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A homily preached by            “Is God like that?”
The Rev’d Jo P. Popham        16th Sunday after Pentecost

September 12, 2010
Luke 15:1-10

Jesus often kept company – even ate – with tax collectors and sinners, people who

were ritually unclean. But Godly people like the Pharisees and scribes, avoided and

despised the outcasts of the 1st century. They cast a critical eye on sinners and outcasts

and those who associated with them. To them sinners included not only people who

broke moral laws, but also those who did not maintain the ritual purity laws practiced by

the Pharisees. And so they grumbled… they murmured. They did not lament. There is a

big difference in murmuring and grumbling and true lamentation. The best example of

lamenting can be found in the Psalms… where the people mourn their losses, where they

cry to God for help. When the Pharisees and scribes met to discuss this prophet Jesus and

his work among the people – all the people, even the foreigners who were hired to collect

money due the Roman authorities – were these Jewish scholars and leaders, were they

lamenting? Or were they more likely to murmur and grumble, to complain and grouse

about Jesus associating with “those people” and being merciful to sinners and tax

collectors. Likely they murmured to one another, why not us? Why does this learned

Jewish teacher waste his time on those people and not favour us? We observe all the

household rules of the righteous. We are the chosen. How can Jesus not recognize that we

deserve God’s mercy more than all those others? And so Jesus taught them using two

parables. What he asked the Pharisees and scribes – and what he is asking us – is “Are

any beyond God’s mercy?” And furthermore, “Does God really care about those who are

unable to find him?” Does God seek out those who are lost?

The shepherd left the 99 sheep in the wilderness and went in search of the one that

was lost. And a woman – who had 10 coins and lost one – searched and searched until

she found the lost coin. Jesus asked the Pharisees and scribes – and he is asking us – “If

you had many and lost one, wouldn’t you search until you found it?” And the answer
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Jesus expects is “Yes, of course!” My friends, God is that shepherd. God is that woman.

And not only does God search for us, the lost, God rejoices and celebrates when we are

found. The first hearers of these parables were bound to have been scandalized by Jesus

comparing God to a shepherd and a woman. In a more ancient world, as seen in the Old

Testament, sheep are seen as God’s people with God as the shepherd (Ezekiel 34:11-16).

But God is never called a shepherd in the New Testament, except in Jesus’s parables. By

the 1st century the shepherds reputation had suffered and they were seen as lawless and

dishonest, just shiftless, thieving, trespassing hirelings. Shepherd were listed among the

despised trades by rabbis along with camel drivers, sailors, gamblers with dice, dyers,

and tax collectors. And yet images of Christ, the good shepherd, carrying or leading

sheep have been found in art on catacomb walls as early as the 3rd century. Jesus cast God

as a shepherd in his stories about the acceptance of sinners and tax collectors. But God

being a woman is just outrageous. I ask you, would a shepherd really care about one

sheep out of a hundred? And would a woman tear her house apart to find one coin out of

10?          Is God like that?       Yes.      Yes!

The Jewish leaders wanted Jesus to defend his practices concerning the poor and even

tax collectors, but Jesus would rather they and we adopt his divine point of view. He was

asking them – and he asks us – what would it take for them and us to welcome such lost

people, to welcome them as though they were family and friends? What might lead us to

take them in and celebrate at our table? There is great joy in heaven when we do just that,

when we welcome a lost one into our midst.

Do you see the contrast in God’s joy and the murmuring of the Pharisees? What

would we rather hear, what would we rather be known for, our grumbling or our

rejoicing? God takes delight in finding us, in seeking us out and bringing us back into the

sheepfold. And God’s joy spills over to us in the celebration of one repentant sinner,

more than over the false pride of the righteous scribes and Pharisees. Hence their

grumbling and murmuring. Not only did Jesus not reject sinners, he welcomed them. He
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went beyond tolerating them or condescendingly accepting them. No he genuinely

accepted sinners and welcomed them as guests at his table.

When the shepherd found the lost one, he rejoiced. And not alone! His joy was so

great that it had to be shared. Heaven joined in the celebration. But not the Pharisees and

scribes, not the self-righteous who supposed that they did not need God’s mercy. Are

there any who are absolutely righteous? No, we have all sinned. And we all need to

repent. And when we repent, when we are found again by God, what a celebration there

is in heaven. Imagine what sort of party God’s angels throw every time a lost soul returns

to God. But those who find God’s extravagant mercy offensive, like the Pharisees and

scribes, just might find themselves lost, truly lost, by rejecting God’s grace. What they

wanted was justice for others, but mercy for themselves.  Are we typically like that? Is it

really about us? Or is it about what God can and does do for all people? Are we not

called to celebrate with God not only when we have received God’s mercy, but when

others have as well. God finds us when we are lost, even when we do not know that we

are lost. But God also finds others lost souls – rescues their souls – rescues people that we

don’t expect to be taken into the sheepfold. Are we troubled by that?

A Jewish story tells of the good fortune of a hardworking farmer. The Lord appeared

to this farmer and granted him three wishes, but with the condition that whatever the Lord

did for the farmer would be given double to his neighbour. The farmer, scarcely believing

his good fortune, wished for a hundred cattle. Immediately he received a hundred cattle,

and he was overjoyed until he saw that his neighbour had two hundred (And he

murmured to himself.). So he wished for a hundred acres of land, and again he was filled

with joy until he saw that his neighbour had two hundred acres of land (and the farmer

grumbled and murmured all the more, under his breath.). Rather than celebrating God’s

goodness, the farmer could not escape feeling jealous and slighted because his neighbour

had received more than he. Finally, he stated his third wish: that God would strike him

blind in one eye.         And God wept. (The New Interpreter’s Bible Commentary, Vol IX,

p. 298.)
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The parables of the lost sheep and the lost coin expose the grudging spirit of the

Pharisees and scribes, and, at times, our own reluctance to accept God’s grace. Wouldn’t

we rather celebrate with God and experience real joy at our neighbour’s good fortune of

being found?            Let us be the cause of God’s joy, not God’s tears.


