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Today’s gospel is one of those where it’s far too easy to hear only half of the good news. 
It’s always tricky when we hear a story that we think we know.  Today’s first parable is one of those—the good shepherd and the lost sheep found again, up on his shoulders for the ride home.  So many of us have heard this story so many times that we don’t even need the words any more.  Jesus starts talking about the hundred sheep and that’s our cue to put ourselves right in the hooves of that one little lamb on the mountainside and remember all that the good shepherd has meant in our own personal histories.  [Chances are you wouldn’t be sitting here this morning if Jesus hadn’t found you wandering aimlessly at some point in your life.]  Lost and found: it’s where we Christians start from.

Yeah, we think, we know this one.  Except that I’m not sure we really do.  Because, yes, this is a story about being lost and found.  Yes, this is a story about how we are saved.  But this story is about something more important than us: it is a story about God—God who does the finding, God who does the saving.  And that God isn’t done yet.

So let’s back up a bit.  What else might Jesus want us to hear in these stories?

What’s interesting to me is that even though it’s so easy to identify with the lost sheep, that little bleating critter is really not the protagonist of the story.  The shepherd is.  And likewise that inert little coin clearly is not the hero.  The sweeping woman is.  Those busy people—the diligent shepherd, the relentless housekeeper—those are the ones we are invited to think about.  Those are the characters whose experience Jesus invites us into.  “Which one of you,” he asks, which one of you would not do these things?  Wouldn’t you be like them?  What would it be like to be like them?

It may take a little stretch of the imagination to respond to Jesus’ invitation, because the behavior of these characters is not what we would expect.  The people in these stories don’t act the way that normal people act.  They take big risks on little things.  They aren’t content with getting it mostly right.  They can’t rest until what has been broken is again made whole.  And when that happens, they get really happy—ridiculously, disproportionately, happy.

This is what God is like, Jesus tells us.  And so this is what Jesus wants us to be thinking about: God’s experience, God’s action.  Not what it’s like to be us.  We already know what it’s like to be the one getting lost.  But what would it be like to be devoted to finding?  What would happen if we better understood how God operated?  Jesus wants us to think about how passionate and restless and determined God is—and, perhaps, to feel some of that passion ourselves.

Because here’s the thing: No matter how many lost sheep God has found, no matter how many lost coins God has turned up in dark corners, God is not done.  God is always wanting to love more.  God still has work to do.  And God would like our help.

Things change a bit when we stop thinking about ourselves as the lost sheep all the time and start thinking of ourselves, as on the side of the shepherd—as one of the waiting 99.  We start asking different questions about life—questions that have a lot less to do with ourselves as individuals and a lot more with our shared struggles as a human family.  Questions like, who is still lost?  Who’s getting left out?  Whose cries for help aren’t being heard?  Who still needs to be loved?  How can we welcome those people as we know that God would welcome them?

These are not simple questions to ask.  Because welcome is fine in the abstract but much trickier when you actually go to do it.  Because, first off, that kind of persistent hospitality doesn’t just happen in the natural course of events.  You don’t just happen to sit down next to an outsider.  It takes intention.  And then, when you are sitting next to that person, half the time you realize just why they are an outsider.  You may find yourself in conversation with a person who challenges you, or who disagrees with you, or who undermines your assumptions about the way the world should be run.  If we try to offer merely our own welcome, in fact, we’re likely doomed, because most of us just don’t have hearts that generous.  But if we remember that we are extending God’s welcome—that we are trying to offer just a bit of that same seeking, divine love that God offers—well, then we can pull off a little bit of the impossible.

When we read these parables in the way that I think Jesus wants us to read them, they become more than just a testament to one wonderful thing that has happened to one of us.  They become a promise for all of us—you, me, the person who has been here for fifty years and the person who is sitting at home this morning trying to decide if she ever wants to go to church again.  This is not the story of the lost sheep but the story of the finding God.  And so it presents us not just with comfort but also with challenge.  God is still calling the lost ones home.  Are we ready to greet them?

This morning is an excellent time to get started.  Pay attention to the welcome you offer one another.  Our human welcome is the first way that most people experience God’s welcome.  It’s hard to feel loved and cherished and accepted when you go to church and no one remembers your name and you get a limp handshake at the peace and you stand by yourself at coffee hour.  If you are lucky enough already to feel at home at St. Mary’s, you have the special responsibility of helping someone else feel the same way.

Jesus welcomed sinners and ate with them.  We need to be doing the same thing.  We welcome one another, we welcome anyone who walks in those red doors.  We welcome our fellow sinners (because that’s what we all are, of course)—and we eat with them.  And we do this every Sunday, not just when we’re having barbeque afterwards.  And every time we gather around this altar and have our meal together, we need to notice who’s not there, so that we can figure out how to invite them the next time around.

If we’re doing it right, we’re going to feel joy along the way.  Did you notice that part?  Don’t miss that—not in the gospel, and not in living out the gospel, either.  Because what’s what all this effort is about.  We are not motivated by duty here; this hospitality thing is actually its own reward.  Our lives are better when we reach out to one another.  Above all, God seeks us out for joy—heaven’s joy, our joy, joy shared, joy incomplete without one another.  Because as glad as you were when you were found?  Imagine that multiplied, shared, connected, exponential.

Rejoice with me.  That’s what the shepherd asked his friends; it’s what the woman asked her neighbors. And it is what God asks us now: rejoice with me.  The party is about to begin.  Celebrate, rejoice—and make sure no one gets left out. 
