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Today is another one of those Sundays when our hearts are pulled in several directions.  
 First and foremost, today is Higher Education Sunday, 
  when we honor the relationship of the church  
   with all the universities and colleges in the New River Valley  
    and the richness the presence of students,  
     staff, and faculty from those institutions creates  
      for the context of God's work in the world.   
Ukirk students are here in visible roles,  
 not as tokens, but as signs that the church is called  
  to follow God into the future,  
   not get stuck in the familiarities or comfort of the past.  
If we can't live into God's future calling,  
 there is a generation who are, and who will.  
 
Also today we are in the midst of welcoming  
 new people God has brought into our circle of fellowship. 
This morning we had the first of three classes  
 for those who are considering this body of Christ  
  as the place to explore and deepen their discipleship       
   and in some cases teach their children.   
That for me is always exciting,  
 because new people mean new insights,  
  new collective experience, new gifts and new hearts  
   listening together for the Word of God to us in this time and place.  
God may always intends new and sometimes unexpected things for us 
 through those God leads to our doors and through their children. 
Plus it is easier to live into our calling to be  
 the "church Reformed always reforming"  
  with the fresh insights and experience that new people bring.  
 
Today is also the fifteenth anniversary  
 of the attack on the Twin Towers and the Pentagon.  
The undergraduates here this morning were between  
 the ages of three and seven when that attack took place.  
  Realistically that means their entire experience  
   of the United States is post-nine eleven. 
This has been a week of sober reflection in the media  
 on the changes in US society  
  brought about by 9-11 and its aftermath. 
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Mercifully nothing on that scale has happened again,  
 but there have been some cultural shifts.  
  We who are older may be tempted  
   to think in terms of what we have lost. 
How good then, for this day to be centered on those 
 whose lives are focused on learning and teaching,  
  on the creation of meaning, and on future hope. 
Remarkably today we have two readings  
 that take ideas of loss and lost-ness  
  and we watch as God transforms it into new hope and celebration. 
    In both readings the grace of a loving God 
    accomplishes what is necessary  
     to turn what is lost into fullness of life. 
 
In the Epistle, the writer of first Timothy,  
 speaking with the voice of Paul,  
  emphasizes Paul's own sinfulness as an example  
   of the limitless, gracefulness of God.  
Paul was a fundamentalist, a zealot—a Pharisee— 
 convinced that he was righteous  
  because of his choices and his behavior, 
   which in his zeal included killing Jews who followed Jesus.  
"I was a blasphemer, a persecutor, and a man of violence…" 
 even "a foremost sinner," says the writer as Paul. 
But God searched that barren and violent ground,  
 until God found Paul, and rescued him  
  from the rage and wrong of his former life.  
That is good news on this hard anniversary, 
 when we yearn for reassurance  
  that God is working ceaselessly to transform  
   those who choose to use violence  
    to impose their views on the world.   
"The grace of our Lord overflowed for me," says the writer 
 " with the faith and love that are in Christ Jesus." 
 
In the gospel of Luke, Jesus is speaking to   
 just such a group of strict religionists 
  who have been  "criticiz[ing] Jesus for his joyful chumminess  
   with some of society’s more despised members."i  
The Pharisees, who see themselves as beyond reproach, 
  think Jesus is friends with the wrong people, 
  since he's been seen eating and spending time with        
      inmates and pushers, politicians, 
   prostitutes, credit gougers, porn addicts, office clerks,  
    adulterers, gamblers, stay-at-home parents, lawyers,  
     celebrity sports figures, school teachers, nurses, 
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      vista workers, students and store clerks, physicians, 
         factory workers, managers, college professors, fishermen,  
       salesmen, cops, waitresses, longshoremen, farmers,  
         and priests. 
      
Jesus, in other words,  
 was the friend of sinners of every size and shape. 
 
Jesus doesn't get clever with his critics.  
 He doesn't chide them for being self-righteous,  
  even though they are. 
Great teacher that he is, he tells two simple stories, 
 and leaves the possibilities for learning hanging,  
  for them and for us. 
In these stories the logical thing doesn't happen, 
 the shepherd leaves the ninety nine sheep for the one, 
  the woman searches all night for one coin, 
   then blows the money to throw a party in rejoicing, 
In fact both stories end with spontaneous, joyful celebrations 
 that are not private and not just for family, or close friends, 
  but include everyone within earshot, 
   anyone who hears or learns about the finders' joy. 
Parables can and should  
 remain open to endless possibility. Those who feel lost or who 
  love someone who is wandering can find great comfort in these stories.  
But for me this morning the stories feel less about what’s lost 
 than they are about our searching God  
  and the lengths God goes to even now 
   to love even the people we find most despicable, 
    and particularly if that person happens to be us. 
 
Mind you, Jesus' choice of God stand-ins is pretty sketchy.  
 Shepherds were generally not well thought of, remember. 
  They were looked down on as course and rough,  
   they were necessary but low, like tax examiners or used car salesmen. 
Part of the reason for the low opinion may have been 
 that the general run of shepherds were hired hands, 
  not people who would go to any lengths to save  
   lost or injured animals that did not belong to them, 
    as other places in scripture attest.ii 
For Jesus to compare God to a shepherd,  
 is risky and shocking. 
  And to add to the surprise, the shepherd in this story  
   is committed to caring for the whole flock. 
He goes hiking through the wilderness,  
 with all the hazards that entails,   
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  then carries the lost sheep home on his shoulders,  
   shouting out his joy to every house as he goes by. 
 
Comparing God to a woman was even more startling 
 since women were not accorded much standing either. 
  Yet here is Jesus saying God is like a woman  
   who sweeps and searches her home,  
    pushing around the furniture  
     until she gets the coin she’s looking for. 
"…The parable calls attention to her effort.  
 The woman lights a lamp, sweeps the house,  
  and searches carefully.  
She seeks a lost drachma, not pocket change.  
 A drachma was worth perhaps a full day’s wages  
  or maybe even the price of a sheep.  
If it takes hard work to find the coin, 
  then she will do the hard work.  
She refuses to allow bad luck  
 to dictate the outcome or make her a victim.  
No way she’s going to let circumstances get in the way  
 of recovering what’s rightly hers,  
  what she needs to sustain herself and her family. 
   God is like that, the parable says.  
Other parables compare God to kings, noblemen, and landowners.  
 Here God looks like a person just doing what she can.  
  No extraordinary talents. No special training.  
   No obvious privileges. Nobody larger than life. 
    God looks like someone who shows patient commitment.iii 
If that’s the case, then we don’t need to rely only on  
 notions of "immortal, invisible God, only wise."iv 
  We can also catch glimpses of God in all sorts of places  
   where people respond to the needs right in front of them 
    and rejoice when things go well. 
 
The joy appears to be Jesus' primary point.  
 God experiences sheer joy on recovering what was lost               
  and celebrates with the angels. 
    The shepherd and the woman also  
   refuse to celebrate alone. 
    The only thing that will do is a party for everybody.  
The celebrations in both these stories are extravagant, 
 way out of proportion even to the monetary value  
  of the things that had been lost. 
The real value of the sheep and the coin lies  
 in the determined love and commitment  
  the shepherd and the woman show in seeking them. 
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And did you notice, that despite the words at the end 
 about God's joy over "sinners repenting,"  
  a coin can't repent; a sheep can’t repent. 
The story completely overshadows any interest 
 in the behavior or remorse of the lost creature or coin.v  
 
In the early years of the church in America, the Puritans  
 called what happened in the pulpit on Sunday morning "teaching." 
The word "preaching" was reserved for that moment when the minister was talking to  
 people who had never heard the word of God before. 
I really like the distinction, just as I like the recovery  
 of the term "Teaching Elder" for ministers in our Book of Order. 
 
On this Higher Education Sunday  
 that also falls on a tough anniversary, 
  what startling teaching do we most need as a body of Christ?  
What can we offer to teachers and learners; 
 to those the Holy Spirit is leading to this place? 
  Those who mourn the wounds that violence brought to our nation? 
 
Perhaps the best lesson for this day is that we Christians  
 are people who understand the reality of sin and evil. 
We are not pale shaking flowers, we are not Puritans   
 incapable of hearing about wrong doing. 
  We know that wrong doing is the way of the world  
   not the exception. 
    Beloved, we sit every Sunday underneath a cross. 
That cross is empty.  
 It's shadows are real but they are not the place  
  from which we see the world. 
 We live as people of the Searching, Finding, Celebrating God. 
  The God who can and does and will transform reality, 
   our reality and the reality of the world.  
 And yes, we are sheep in the crevice on the hillside,  
  We are coins in the dust on the baseboards, we always will be. 
   But God's forgiveness reaches for us every day of our lives. 
So this is the place of invitation to the party. 
 Where we come together to listen for the sound of rejoicing in the neighborhood 
  and spend as much time as we can celebrating  
   the good, the just, the right, wherever it exists 
    and doing everything we can to spread the joy around. AMEN. 
 
 
 
 
 



6 
 

i This language comes directly from an article cited in a previous sermon of mine, whose citation I have 
now lost (appropriate given the subject) by an author named "Skinner."  
ii John 10:12 
iii Op. Cit., Skinner 
iv The words are from the Timothy reading and are captured in our opening hymn today, with text written 
in 1867 by Walters Chalmers Smith. 
v Cousar et al, Texts for Preaching, Year C, Westminster John Knox Press, Louisville KY, 1994, p. 516. 

                                            


