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15th September 2019 
1 Timothy 1.12-17
Luke 15.1-10 

I once was lost
Gracious God – we open the bible and long to receive your word – open, we pray, our minds and hearts to receive that word with all its comfort and in all its challenge. Amen.

It was a dark January night, earlier this year, in the middle of Dorset when the Satnav let me down.  The next day I was due to take a funeral at Yeovil at 9.30am so I thought I’d travel down the previous day and stay with a friend overnight.  The only trouble was they live deep in the countryside and, after a long journey, the Satnav led me to the very end of a narrow lane and into a dilapidated farmyard.  ‘You have reached your destination’ it somewhat prematurely declared.  I phoned my friend and they told me: ‘yes, this often happens, it’s because the farmyard has the same postcode as us even though we are separated by a field’.  I eventually arrived with my friend standing in the road waving a torch at me through the rain to guide me into the driveway.  

I suspect all of us who have, perhaps foolishly, given up map reading in favour of relying 100% on Satnav have similar stories to tell about getting lost.

Today’s gospel reading from the agricultural tradition of Jesus’ day has two stories of lostness, with a third, perhaps the most famous of all about a lost son, following on from the verses set for this Sunday.

In Luke 15 Jesus tells the stories of how a lost sheep and a lost coin are recovered.

The shepherd doesn’t ‘make do’ with ninety nine sheep and neither does the woman with nine silver coins.  Maybe some would have thought that a reasonable response by the owners.  Why put your life at risk for one sheep when there are so many still in the pen, or why get life out of proportion in searching for one coin when there are still nine left in the purse?  

In these parable stories the clue to why the shepherd and the woman put effort into these searches comes when they find the sheep or the coin.  Both call in their neighbours and have a party to celebrate once the sheep and coin is found.  It becomes clear just how much these lost items mean to their owners.  They represent something precious, something valued and something worth looking for if lost.

Jesus tells these stories in response to some stinging criticism about his lifestyle.  The accusation is this: This fellow welcomes sinners and eats with them’.  Those making the charge were the religious people of Jesus’ day and those they judged, alongside Jesus, were the tax collectors – people who worked for the Romans, and so called ‘sinners’ – people who did not completely or regularly obey all the ceremonial laws of Judaism.

It’s so easy to become judgemental in spirit and in that process to completely misunderstand the motivation of others.

The religious people around Jesus thought he was compromised because he seemed to be at ease with tax collectors and sinners, he seemed to be able to talk with them – he even seemed to value them as people.

In this Jesus was at odds with those who ran the temple or taught in the synagogues.  Their world view consisted of boundary lines, drawn both physically and theologically.  In the Temple there was a court for women and one for gentiles – there was even a line over which Jewish male worshippers could not tread that separated them from the Holy of Holies, a court reserved exclusively for priests because it contained the Ark of the Covenant, thought of as God’s dwelling place.

In the eating habits of the  religious the boundary lines consisted of what sort of food could be eaten and who you could eat it with.

It was all a way of marking you down as either in or out.  You either belonged or you were a stranger.

Jesus blurs these boundaries and overthrows these religious conventions.  It’s probably one of the most important aspects of his ministry and he does it here as he quite deliberately chooses once more to eat with the tax collectors and sinners, people the religious of his day viewed as ‘The Lost’.  Not only that, in response to their self-righteous accusations, he tells stories about how valuable the lost are to God and how God goes looking for the lost constantly offering them acceptance and respect.

You know it may pass us by today, but these perhaps over familiar stories to us of a lost sheep and coin, were explosively radical in Jesus’ time.  This teaching gave worth, intrinsic and eternal worth to all.  Even if you were a tax collector or a sinner, Jesus was preaching, you are loved by God, by a God who is always on your side and wanting the best for you even at moments when you feel a failure, or unworthy – even when we are lost.

Feeling lost comes our way for a variety of reasons.

Think of that lone sheep out in the Judean wilderness prone to predators such as jackals, hyenas or even leopards.  That sheep had lost any sense of belonging.  We, too, can experience a crippling sense of isolation at times in our lives.  Moments of ‘aloneness’ that threaten to overwhelm us.  We feel lost.

Think of the coin now hidden in a dark corner. What value would anyone give it now? Once, when with the other ten, it had significant purchasing power, but now lodged in a crack in the skirting board its value had diminished.  And we, too, can experience moments when we think our skills or contribution is no longer valued or needed in our family or community.  Our sense of identity has diminished, our self-worth has crumbled, and we feel lost.

Or take the runaway son who seems to have gone on the wrong road and ended up at the wrong destination.  And we too can experience moments when the direction of travel on our road seems to be taking us to unsafe places and we feel lost.

The reality is that life is constantly full of lost moments.  We bring up a family and then ‘loose’ our children as they leave home.  We work hard at our careers and then ‘loose’ our position upon retirement.  We cultivate friendships and then ‘loose’ valued members of our circle when they pass away.

A sense of loss can be experienced at almost every stage of life.

It's into this universal understanding of life that Jesus not only speaks but acts.

For  don’t we have to ask the same question posed by the Pharisees and Scribes? Why did Jesus eat with the Tax Collectors and Sinners?

You could answer that by saying he did so in order to win them over.  Wasn’t this Jesus in the business of making disciples?  So he eats and drinks at their tables so that they will join up and become part of his team.

Now, although that was sometimes the case in that some with whom he shared a meal might well have followed him, isn’t there a more fundamental reason why Jesus spent time with them, as shown by the parable stories?  

This isn’t complicated – he ate with them because he valued them as human beings. It’s as simple and straightforward as that.  Jesus not only taught respect for others he also practised it.  

If the message he came to preach was that God values every life then he must show that in his acceptance of those around him.  So, Jesus goes to those normally shunned and willingly spends time at their tables.

His message of inclusivity was taught that day not only by what he said but also by where he was – a guest of tax collectors and sinners.

In our first reading from Timothy this morning we hear St Paul reflect on the generous way he felt God had treated him.  He writes: although in the past I had met God with abuse, persecution and outrage…I was dealt with mercifully, the grace of our Lord was lavished upon me…

Paul developed a theology that had broad horizons as he encouraged the early Church to see God at work in all nationalities and places.  I suspect his view of God was moulded by his own faith journey and the way he felt accepted by disciples in Damascus like Ananias.  He had gone to that town to wipe out the church there yet arriving amongst them as a changed man he found a welcome that was warm and real.  He encountered a deep love, and a loving acceptance.

It is that love, from God and neighbour, that so often brings us out of our ‘lostness’.  

I may sense that vulnerability which is common to every human journey – I will lose people I care for, my body will let me down as I age, my friendship circle may shrink – and yet, through it all I know I am loved.  I’m unconditionally loved by God. Like a shepherd God searches me out and brings me home.  I’m loved by family, friends and colleagues who reflect God’s love by their kindness, forgiveness and faithfulness.

John Newton, who wrote the hymn we’ll sing in a few moments, Amazing Grace, knew a thing or two about being lost.

Press ganged into the Royal Navy he eventually deserts and becomes a white slave on a Caribbean sugar plantation.  He’s lost.  Then he escapes and rises to become a slave ship captain.  But he still feels lost.  So much so that in a mid-Atlantic gale he prays that mariner’s prayer that if spared he’ll give his life to God.  He makes good his vow and ends up an Anglican Priest and the writer of some of our finest hymns, having ministries at Olney here in Buckinghamshire and at St Mary Woolnorth, opposite the Bank of England.

He writes Amazing Grace in the tradition of the evangelical revival of the 18th century and pens:  I once was lost, but now I’m saved, was blind, but now I see.

John Newton was the sheep that went astray, the coin thrown away and lodged in the skirting board, the son who had cursed the father and taken the wrong road in life.  Yet God had found him and offered him a new beginning, welcoming him home because that’s what God does out of an intrinsic love for each and every one of us.

On the day of his baptism Jesus, the gospel writers tell us, emerged from the water hearing these words from his Father:  This is my beloved…my beloved Son in whom I am well pleased.

As we eat bread and drink wine this morning in communion I believe those words are ours as well.  God says to every one of us: you are my beloved.  You too may feel lost at times, but hear this: You are my beloved, the one I will always search for and welcome home.
  
May it be so, in the name of the Father, Son and Holy Spirit.  Amen.



Ian Green Amersham 13th September 2019
