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Texts:  
Jeremiah 4:11-12, 22-28; Psalm 14; 1 Timothy 1:12-17; and Luke 15:1-10

Luke 15: 1-10
Now all the tax collectors and sinners were coming near to listen to him. 

2And the Pharisees and the scribes were grumbling and saying, “This fellow wel-
comes sinners and eats with them.” 

3So 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? 5When he has found it, he lays it on his 
shoulders and rejoices. 6And 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.’ 7Just 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. 

8“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? 9When 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.’ 10Just so, I tell you, there is joy in the 
presence of the angels of God over one sinner who repents.”

The church I was born in to in Tyler, Texas, had a woman in it whose 
name was Lovejoy. Lovejoy Speed was the person who led the acolytes. In 
some churches, including this one, there is a tradition of an upper elementary, 
middle or high school youth being one who brought the light of Christ into and 
out of the sanctuary by way of the center aisle. Acolytes would also help with 
other duties throughout the service.

Because of her seriousness, we 3rd graders weren’t sure that Lovejoy, 
or Miss Speed as we knew her, if she had much love or joy. We were probably 
wrong. She was serious about our participation in worship, and always had us 
toe the line when it came to being an acolyte.  
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In fact we had to take a test to be an acolyte.  The test included infor-
mation about the paraments, liturgical colors of the Christian year and their 
meaning, Christian seasons and so on…and in order to become an acolyte, a 3rd 
grader (first year of eligibility) had to make an 80 percent, no simple passing 
grade for Lovejoy Speed! Had to be at least a B. I’ll never forget making an 87 
and being so relieved.

Although at the time it seemed a little stern, and I wouldn’t advocate a 
test per se, I do look back at Lovejoy Speed, who is still living today and I be-
lieve that she valued her faith, and each of us, and our role in worship very 
seriously.

This joy that Jesus speaks of in these parables is also a serious and 
heartfelt response to in this case, the return of a lost thing to its rightful place 
— a sheep to a shepherd, a coin to the woman, a person to God.

This kind of joy causes angels to sing and all of heaven to rejoice. 
One of the themes of this collection of parables is repentance, that is, 

admitting fault and then a turning around to do better.  In this respect, these 
parables are puzzling on the surface. How does a coin or a sheep repent?

I get the sense that the parables illustrate a truth about we humans. The 
truth that some people get lost and don’t know the way back — to family, to 
work, to sanity, to wellness, to God. They/we are so far gone, so lost, so down, 
so messed up that no amount of will power will do, and it is nothing but the 
grace of God that can bring us back from those places. And after experiencing 
this grace first, prevenient grace as our Methodist movement founder John 
Wesley would call it, after experiencing this grace, it causes us to want to re-
pent and turn to God for new life.

A couple of years ago I heard a story on NPR’s “Morning Edition” about 
a 31-year-old New York City social worker named Julio Diaz. The story noted 
that Diaz customarily followed the same routine each evening, ending his 
hour-long subway commute to the Bronx one stop early, just so he could eat at 
his favorite diner. 
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But one night a few weeks earlier, as Diaz stepped off the No. 6 train and 
onto a nearly empty platform, his evening took an unexpected turn.

He was walking toward the stairs when a teenage boy approached and 
pulled out a knife and asked for his money. So Diaz gave the boy his wallet. 
As his assailant began to walk away, Diaz said, “Hey, wait a minute. You forgot 
something. If you’re going to be robbing people all night, you might as well 
take my coat to keep you warm.”

The young man looked at his victim like he was crazy, and asked, “Why 
are you doing this?”  

Diaz replied, “Well, if you’re willing to risk your freedom for a few dol-
lars, then I guess you must really need the money. I mean, all I wanted to do 
was get dinner... and if you want to join me... hey, you’re more than welcome.” 

“I just felt maybe he really [needed] help,” Diaz said.  Remarkably, the 
boy agreed, and the unlikely pair walked into the diner and sat in a booth.

Shortly the manager came by, the dishwasher came by, the waiters came 
by to greet him. Diaz remembered, “The kid was like, ‘You know everybody 
here. Do you own this place?’” 

“No,” Diaz replied, “I just eat here a lot.”
The boy responded, “But you’re even nice to the dishwasher.”
“Well, haven’t you been taught that you should be nice to everybody?” 

Diaz asked him.
“Yeah, but I didn’t think people actually behaved that way,” the boy said.
The social worker saw an opening. He asked the boy what he wanted out 

of life. “He just had almost a sad face,” Diaz said. He couldn’t answer — or he 
didn’t want to.

When the bill arrived, Diaz told the teen, “Look, I guess you’re going to 
have to pay for this bill ‘cause you have my money and I can’t pay for it. But if 
you give me my wallet back, I’ll gladly treat you.”

The teen “didn’t even think about it” and handed over the wallet, Diaz 
said. “So, I gave him $20.”
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But Diaz asked for something in return, and the boy gave it to him. It was 
his knife.

Sometimes grace so surprises us that all we can do is change di-
rection. Mr Diaz the social worker showed this teenager grace the boy didn’t 
deserve, and it turned him around.  

There are times, I know, when the repentance seems to come first. But 
look closely in the scriptures and, like our parables, more often we will find 
that it works the other way around. Grace so often goes before us and can 
change everything.

Jesus says in the scripture text, “Now, which one of you, if you had a 
sheep or a coin would not go out and search for it?”  

And of course the answer is, hardly any of us would do that with a coin 
or maybe even with a sheep.

You take the 99 and consider it a victory 99 out of a 100 is an A+ in 
school, it gets you into any college you want, 99 percent is next to perfect in 
any job, any school, but not to God!  

Everyone matters to God!  
Even the tax collectors, even sinners, even you, even me.  That One coin, 

One sheep, One you is the One that God created and that One is God’s child — 
that One is you and me and our children and grandchildren, that One is our 
neighbor and friend, that One is the forgotten child in school, the co-worker 
who no one will talk to, that One is the irritable one down the street, that One 
is One that God can heal, help and save, that ONE matters to God!

I wonder if each of you know that you are truly worth searching for, 
worth finding, worth celebrating.

When our children were very little and just learning to play hide and 
seek, they liked to hide, find a nook or place, usually obvious to those looking, 
but nonetheless hidden to them, where they waited but not for long. When 
they were three or so, they really didn’t want to stay hidden for long. They 
would wait for a few seconds and then pop out and say — “I’m here!”
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I tend to think we humans are ones who actually want to be found after 
it’s all said and done. We would rather not stay lost, hidden, wandering…alone, 
we would rather someone care enough to look for us and find us and bring us 
back to where we belong.

This God we name and sing and pray today is that good shepherd, is 
that caring woman, is the one who rejoices over one who was lost and now is 
found.

It is a vulnerable thing God does…to love wrecklessly this way. God cer-
tainly risks rejection and so do we when we love as deeply as the woman and 
the shepherd, as God.

The truth is to love at all is to be vulnerable. C.S. Lewis said “Love any-
thing, and your heart will certainly be wrung and possibly broken. If you want 
to make sure of keeping it intact, you must give your heart to no one, not even 
to an animal. Wrap it carefully round with hobbies and little luxuries; avoid all 
entanglements; lock it up safe in the casket or coffin of your selfishness. But 
in that casket — safe, dark, motionless, airless — it will change. It will not be 
broken; it will become unbreakable, impenetrable, irredeemable.” 

That’s no way to live. It is not the way God has chosen to live in rela-
tionship with us.

These characters in these two parables are certainly God-figures and the 
truth for the church is the joyful responsibility to be a people of joy – not silly, 
surface level stuff but deep and profound joy, especially when the lost is found.

I like this old Jewish story about two brothers who were in the flour 
milling business. One of the brothers was married and had children, the other 
was single. They were equal partners in the business, and they made an agree-
ment that at the end of each day, they would take any extra flour that had been 
milled and divide it into equal shares, and each brother would take his share 
home and put it in his storehouse. 

But one day the single brother began to think, “Here I am, unmarried 
with only myself to care for and my brother has a family to support. It isn’t 
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fair to divide the flour evenly. My brother should have more of the flour. So 
that night, he took some of the flour out of his own storehouse and so as not 
to embarrass his brother, he went under the cover of darkness to his brother’s 
storehouse and secretly left the flour.

It just so happened that at that very same time, the other brother began 
to think, “Here I am with a family and my brother has no one to take care of 
him when he gets old. It’s not fair to divide the flour evenly. My brother should 
get more, so he too took some of his flour and under the cover of darkness, 
slipped it into his brother’s storehouse. Every night, unbeknownst to the other, 
each brother did this, always amazed the next day by the mystery that some-
how the level of flour in their storehouses never seemed to diminish. Until one 
night, their arms laden with sacks of flour, they met each other in the darkness 
and realized what had been happening all along. 

With tears of loving joy, the two brothers embraced there in the dark-
ness. According to the old tale, when God saw this, he touched that spot on the 
earth and said, “This is where I will build my house. For my house must al-
ways be a place of great joy.”

This is to be a place of great joy! The house of God, the church, is one 
place where God and people meet, and it is a place of joy. It is to be a place 
and a people of deep joy because it is perhaps the only place in the whole 
world where we are reminded of how valuable we truly are. 

I hope you know that each of you are truly valuable, worth search-
ing for, worth finding, worth celebrating.

When I was nine or ten years old, I had myself in a little sour mood. It must 
have been a Saturday because I wasn’t at school, I was at home, it was the middle of 
the day.  I went outside to the driveway and started shooting baskets with a tennis 
ball instead of basketball. Across the street, I heard the voice of my neighbor Brian 
who had the newest Atari video game, the precursor to Nintendo and Sega. I knew 
I shouldn’t have gone to his house without telling my parents where I was going, 
but I did it anyway. I went across the street and in to my neighbor’s house to play 
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that video game. A temporary thrill with long-term consequences. I don’t know how 
much time passed, but all of a sudden, there was a frantic knock at the door and 
there was my Dad. Understandably steaming mad and angry, “I thought you were 
lost!” I thought someone had picked you up and taken you away!  I didn’t know what 
happened, I’m taking you home!”  

Now, my Dad didn’t throw a party for me that day, quite the contrary in fact!  
But in his face at that front door, I will never forget was certainly justifiable anger 
and fear but also relief…and even a hint of joy.  There were consequences such that 
I wouldn’t think of doing that again but the main thing for my Dad though was that I 
was home!  

I was only across the street, just a matter of feet away from my own home but 
for my Father, I might as well have been a world away. 

Maybe that’s how it is with you today. Maybe you’re wandering, maybe 
you’re not, but either way, too far from God than you ought to be.  

All God wants for us is to be where we belong. And so you’ve come to the right 
place, treasured ones, welcome home.

In the name of the Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit. Amen.

Sermons are also available pre-printed and on CD. The pre-printed sermons are in the information racks at the 
Jones Plaza entrance to the Sanctuary Building. To order a $5 CD of the complete worship service, contact Phyllis 
Brockermeyer at 713-528-0527 or pbrock@stpaulshouston.org.


