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Sermon:  Luke 19: 1-10 (Knowing you are lost)

I had a choice with my sermon today.  I could either take up the theme that Fr. Paul preached on, seven weeks ago.  About Jesus reaching out to the lost.  Or I could take this as a wonderful opportunity to kick off our stewardship campaign.  Think about it.  Here we have a rich man who, inspired by Jesus’ willingness to incur social condemnation and stay at his home, pledged (please note that word - pledged) to give half his possessions to the poor.  And, with his remaining half, to pay back four-fold anyone he has defrauded.  So not just a tithe, but 50% plus!  With the added bonus that Jesus declares in response, “Today salvation has come to this house . . .”  Salvation!  What a wonderful reason to pledge!  How could I pass this up!

But it is still October, with one day to go before we embark on our yearly discussion.  So in fairness, I decided to preach about the theme Fr Paul followed, the lost.  With a little twist.  Fr Paul concluded his sermon saying that he hoped that we were not represented by those marginalized persons looked down on by the Pharisees.  I hope we are.

Please note, I am pretty confident that Fr Paul and I see exactly eye to eye on this.  I’ll find out during the peace!

Now being lost is something that we have all experienced.  What else can explain the proliferation of GPS devices and navigation packages in cars.  Telling us, in the most gentle of voices, when we have missed, or ignored, their instructions.  “Recalculating.”

Getting lost always starts the same way – not being lost.  You start out knowing where you are, where you are going, and how you plan to get there.  Then, when you still don’t realize it, you get off track.  An exit is missed, a trail marker unobserved.  But you don’t yet know.  Then, after a while, the smallest doubt enters your mind.  You start looking for road signs, exit numbers, or trail markers, and trying to remember the last ones you saw.  Then it sinks in.  You are off-course at best; maybe lost.

Now being lost can be terrifying or just irritating.  There is a book called Journal of the Dead, where two young men find themselves lost in the desert area near Carlsbad NM.  One of them is in such pain that he begs the other to kill him with a knife, and the other obliges.  A true story, by the way.  The motives of the survivor are questioned, and the man is tried for murder.  Being lost can bring incredible pain, suffering, and consequences.  But, as in the Journal of the Dead, the initial denial of being lost always makes things worse.

In Luke, we have the parables of the lost sheep, the lost coin, the lost (a.k.a., prodigal) son, and the stories of Zacchaeus and Levi, both tax collectors.  And all the stories highlight the judgmental attitude of the Pharisees and scribes:  “Why do you eat and drink with sinners?”

I have no doubt that they considered this a serious and justifiable question, and something they would never do.  After all, they knew the Scriptures.  Wasn’t David clear in Psalm 26, “I do not sit with the worthless, nor do I consort with hypocrites; I hate the company of evildoers, and will not sit with the wicked.”
  Or in Psalm 15, “O Lord, who may abide in your tent? Who may dwell on your holy hill?  Those who walk blamelessly, and do what is right . . . in whose eyes the wicked are despised.”

“Why do you eat and drink with sinners?”  At Levi’s house Jesus replies, “Those who are well have no need of a physician, but those who are sick; I have come to call not the righteous but sinners to repentance.”
  It is hard for me not to suspect a touch of sarcasm in Jesus’ response.  Who was more lost, more in need of repentance – Levi (or Zacchaeus), or the Pharisees and scribes?  The prodigal son, or the elder brother who refused to join in his father’s celebration over his “found” son?  For me, the Pharisees and scribes and the elder brother seem the greater sinners because they were judgmental, self-righteous, and absolutely unaware that they, too, were lost.  So cock-sure of themselves that the Pharisees and scribes conspired to kill Jesus.

Was Jesus then just going for the easy cases, the low hanging fruit, those who were aware of being lost?  Not really.  He tried teaching the Pharisees and scribes over and over again.  And he continued to eat and drink with them, in addition to the tax collectors and sinners.  But he pulled no punches.  In the gospel of Luke, when a Pharisee is shocked that Jesus did not do the ceremonial hand washing before eating, Jesus retorts, “Woe to you Pharisees! For you tithe mint and rue and herbs of all kinds, and neglect justice and the love of God; it is these you ought to have practices, without neglecting the others.”  [Hey, we’re back to stewardship!]  In response one of the lawyers said to Jesus, “Teacher, when you say these things, you insult us too.”  To which Jesus replies, “Woe also to you lawyers!  For you load people with burdens hard to bear, and you do not lift a finger to ease them.”  Jesus went for all kinds of lost folks, just a bit harsher with the self-righteous, judgmental types.

Some commentators have a problem with the idea of “lost” as meaning “damned” or “perishing.”  William Barclay writes, “We must always be careful how we take the meaning of this word lost.   In the NT it does not mean damned or doomed.  It simply means in the wrong place.  A thing is lost when it has got out of its own place into the wrong place; and when we find such a thing, we return it to the place it ought to occupy.  A man is lost when he has wandered away from God; and he is found when once again he takes his rightful place as an obedient child in the household and family of his Father.”

Then there is Jim Henderson’s book, a.k.a “Lost.”  Chapter 2 is titled, “The People Formerly Known as ‘Lost’.”
  Henderson writes that calling people who are outside the faith “the lost” sets up an us/them dichotomy.  Rather than one beggar telling another beggar where to find bread, the idea of “reaching the lost” sets up an unnecessary and unhelpful obstacle.  He proposes the term ‘missing persons’ to replace ‘the lost.’  Quoting Brian McLaren:  “Missing people aren’t bad; they’re just not where they’re supposed to be.”

Nonetheless there are times in our lives when “lost” just seems to fit.  Barbara Brown Taylor writes:

“In my life, I have lost my way more times than I can count.  I have set out to be married and ended up divorced.  I have set out to be healthy and ended up sick.  I have set out to live in New England and ended up in Georgia.  When I was 30, I set out to be a parish priest, planning to spend the rest of my life caring for souls in any congregation that would have me.  Almost 30 years later, I teach school . . . While none of these displacements was pleasant at first, I would not give a single one of them back.  I have found things while I was lost that I might never have discovered if I had stayed on the path.  I have lived through parts of life that no one in her right mind would ever willingly have chosen, finding enough overlooked treasure in them to outweigh my projected wages in the life I had planned.”

I think we can all look back on our lives in this way.  Remembering a time we felt lost, then found by God, and, somehow, the better for having been through the hard time in our lives.  But I do not think that the image of 99 good, nice sheep and one obstinate one, fits us so well.  It’s pretty clear that Jesus’ idea of being lost was tied to sinning, and the fact of the matter is that we all sin, all the time.  Why else would the confession be part of every Sunday Eucharist?  I struggled to come up with some concrete example, in contrast to the 99 and 1.  I thought about cats, and dogs, and ants.  But none of these seemed to fit.  Then I thought, “Children!”

I remembered once, in my former parish, when Paulette was teaching a parenting class.  Somehow I volunteered to look after half a dozen kids, ages 2-5, while their fathers and mothers attended the class.  It was supposed to be an hour, and it was sheer hell.  Some would go to the church library and pull books off the shelves, while others would be running around.  One loved to bang on the baby grand piano, and another just wanted to climb on top of it.  I swore I’d never do it again, and I honored that vow.

But I think that is kind of how we are.  Those inside the church and those outside.  All sinning, all “lost.”  “Through negligence, through weakness, through our own deliberate fault”, as the Church of England Prayer Book puts it.  Some of us, like Zacchaeus, come to recognize our faults.  Some, like the Pharisees and scribes, don’t.

So the lessons for us from today’s gospel?  First, let’s not be like the Pharisees and scribes.  They were cock-sure they were right, but they couldn’t have been further from the mark.  A large dose of humility is good medicine for all of us, especially when we think about judging others.  Second, let’s try and connect with those who are “lost” or a.k.a. “lost.” As Jim Henderson puts it, “the people that Jesus misses most.”  Third, let’s remember that times of being lost can be both dangerous but also times of salvation.  Our trials when “lost” can become, later, a treasure of growth.

So why did I say that I hoped that we would be represented by those who were marginalized by the Pharisees and scribes?  Because they knew they were lost, and the Pharisees and scribes did not.  And knowing they were lost, and encountering Christ, they found their way, they found truth, they found life.  Just like Fr Paul said.

And, lastly, let’s remember that Zacchaeus pledged.  And Jesus said, “Today salvation has come to this house, because he too is a son of Abraham.  For the Son of Man came to seek out and to save the lost.”  Meaning all of us.
� Psalm 26:4-5


� Psalm 15:1-4


� Luke 5:31-2


� William Barclay, The Gospel of Luke, (Westminster Press, Philadelphia; 1975), p.235.


� Jim Henderson, a.k.a. “Lost”, (WaterBrook Press, Colorado Springs; 2005), p.17.


� Barbara Brown Taylor, An Altar in the World, (San Francisco, HarperCollins; 2009).





5

