somehow 
this blessing knew 
it would find you here— 
 
here in this place 
where even you 
don’t know where 
you are. 
 
This blessing 
regrets to say 
it left its compass 
at home. 
It is without map, 
chart, GPS. 
It has hardly 
any native sense 
of direction. 
 
This blessing 
appears to be 
nearly useless, 
in fact. 
 
But— 
and I know 
this might not be 
encouraging— 
it purely loves 
getting lost. 
 
This blessing 
has learned to breathe 

5 Found on The Painted Prayerbook blog, © Jan Richardson. Janrichardson.com. 
https://paintedprayerbook.com/2016/07/13/lost-blessing/  
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when it has left 
every landmark behind, 
when it has seen 
its last signpost, 
when dark has 
begun to fall 
while it is 
still far from home. 
 
This blessing 
knows the prayers to say 
when it has misplaced 
its way, 
the chants 
that will help it 
find the path 
where it seems 
no path could ever be. 
 
This blessing 
is good at finding 
fellow travelers. 
 
It loves the company 
of the lost, 
the wandering, 
the confused, 
the ones who have been 
walking in circles 
for days; 
 
loves helping them 
find water, shelter, 
shade; 
 
loves keeping vigil 
so they can 
safely rest. 
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The point of this blessing 
is that it has 
no real point. 
 
It just wants you to know 
you are not alone, 
have never been, 
will never be— 
 
that it will go with you, 
will wander with you 
as long as you want, 
as long as it takes, 
gladly being lost with you 
until your way 
appears. 
 
—Jan Richardson 
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