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Luke 15:1-10
15Now all the tax collectors and sinners were coming near to listen to him. 2And the Pharisees and the scribes were grumbling and saying, “This fellow welcomes sinners and eats with them.” 3So he told them this parable: 4“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? 5When he has found it, he lays it on his shoulders and rejoices. 6And 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.’ 7Just 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. 8“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? 9When 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.’ 10Just so, I tell you, there is joy in the presence of the angels of God over one sinner who repents.” 

On May 8 Amanda Eller went on what was to be a short hike on a familiar trail in the Makawao forest preserve on Maui. She left her water, phone, and wallet in her car. She didn’t know she’d get lost. We don’t plan to get lost. 

After a rest off the trail, Eller started hiking again and got turned around. Following her gut instinct led her deeper into the forest rather than back to the trail. On day three, she fell off of a cliff and fractured her leg. The next day she lost her shoes in a flood. Official searchers suspended their work on May 12, 72 hours after the search for Eller began.

But volunteers persisted. They searched ravines, caves, and pools. They climbed, rappelled, hiked, and dove. They killed boars and searched their intestines for human remains. The man coordinating the search was fired from his job for missing work. Eller’s family posted a reward and hired a helicopter. On May 25, day 17 of Eller’s ordeal, the volunteer searchers’ persistence paid off. Helicopter rescuers spotted her seven miles from the central search area. She was injured, dehydrated, and alive.

How long do we keep looking for something that we've lost?  I guess it depends on how important it is to you right?  I spend more time looking for my car keys than I do for my tie clip.  Both of those tend to get lost easily, but I can replace tie clips pretty easily—in fact I seem to do that fairly often.  But what about things we really care about.  How long do we look for them?  For Amanda, the official searchers called stopped looking after three days.  She was found on day 17.  The volunteers, those that knew her, never stopped.  They looked until they found her.

In the scripture today, the shepherd and the woman have lost something valuable to them.  The religious leaders don't seem to grasp that. Tax collectors and sinners crowd around Jesus, leaning in to hear him. Pharisees and scribes grumble at the scandalous sight of this teacher eating with the disreputable and unclean. Jesus surveys the scene, hears the complaints, knows the need of the crowds and the judgment of the religious leaders and tells a parable. "Which one of you, would not leave the 99 sheep and go after the one that is lost?" Well, most of them probably wouldn't. Truth be told, I would more likely cut my losses and stand guard over the 99. It makes sense. It is that whole bird in the hand idiom. It is the ethics of triage, save as many as you can, the best as you can, knowing some will inevitably be lost, a painful unavoidable truth. Why make the 99 vulnerable for the sake of one?  But apparently, God does not work this way. The lost one gets preferential treatment. God is true to God's word and does not give up on any of us. God does not write off those most of us would deem at best unworthy, and at worst irredeemable. This familiar parable of the lost sheep and then the lost coin reveals the extent to which God will go not to make that full end, to not leave us to our own devices and destruction. God takes a tremendous risk, sending the Son to seek and save the lost no matter how stupid and skilled at evil we sinners are, individually and corporately.  

But of course there are some that are not worthy going after right?  What about the ones who run away? What about the ones who don't want to be found?  Nothing we can do about them, right?  What about the person who is persistently evil?  What about the person who rejects Christ, who consistently refuses to show compassion or faith or any redeemable quality? Even God gives up on them right?  The very next parable after the lost sheep and the lost coin is the parable of the lost child, the prodigal son.  In that parable the son eventually comes to his senses and goes home, finding a father who is there waiting for him.  But what if the son had not returned home?  What if he stayed away?  Would the father have waited forever?  Would he have given up, gone back inside and locked the door?  Or would he have packed a bag and gone after his son?  I think that's what God does with us.  One of the first Bible verses I ever memorized as a teen was from Romans Chapter 5: But God shows his love for us in that while we were yet sinners, Christ died for us.  It took me a long time to realized the depth of that verse.  I don't know if I fully understand it yet, but at least it means that God doesn't wait for us. God searches and pursues us.  God never, ever gives up on us.

On any of us?  Does God ever stop, even after we die?  Are we ever beyond the reach of the persistent love of God?  If there is anything that could convince me to be a universalist, a person who believes that in the end God will save every person, it is my experience of the persistent love of God. In the verses that Ruth read for us from I Timothy, Paul reflects on the grace of God, proclaiming himself to be the worst of sinners and that the amazing things was that God still reached out to him. I'm sure Paul must be mistaken.  I'm sure he's not the worst of sinners, I'm sure that I am.  There's times I believe that there is no one who has been given so many second chances as I have, no one who has turned his back on God, gone his own way, despaired believing God has abandoned  him, given in to fear and not trusted in love, as I have.  And yet God is still on my tail.  Never giving up.  Never letting me out of his hand.  If God can save me, can't God save anyone?  In this world, and in the next, is there anyone who is beyond the redeeming love of God?  Or will God's love so patiently, persistently pursue us until the last of us gives in to the irresistable grace of God and will find a place at the banquet in the Kingdom of God?

I don't really know if I have a place at that banquet.  All I can do is trust in the love of God, and that is my belief and my trust beyond all other things.  But, if by the grace of God, I do find myself at table in God's kingdom at that great banquet beyond all imagining, if I do have a seat at that table, I do know who will be sitting next to me.  On one side of me will be the one person in the world that I have hurt more than any other, there for me to ask forgiveness.  On the other side will be there one person in the world who has hurt me more that any other, there for me to offer my forgiveness.  For we are given grace so that we might become graceful. We are forgiven that we might become forgiving.  We are love that we might learn to love.  I hope that everyone has a seat at the table.  No matter who it is.  I guess in the end I don't believe that God will ever give up looking, searching, that there is no one, no one at all who is beyond his reach, beyond his love. Then we shouldn't give up on each other either.  And there will be joy in heaven . . .
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