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One of my favorite preachers once referred to this 15th chapter of Luke as “The Lost and 
Found Department.”  (Barbara Brown Taylor, title of a sermon in The Preaching Life 
[1993, p. 147]) 

From beginning to end, from lost sheep to lost coins to lost sons,  

what was lost is found, and parties are thrown in order to celebrate the joy of 
finding. 

And there is joy in heaven. 

Now, I’m guessing that you, like me, love these stories.  Because animals and money 
and car keys and people in our lives, 

seem to have a greater talent for getting lost than you or I do for keeping track of 
them. 

So it’s downright gratifying when that which is lost gets found, and things get back to 
being ‘as they should be’. 

But you may have noticed that these stories in the Bible are seldom as simple as they 
may at first appear. 

(And despite the Bible’s beginnings in a pristine garden and its conclusion in a heavenly 
city,  

everything in between is never quite ‘as it should be’).   

There is always some complication, some tension or conflict, 

being generated by someone who manages to confound what the Holy One had 
in mind when creating the world.  

 

And that is probably why Luke the evangelist introduces these three stories (the two we 
read and the one we didn’t) by explaining why they are told in the first place. 

In this instance, it seems God’s good intentions for the world are being complicated  

by a group of folks who just can’t seem to color within the lines. 



They are referred to here as “tax collectors and sinners.”  Of course, they tend to bear 
different labels today, 

but you know who they are, more or less.   

Not just drug dealers or warlords, slumlords or petty thieves, some are simply 
victims of bad treatment or bad luck.   

You can spot them in police court, or maybe at this church on Wednesday 
mornings, seeking financial assistance from our Caring for the Community team. 

And it’s as much a matter of debate today as it was back then, 

as to why some folks keep winding up on the wrong side of what is expected of 
them. 

Lost, some would say. 

Are they intentional scofflaws, or do they just have a penchant for messing up?  

Are they victims of bad luck, [or were our stern Calvinist ancestors right when 
they insisted  

that some folks are just destined to wind up alienated from their maker?] 

Fortunately, there is another group on the scene, there in ancient Israel,  

who specialize in being just the opposite of those misguided souls. 

They are devoted heart and soul to living in accord with God’s will, and to trying to 
ensure that things turn out “as they should be.” 

In that respect, there is probably nobody in today’s world whom they resemble as much 
as you and me 

--educated, principled, and dedicated to setting things right. 

For these ancient counterparts of ours, the path to getting things back ‘as they should 
be’ is to set the best possible example,  

thereby “… showing people it is both possible and pleasing to live according to 
God’s will.”  (Taylor, p. 149). 

And they are pretty sure that the best way for them to achieve that end 

is to have as little to do as possible with those lost souls. 

It’s not that they wish to be snobs.  Nor have they completely given up hope that the lost 
will come around.   

But the law and the prophets have always taught that Israel should keep itself pure from 
bad influences. 



Besides, to mix with these lost souls would send the wrong message,  

taking away any incentive for them to repent of their ways. 

In fact, these strivers for truth, justice, and God’s way have adopted a special name,  

a name derived from the Hebrew word for separate, or drawn apart. 

They are called Pharisees. 

And they have faith that God is up to something! 

Even though the tax collectors and sinners don’t show any indication of shaping up, 

the Pharisees have reason to believe that God is about to intercede in dramatic 
fashion. 

According to predictions made some 500 years earlier, the time is due for God’s 
Messiah to appear on the scene and redeem Israel. 

So hope springs in their Pharisaic hearts.  

    

But in addition to the problem of the tax collectors and sinners, there is a second 
roadblock standing in the way of these Messianic expectations. 

So far, it seems, the most likely looking candidate for the Messiah is a wandering rabbi 
from out in the hinterlands   

named Jeshua ben Yusef—Jesus, son of Joseph. 

He has performed a number of healings and other miracles, and despite his lack of 
formal training, 

people can’t seem to get enough of his teaching and his charismatic personality. 

But in other respects, he doesn’t seem to fit the part at all.  

In the first place, he insists on spending time with these lost souls who appear to be 
such a roadblock 

 to getting things back ‘as they should be.’ 

And they, in turn, are fascinated with him.  When such a righteous person is willing to 
hang out with folks like them, 

it makes them really want to hear what he has to say.    

In fact, it’s almost as if he prefers their company to that of the scribes and Pharisees.  
Which drives them as crazy 

 as it might do to you and me today. 



Because it’s as good as condoning their behavior—or at least it robs them of any 
incentive to do better. 

Why should they try to earn the Pharisees approval, when Jesus is giving it away 
for free? 

And to make matters worse, he persists in telling strange stories that certainly don’t turn 
out with things ‘as they should be.’     

Take, for example, these parables that he tells them just now: these heartwarming 
stories, 

about a lost sheep and a lost coin (and later, a lost son). 

Only, the scribes and Pharisees don’t find them heartwarming at all!  In fact, they are 
probably asking, 

“What kind of shepherd would go off and leave the other 99 at risk,  

in order to find the one troublesome sheep that has somehow managed to get 
itself lost?” 

“And this woman who calls in the neighbors to celebrate after she finds the lost coin?   

Don’t you know that little party probably cost her more than the found coin was 
worth?” 

“Who does such things?” 

So you might think the Pharisees are wondering whether this young rabbi has simply 
gotten his wires crossed.   

Maybe he’s not so sharp, after all!   

Ah, but I’m afraid the Pharisees are smarter than that.   

Smart enough to know that Jesus is not really talking about a shepherd or a 
homemaker, a coin or a sheep. 

No, with this stuff about repentance and joy in heaven, they get it.  Jesus is talking 
about God! 

But more to the point—and even worse—this young teacher with no formal training is 
claiming to know things 

that they don’t know.  Things about God, and who God is and how God works. 

And in telling them about how heaven rejoices at even one lost soul who is found, they 
surely get that he is taking  

their criticisms of him and pushing it back in their faces. 



Indeed, causing them to realize that they are just as much in need of being found 
and rescued, 

because they are not able to join the celebration when those other lost souls are 
drawing near to the Kingdom of God. 

So far as we can tell, the concept of God’s grace has so far eluded them.  But now it is 
hitting them right in their faces.       

 

So I don’t know about you, but right about now I find myself wishing I hadn’t said that 
the scribes and Pharisees are so much like you and me. 

Because apparently the invitation here, is to be less concerned with bringing in the 
Kingdom through our own good behavior, 

and more able to join the celebration of the Lost and Found Department. 

Back when our two kids were adolescents, a new family moved into the neighborhood. 

 And right from the start, they were trouble. 

Even though both parents claimed to be professional people like the rest of us in the 
neighborhood, 

it soon became apparent that everything about them—where they were from and 
what they had done with their lives— 

 was about one part truth, two scoops of exaggeration, and a triple dose of 
downright fantasy.  

They quickly became the drama queens of the neighborhood, and their welcome 
appeared to be wearing out fast. 

Then one day, their 12 year-old son, Jeff, up and ran away from home—disappeared 
into thin air. 

And while none of us had time in our busy lives to get involved in such matters, 

we did get involved, because, well, that’s what neighbors do. 

Even though the police were on it, the first 24 hours weren’t turning up anything.  And 
even those of us who were exasperated at this latest drama had kids the same age, so 
we all shuddered to think what could be going on out there with a kid like Jeff on his 
own in a metro area of three million people in a crazy place like Florida. 

So in large numbers we took off work and fanned out across Tampa-St. Petersburg.  
Our annoyance with the family temporarily receded behind our imaginings of what it 
could be like for our own kids. 



It was my wife, Dana, who finally found him—Dana, who as a college administrator had 
no business leaving her huge flock of employees and students to go after one lost 
sheep. 

By then, it was late in the second day, and she had begun asking herself, “Where would 
a 12 year old boy whose family was obsessed with overblown tales of wealth and 
glamor, most likely run to?” 

And so on instinct, she went to the most posh beachfront hotel in the metro area—and 
there she found him, curled up asleep in an overstuffed chair in a corner of the lobby. 

Those of us who, just an hour earlier, were out of patience with Jeff’s family, now 
surrounded them with food and high fives and something like an impromptu block party. 

I couldn’t say for sure that family repented of anything after that, but most of us 
managed to repent somewhat, of our annoyance with them. 

“Maybe some of us are destined to be shepherds and others of us lost sheep” (Taylor, 
p. 153).  

But whenever I find myself becoming too judgmental over some undeserving 
soul’s getting found,     

it seems that a shepherd’s crook of one form or another pulls me back from a 
rocky precipice of self-satisfaction, 

and I could swear that for a few moments I hear the sounds of a heavenly party.  

 

Please pray with me: 

Help us, O Lord, that in trying so hard to stay on the right path, we don’t get ourselves 
lost even worse.  Keep us found, by teaching us to join in the celebration, wherever it is 
occurring.  Amen.     


