
Readings: Exodus 32.7-14; 1 Timothy 1.12-17; Luke 15.1-10 
 
How much of your life do you spend looking for things?  I sometimes feel that if you could add up all 
the time in your life you have spent looking for your door keys, your glasses, your wallet, the gas bill, 
your passport, the letter you need to answer, the screwdriver that will fit, the kitchen scissors, the 
office stapler(!); or looking for a person to love or someone to love you; if you could add up all this 
time, how many months, even years of your life would it be?  Perhaps you are one of those 
incredibly well organised people who always know where everything is.  I look at Katherine’s 
immaculate filing system so enviously.  It’s not that I don’t file things, it’s just I can’t remember 
where I filed them!  When you are searching frantically to find something like your mobile phone, 
people often try and be helpful by saying things like “Think back, where did you last have it?”  To 
which I reply with frustration, “If I knew where I last had it I wouldn’t have lost it!”  Mobile phones 
though are different.  You can get someone to ring the number to find out where you’ve lost them.  
The only trouble with me is that I’ve never remembered to charge the phone, or switched it to silent, 
so that the thing never rings anyway.  
 
There are of course different ways of looking for things.  For example, when you are just about to 
take a church service and discover you have lost your spectacles.  There is the more frantic way of 
looking which involves rushing from room to room, pulling up duvets, frisking jacket pockets, and 
throwing cushions off the sofa in the hope that they are miraculously going to come into the light.  
There is also the more successful way of finding them which involves calmly and methodically 
retracing your actions: Where have I been?  What was I doing?  O yes, of course, here they are, 
behind the shower curtain, in the soap dish.  What I have learnt, though I still need to practice, is 
that finding things, involves looking after things, and looking after things involves caring about 
them.  It involves being attentive to them.  The trouble is that our heads sometimes get so full of 
other stuff that we stop looking, stop listening, we put love and care on hold, and that’s when things, 
important things, get lost.  Of course, I’m talking here not just about things like your credit card, I’m 
talking about people.  There is that insult which people shout at each other: “Get lost.”  It’s a 
horrible insult because it’s true – we do lose people, and we also get lost ourselves.  It can happen so 
easily but when we lose people we care about, and don’t look for them, something deep in our God-
given humanity dies.  And when we are lost and no one looks for us, we taste one of the bitterest 
pains, the pain of abandonment and rejection – like a child playing hide and seek, who no one 
comes to look for; like the relationship that has gone wrong, so you just leave it because you don’t 
know how to find it; on a larger stage, like the people crying out for help in Syria, but everyone just 
turning away and getting on with watching Celebrity Masterchef because we don’t know what to do. 
 
If ever you are lost, or if ever you have lost others, read Luke Chapter 15.  It is the most redemptive, 
hope-filled chapter you can read anywhere.  Condensed, here is why I am a Christian.  If you’ve ever 
lost something, lost something really irreplaceable and precious, that you thought was lost forever, 
and then, like a miraculous gift, you found what was lost again, or are found by it, then perhaps you 
will know that joy, when it’s even worth losing something just so you can experience the meaning of 
finding it restored again.  We read this in Luke Chapter 15 today.  We read it side by side with a 
story from Exodus about how God’s anger turns against his people who have acted so perversely and 
who have turned to idolatry, and God’s wrath burns hot against them so that he wants to consume 
them and Moses has to plead for mercy on their behalf.  But here, in complete contrast, Jesus shows 
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us a completely opposite notion of God: Jesus hosts sinners; he actually eats with them.  This is not 
just a bring-and-share, these sinners are the honoured guests at his table, called into fellowship.  
How can this be?  This is outrageous, it’s unfair, it breaks the rules of respect.  It undermines the 
Pharisees and the scribes.  It does not honour righteousness, instead he honours an inclusiveness 
that seems to be condoning sinner’s sinfulness.  In the eyes of the Pharisees he’s bringing their faith 
down into the gutter and into disrepute and they’re not going to allow it.  And then Jesus tells 
parables, three parables that shock, two of which we read today. 
 
In the first parable he puts them, the religious leaders, in the position of unclean vagrants – the 
homeless poor in the wilderness.  They, the religious leaders, are compared to shepherds.  He asks 
them to imagine that they are looking after sheep and one of the sheep strays.  He asks them to 
imagine how important it is not to make a scapegoat of the lost but to bring the lost one back.  
Notice the way, if the lost sheep does represent the sinner, there is not a single word here of 
condemnation.  In fact quite the opposite, the onus is on the so-called righteous to look for and to 
find the lost.  The shepherd, the leader of the flock, is the one called to search out and to struggle to 
find and then to lay the burden of the lost on his own shoulders and to carry back.  What’s more, the 
shepherd rejoices in finding the lost sheep, and there is also rejoicing when the shepherd returns as 
everyone shares in the restoration of community.  How opposite this is from the politics of power – 
from blaming the lost migrant, from stripping the benefits from the disabled and vulnerable, from 
punishing the criminal lost, and disowning the delinquent youth.  How different this is from 
dropping precision bombs and missiles on your lost enemy.  Here, the finding of the lost becomes 
the source of rejoicing, not just for your role in leadership but for the whole community.  “This 
could never be!” you may say, “it’s a license for anarchy, it’s a license to sin.  Why, if you’re that 
forgiving someone could get away with murder!” – and that’s exactly what they did to Jesus.  They 
feared him, the feared the freedom he offered.  “No one,” they said, “can forgive sins.”  But he went 
on forgiving sins, even theirs when they murdered him.  But they did not win.  Because the Good 
Shepherd kept on searching for the lost – and is searching for us now.  Not a mad searching where 
everything is thrown into confusion, but God’s attentive love, looking and listening, finding and 
carrying; carrying us home, like a sheep on the shoulders, from the cliff edges of our lives.    
 
This parable can’t be right.  OK let’s look at the next one.  This one is perhaps even more extreme.  
This time the example Christ holds up in front of them is not even a shepherd, it’s a woman doing 
housework.  What an insult to their male patriarchy – God compared to a female domestic, lighting 
lamps and sweeping floors.  But look how in this symbol of God’s love there is the same attentive 
care, the same closeness to detail.  Here is an expression of God not afraid to get her hands dirty, 
not afraid to do manual labour, not above it all, but diligently searching through the whole house to 
find that which is precious.  And Jesus is saying to those religious leaders and to all of us, “Look it’s 
down here, the kingdom of God is in your own home if only you would look for it, but you haven’t 
recognised it, you haven’t seen.  You’ve never bothered to light the lamp and to really search.  The 
treasures of heaven are actually with us now but you won’t know unless you come down and do the 
looking.”  And look when the woman finds the lost coin, like the shepherd who finds the lost sheep, 
she rejoices and so do all her neighbours – because searching and finding the lost restores the whole 
of community.  Notice the way in this parable the symbol of the lost is not a sinner to be 
condemned, it is a coin – its worth is undiminished because it’s lost.  The lost almost universally 
consider themselves worthless.  This parable specifically denies that assumption.  This is the most 
radical thing of all: Christ is saying forgiveness is not about our punishment, it’s not even about our 
repentance, it’s about being found, being found by God, and allowing ourselves to be found.  That’s 
all you have to do.  You have to allow yourself, allow yourself to be found by God, and it is the 
greatest gift you will ever receive; a free and undeserved gift as Paul tells us so starkly in today’s 
Epistle: “This saying is worthy of all to be received Christ Jesus came into the world to save sinners 
– of whom I am the foremost.”  This is the patience of Christ of which Paul speaks.  The extent of it 
is astonishing, it takes your breath away. 
 



This is what Jesus is saying to the scribes and Pharisees: 
“You accuse me of eating with sinners.  Yes gentlemen, your information is correct.  That is exactly 
what I do.  And not only do I do that, I go out into the streets and invite them in.  I invite into my 
house the abandoned and the lost, the migrant, the elderly, the lonely and the poor.  I invite into my 
house those who you have just bombed and shot at.  I even invite those you call enemies and 
terrorists for they also are the lost.  I invite them in because it is here around my table through the 
offering of my own body and blood that a new kingdom will begin – a kingdom where the power of 
God’s love and forgiveness triumphs over our fear, our hatred and our indifference.  You see, Jesus 
says, I am the unclean shepherd searching for the lost, I am the woman searching my house for a 
lost coin, and what about you?” 
 
And what does such love and forgiveness look like?  Well I will tell you: There was once a father who 
had two sons and the youngest son came to his father and said “Give me my share of the property 
now!”  Read some more of Luke chapter 15 and you will see… 
 


