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 Luke 15:1-10


As we’ve just discovered, Jesus’ teachings sound different depending on where you stand.  Luke tells us that the “tax collectors and sinners were coming near to” Jesus, listening to him, learning from him, examining their lives in light of what he said and did.  The Pharisees and the scribes, the religious insiders, stood at a distance from these others, and grumbled.  When Jesus told them about the lost sheep and the lost coin, those stories probably sounded like great news to the tax collectors and the sinners, the people who felt lost and left behind themselves.  But it probably didn’t sound quite as good to the people who felt like insiders.  Those people felt like they had earned their place inside.  They had paid their dues.  They had proven themselves worthy.  Why should just anyone be let in?  When those people heard the parables they probably wondered about the other 99 sheep.  Was it responsible for the shepherd to leave them to go look for the one who had gotten lost?  Wasn’t the herd better off without them?

One thing I know for sure is that there isn’t a person here who has never felt like an outsider.  But I’m also quite certain that each and all of us have been fully-certified insider as well, if for no other reason than because of the mere fact of our residence in the United States of America.  So each of us and all of us can choose where we are going to stand when we listen to Jesus.  We can listen to him with our outsider ears or we can listen to him with our insider ears.  But we will not be able to really hear him until we stand with the outsiders.

That’s not an easy thing to do, is it?  No one wants to feel like an outsider.  We’ll do just about anything to keep from feeling that way.  And the tougher things get in the world, the more loudly we claim to be insiders and the more aggressively we protect that status.  We’re living in tough economic times and for that reason it is harder than ever to be an undocumented worker in America.  It is hard to be a Muslim in America.  The easiest way to attack someone these days is not on the basis of ideas or actions but on the basis of identity.  We assert that a person is NOT one of us.  And while we may shake our heads in dismay when we hear other people saying those things, that sentiment is contagious.  It is a social disease that it is nearly impossible not to pick up in some form.  I’m inside—thank you God!—and I know that for sure because there is someone else who is outside.

Do you know that place in your heart?  It’s a narrow place.  In fact, that’s what the Bible calls it.  Mitzrayim—narrow place—is the place of captivity, the Hebrew word for Egypt where the Israelites were slaves to Pharaoh.  And just like the people who followed Moses, we know it is intolerable to stay there, but it is truly hard to leave.  

But friends, God does not intend for any of his children to live in mitzrayim, in the narrow place.  God has sent us Jesus to call us to liven in a different place, a land of milk and honey, a land where there is enough.  The God we celebrate today is the God who is extolled in Psalm 66, “You have brought us to a spacious place.”  God calls us to a gracious place, a place where there is room for everyone, the 99 who have kept on the path and the one who wandered off.  There is room for the nine silver coins who stayed put and the one that fell through the cracks.  That spacious, gracious place is VIVACIOUS!  It is filled with joy and celebration.  When we stand in that place we know for sure, we know with every fiber of our being, that we are loved by God.  We know that God doesn’t push us out, waiting for us to get better or smarter or richer or stronger before we can be loved.  And neither does God accept us begrudgingly, let us in reluctantly.  God doesn’t just put up with us.  Jesus makes it clear that God desperately wants us with him.  God is looking and seeking and waiting and yearning for you—for me—and when we come into his gracious, spacious, vivacious place, there truly is enough love for all, and we discover that love is what really is of value.

But how do we get there?  How do we step away from all the judging and the proving and the evaluating?  How do we step away from all the anxiety about not having enough to go around, anxiety that pervades our culture and our souls?  In the end, we have to choose where we will stand.  We have to step across the false separations we have created to make ourselves feel safe and secure, and step towards those on the outside.  We know what it feels like to be there—as painful as it might be to remember.  As long as we stand with those who are sure they are justified on their own merits, God’s grace doesn’t sound like very good news.  But when we remember that we too are in need of grace because there are parts of us that don’t fit, that are all right, that we don’t really want to show to anyone, then God’s seeking and searching and forgiving and redeeming grace will truly make our hearts sing.  It will impel us to invite all the neighbors over and to ask them to celebrate with us.  I was lost, but now I’m found.  Thanks be to God. 
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