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“Who is Missing?” 

Text: Luke 15:1-10 

 

Today reminds every one of us who were alive on September 11, 2001 about loss. That day 21 

years ago is burned into our memories. At the time, I was working at a residential school outside 

Boston with individuals with autism and other developmental delays. We were busy readying our 

clients for their day, and just getting into our vans to go to school when the news broke that the 

first plane hit the Twin Towers. I was driving students that day as every radio station blasted 

tragic and unclear reports. I tried to wrap my mind around what kind of plane hit the World 

Trade Center, imagining it was a small passenger plane. All the while I was also busy trying to 

soothe my client who wanted to listen to his favorite pop music on the radio when there was 

none to be had. 

 

We fumbled through our usual work that day, piecing together what happened as more radio 

reports came in. We did our best to keep our students safe, attending to their basic needs, but 

little teaching went on that day. A coworker’s father worked in maintenance at the World Trade 

Center. Greg called his dad over and over that day only to find busy signals and dial tones. 

Cellular and landline service was overwhelmed. When he finally got through, Greg heard that his 

father had responded to an inner urge that said to stay home from his morning shift. I didn’t 

know his father, but Greg and I cried tears of joy that afternoon when we knew his father was 

found safe.  

 

We all know what it’s like to frantically look for something we’ve lost. I can’t tell you how 

many times I’ve been in an airport or an immigration line when I panic that I can’t find my 

passport among the umpteen pockets in my backpack or purse. The sense of relief that comes 

when the anxiety is released brings serenity and calm when only moments ago it felt like the 

world was ending. 

 

I’ve never experienced losing sight of a child or another loved one for more than a few moments, 

but even those brief encounters with loss are anxiety-provoking at times. 

 

When we encounter Jesus this week, he is laying into the religious leaders. He’s making a habit 

of giving people a piece of his mind by telling cryptic stories on his way to Jerusalem, As we 

talked about last week, he gave those gathered to hear him a hard time about what it meant to be 

disciples—that they ought to consider the cost of following Jesus. I proposed that those listening 

may have been from the upper class of society where the cost of leaving their status behind was 

much more difficult than for those on the fringes. 

 



Today, the religious leaders are accosting Jesus because they noticed something—those who 

they considered to be the dregs of society were hanging out with Jesus. They are getting as close 

to him as possible, so they don’t miss a word. And Jesus was even eating with them, which was 

considered to be a sign of his acceptance of these marginalized folks. The religious leaders clutch 

their pearls, grumbling and complaining…and then Jesus tells them three more parables. The 

lectionary text only includes the first two parables in our reading today, but you can go back and 

listen to my sermon to hear about the final parable of the Two Lost Sons from March of this 

year. 

 

In today’s first parable, a shepherd leaves his large flock of ninety-nine sheep to seek the one 

lamb that is lost. He searches until it is found and then carries the sheep home on his shoulders. 

After arriving home, he calls all his friends and neighbors over to celebrate the lamb’s safe 

return. 

 

In the second parable, a woman has ten silver coins, each the value of a full day’s pay. She loses 

one of the coins and then sweeps her home thoroughly, lighting a lamp to find it. Once she finds 

the coin, she invites her friends and neighbors to celebrate its return. 

 

Since Jesus sends us there, let’s begin by examining the things that he names lost. Throughout 

much of my life of faith, my understanding of “the lost” has been people who are not believers or 

those who don’t attend church. “The lost” are all those people out in the world who don’t know 

Jesus. But I think if we examine this Scripture a bit more carefully, we might find that this 

understanding of “the lost” is missing the mark. 

 

In the first parable, the missing sheep belongs to the shepherd’s flock already. This isn’t a new 

lamb he’s looking to add to the fold. It’s already his. In the second parable, the coin already 

belongs to the woman before she loses it. It’s not a coin she’s gaining by walking by a Coke 

machine and rooting around in the change slot. It was already hers. 

 

At this point it helps us to remember Jesus’ audience—he’s speaking to the religious 

establishment. And in many ways he’s speaking to us as well: to all of us who were practically 

born in the church nursery, or at least have been around so long that the inside of a sanctuary is 

quite a familiar sight. These parables are not about those outside the faith becoming Christians. 

They’re about those of us who get lost even though we think we’re on the inside. 

 

What might it look like for us insiders to be lost? Most of the time I think it happens without our 

noticing. It’s like when we’re floating in the ocean without a care in the world and when we 

glance again at the shore, realizing how far our position has shifted. It happens easily and 

sometimes we struggle to get back to where we were before. It might make us panic. Or we 

might just go back to floating. 

 

It’s easier than we think to get lost inside our faith. We might lose our sense of connection or 

belonging, due to some hurt we experienced or a sense of apathy about doing the hard work of 

engaging one another in the work of forgiveness. We might experience loss, or illness, or 

brokenness that leads us to doubt God’s goodness or God’s existence. We might succumb to 



addiction, or self-righteousness, or bitterness, or any other of the ways our wiring might lead us 

to trust in something other than the love of God. There are endless ways for us to get lost. 

 

No matter what our faith “status” might read, every single one of us gets lost from time to time. 

We drift away through apathy or circumstance. But the great Good News of the Gospel is that 

rescue isn’t just a once-in-a-lifetime event. The seeking of our Savior happens over and over, as 

many times as need be. And Jesus never gets tired of looking for us! 

 

The beauty of these parables is that the main characters are the searchers. The sheep and the coin 

are foils that essentially sit there and don’t do anything. All the focus of the action is on 

movement of the shepherd and the woman. The shepherd makes the logically poor decision to 

leave the rest of the valuable flock to go after the single missing sheep. He wanders the 

wilderness and drags the frightened and dead-weight lamb over treacherous miles to bring it 

home. The woman gets out her costly oil to light a lamp and spends hours sweeping over every 

nook and cranny of the house, probably getting on her hands and knees to search tirelessly. 

 

Who do these searchers represent in the parables? Traditionally, the searchers are seen to be 

those of us who are trying to bring unbelievers to faith. But as we’ve discovered, this doesn’t 

make sense if the lost ones are those already on the inside of things with God. What if the 

searchers in these parables represent God? If that’s the case, we realized God in these stories is 

working hard, persisting, and expending effort. This effort costs God something. 

 

I have to say that this is not how I usually picture God. If God is like the searchers in the 

parables, God is experiencing pain and loss in dealing with our wandering. God doesn’t leave 

that effort up to other disciples to do the work—God takes it on. God is personally searching for 

us in the middle of our separation, confusion, hurt, and brokenness. God isn’t buying our Sunday 

politeness and masks that conceal our hurt and brokenness. God is peering behind them, bidding 

us to reveal our true selves where we can be fully known, healed, embraced, and celebrated 

because we are loved, and forgiven already! 

 

If these parables are more about the Searcher than the objects of the search, the inclusion of the 

concept of repentance can be confusing. We usually think of repentance in terms of confessing 

our sins so God will forgive us. It’s a transaction in which we confess and repent and then God 

forgives in return. It’s as if God has a scorecard of our sins and is waiting for us to utter the right 

words and do good deeds in order for the score to even out. However, a transactional 

understanding of repentance doesn’t quite fit while interpreting these parables.  

 

The Greek word translated as repent or repentance in verses 7 and 10 is metanoia. This is a 

compound word formed by the terms meta meaning change and noos meaning mind or thought. 

Metanoia indicates there is a shift in how we perceive and respond to life. It’s coming to a new 

awareness about the nature of God’s world. It might mean having the scales fall off your eyes 

and seeing things in a whole new way. 

 

If you’ve ever been around a person who has come to a new realization about something, you 

know they can’t stop talking about it. It might be as trivial as a show or a trip they went on, but 

things that shift your perspective can be mind-blowing. I think that’s why the discovery of these 



lost things in these parables leads to intense celebration. Both the shepherd and the woman are 

willing to spend their resources to bring the community in to celebrate the discovery of their lost 

items. They may even be spending more than the worth of the things themselves to throw these 

blowout parties. By doing this, Jesus is trying to tell us just how much we are worth—

everything. 

 

All of us are lost in some way and need to experience a change of mind. It doesn’t matter if you 

grew up in church and tithe 10% of your gross income and show up every time the church doors 

are open. You still need God’s grace and forgiveness. You need finding. Your mind and purpose 

need changing. 

 

Maybe it’s your belief that there’s only one right way to worship or serve or read the Bible that 

needs changing. Maybe it’s your need to be recognized and praised that needs changing. Maybe 

your tendency to judge others while ignoring the sins hidden in your own heart needs to change. 

Maybe you’re really more like a Pharisee than you’d like to admit. 

 

Or maybe you identify more with these outcasts, sinners, and tax collectors. You still need God’s 

grace and forgiveness. You need finding. Your mind and purpose need changing. 

 

It doesn’t matter if you never learned all the words to “Jesus Loves Me.” It doesn’t matter if you 

don’t know how to find the books of Hosea or Jude in the Bible. It doesn’t matter if you’ve 

caused pain to others or been hurt so deeply that you’ve built a fortress around your heart so no 

one can come close to you. It doesn’t matter if you have made fun of people who love Jesus. It 

doesn’t matter if you have said you hate God. 

 

All that matters is whether you can see your need to come home to the one who has always loved 

you, and will always love you, no matter what. 

 

The Pharisees thought they could make God love them more by living a holy life and following 

all the rules. The tax collectors thought God couldn’t possibly love anyone less than them 

because of the evil things they’d done. But Jesus ate with Pharisees and sinners alike. There isn’t 

anything we can do that is so wonderful it will make God love us more, and there isn’t anything 

we can do that is so awful it will make God love us less right now. 

 

God never gets tired of loving us back home. God never stops inviting and enticing us into a 

more fully realized existence. God never stops throwing a party and asking us to dance. There’s 

food and music and dancing and all the people you least expect are there, so you just have to get 

over yourself about that. When we allow ourselves to get caught up in the overwhelming joy of 

God’s celebration of our foundness, we can’t help but bubble over with exuberance to those that 

surround us. It makes us more open, vulnerable, daring, humble, empathetic, patient, and alive 

than we’d ever imagined. And we just might invite others to join us on the way, pointing out in 

joy that they’ve already been found as well. Amen. 

 


