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Exodus 32:7-14 

    The Lord said to Moses, "Go down at once! Your people, whom you brought up out of the land of Egypt, have acted perversely; they have been quick to turn aside from the way that I commanded them; they have cast for themselves an image of a calf, and have worshiped it and sacrificed to it, and said, 'These are your gods, O Israel, who brought you up out of the land of Egypt!'” The Lord said to Moses, "I have seen this people, how stiff-necked they are. Now let me alone, so that my wrath may burn hot against them and I may consume them; and of you I will make a great nation." 

    But Moses implored the Lord his God, and said, "O Lord, why does your wrath burn hot against your people, whom you brought out of the land of Egypt with great power and with a mighty hand? Why should the Egyptians say, 'It was with evil intent that he brought them out to kill them in the mountains, and to consume them from the face of the earth'? Turn from your fierce wrath; change your mind and do not bring disaster on your people. Remember Abraham, Isaac, and Israel, your servants, how you swore to them by your own self, saying to them, 'I will multiply your descendants like the stars of heaven, and all this land that I have promised I will give to your descendants, and they shall inherit it forever.'" And the Lord changed his mind about the disaster that he planned to bring on his people. 

1 Tim. 1:12-17 

    I am grateful to Christ Jesus our Lord, who has strengthened me, because he judged me faithful and appointed me to his service, even though I was formerly a blasphemer, a persecutor, and a man of violence. But I received mercy because I had acted ignorantly in unbelief, and the grace of our Lord overflowed for me with the faith and love that are in Christ Jesus. The saying is sure and worthy of full acceptance, that Christ Jesus came into the world to save sinners--of whom I am the foremost. But for that very reason I received mercy, so that in me, as the foremost, Jesus Christ might display the utmost patience, making me an example to those who would come to believe in him for eternal life. To the King of the ages, immortal, invisible, the only God, be honor and glory forever and ever. Amen. 

Luke 15:1-10 

    Now all the tax collectors and sinners were coming near to listen to him. And the Pharisees and the scribes were grumbling and saying, "This fellow welcomes sinners and eats with them." So he told them this parable: "Which one of you, having a hundred sheep and losing one of them, does not leave the ninety-nine in the wilderness and go after the one that is lost until he finds it? When he has found it, he lays it on his shoulders and rejoices. And when he comes home, he calls together his friends and neighbors, saying to them, 'Rejoice with me, for I have found my sheep that was lost.' Just so, I tell you, there will be more joy in heaven over one sinner who repents than over ninety-nine righteous persons who need no repentance. "Or what woman having ten silver coins, if she loses one of them, does not light a lamp, sweep the house, and search carefully until she finds it? When she has found it, she calls together her friends and neighbors, saying, 'Rejoice with me, for I have found the coin that I had lost.' Just so, I tell you, there is joy in the presence of the angels of God over one sinner who repents." 

Lost?
One of my favorite biblical jokes goes like this: Why did the people of Israel need to wander in the wilderness for 40 years before entering the Promised Land? Because, Moses, being a man, refused to admit that he was lost and ask for directions. Of course, were Moses alive today, he would have no excuse for getting lost, what with all our modern gadgets and such. We have On Star, Mapquest, global positioning systems, and cell phones, so that, wherever we are and wherever we’re going, we can find our way and never get lost. We’ve become so self-reliant and independent, that people who do get lost are often looked down upon as directionally challenged. Maybe that’s why it’s so hard for some folks—and I would guess that it’s more than just men—to admit that they’re lost, because to do so would be to admit that we need help, that we’re not as smart or as perfect as we like to think that we are. 

Today’s Gospel lesson includes two stories about being lost, though it’s difficult to blame either the lost sheep or the lost coin for getting lost.  After all, sheep are notoriously unintelligent, so it’s the shepherd’s job to keep them together, it’s the shepherd’s job to know where his sheep are at all times, and, if one gets lost, it’s the shepherd’s job to go and find them. And as for the coin, well, we certainly can’t blame an inanimate object for getting lost. 

What’s truly remarkable about these parables is the way that Jesus removes the stigma from the one who has lost these items. As much as people may want to blame the shepherd for not doing his job or the woman for carelessly misplacing 10 percent of her wealth, these are the people whom Jesus identifies with God. God is the one who seeks out the lost and brings them back into the kingdom, God is the one who calls on everyone else to join in the celebration over the fact that those who were lost have now been found.
This is even more striking when we consider the status that shepherds and women had in Jesus’ time. Shepherds were not the idealized, romantic figures we often see in our stained glass windows, they were dirty, despised, and lowly figures who were forced to live on the outskirts of the town. They were considered unclean and unfit to associate with, especially if you were a Pharisee or priest in the temple. And as for women, poor women, who, at least as we read this parable, have no man in their life to receive status from? Again, she would be considered a second-class citizen, one on the margins of society, certainly not fit to be lifted up or admired. And yet, Jesus not only includes them in his stories, he actually says that God is like them. God is like the outcast shepherd or the lowly woman, who will not give up until that which is lost has been found, and Jesus invites his hearers to see themselves in much the same way.
All of this raises the critical question, “Who are you in this story?” Are you feeling lost, and praying that you will somehow be found or find your own way home? Are you feeling called to join God in the divine task of seeking out the lost and bringing them back into the fold? Or are you one of the spectators, the angels in heaven, who are simply invited to celebrate whenever one of the lost returns?
My guess is that, at different points in our life, we are all three. I would also guess that, as we gather together this morning as the people of God, there are people from all three groups represented here. Maybe you are feeling lost, and you’re not quite sure why you’re here. Perhaps you are battling depression, or going through a divorce or another difficult challenge, and you have found it difficult to muster up the courage and the energy to even come to church. Maybe you or a loved one is battling a life-threatening illness, and you are feeling abandoned by God and fearful of facing the future alone. Or maybe you’re just feeling empty, tired of pretending that you’ve got it all together, and realizing that all the things that you thought were supposed to bring your life meaning and fulfillment just aren’t enough anymore.
It could also be that you are not feeling particularly lost today, but that you have a compassionate heart for those who are. Maybe you remember how hard it is to admit that you are lost, or to even come to church when you are feeling embarrassed or forgotten or alone. Maybe you even have a specific person in mind, someone in your family or circle of friends, a neighbor or co-worker perhaps, who is struggling to find their way and you are looking for a way to reconnect them to that which is life-giving.
Or maybe you are simply one of the angels, not feeling lost nor particularly gifted or called to seek them out, but you know that’s what God is about, and you pray for success and salvation for all. Whatever our stance is today, whatever role we are currently playing in God’s great salvation history, the gospel message for all of us is simple, yet profound: we are called to be a people not of judgment, but of joy. We are called to set aside all notions of who is worthy and who is unworthy, who is in and who is out, who is lost and who is found, and simply rejoice whenever someone comes home. It doesn’t matter how many times we get lost; it doesn’t matter how long it has been since we have tasted the sweetness of God’s grace; it doesn’t matter whether we believe we deserve to be found or not. The only thing that matters is that each and every one of us belongs to a God who will not rest until every lost sheep, every lost penny, every lost heart is back in his loving embrace. 
All of this is why this grace truly is amazing, and all of this is why we are called to rejoice, celebrating the fact that God’s love is sufficient for us all. It may not cure a fatal disease or heal a broken marriage, it may not magically erase all the problems that weigh us down, but I hope and I pray that it is enough to know that there is no place we can go that God cannot find us, no pain that we can suffer that God will not feel with us, no darkness that we can encounter in which God’s light will not shine, calling us, leading us, bringing us home. Thanks be to God; amen. 
