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Sermon for Pentecost 14 Year C 2022 
Lost and Found 

 
This fellow welcomes sinners and eats with them . . . 
That’s what the Pharisees and scribes said about Jesus. 
So how does that strike you? 
What do you hear in those words? 
Are they words of complaint and disagreement  
or ones of hope and invitation? 
 
At one level the words of the Pharisees and scribes  
are simply a statement of fact. 
That’s what Jesus did: he ate with tax collectors and sinners. 
Not only does Luke tell us this, but Matthew and Mark do as well. 
At another level, they are an accusation, an indictment, and a judgment. 
In the eyes and words of the Pharisees and scribes, 
Jesus is guilty of violating the law and social norms of the day. 
At the deepest level, however, their words are ironically enough, 
a simple statement of the gospel. 
They have just spoken the good news— 
Jesus not only welcomes sinners, but he eats with them! 
The eating with them means there is a relationship, an acceptance. 
Jesus has in a way put himself on their side. 
 
You may have noticed this before  
but Jesus has a habit in the gospels of choosing  
to hang out with all kinds of wrong sorts of people. 
That’s why the tax collectors and sinners  
were coming near to listen to him. 
He offered them something no one else could or would. 
That’s also why Pharisees and scribes were grumbling. 
Jesus was breaking the law, crossing line,  
and making God just a little too easily available. 
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Maybe it’s the fact that Jesus does choose to hang out with the wrong 
sort of people is the reason we don’t hear the good news ironically 
proclaimed in the words of the Pharisees and scribes. 
Perhaps the difficulty for many of us is  
that we don’t see ourselves as the wrong kind of people. 
Of course, we try really hard to be the right kind of people. 
Sure, we know there are times when we do and say the wrong things. 
Sometimes we are guilty. 
Generally, however, we behave and do what’s right— 
or at least we try to. 
We look, speak and act the part expected of us. 
We love our family, we are honest in our business dealings. 
We are kind and friendly to each other. 
We volunteer, we work hard and help our friends. 
We support our troops and pledge allegiance to the flag. 
We go to church and say our prayers. 
We care for the poor— 
donate time, money, food, and clothes to those in need. 
 
Now I’m not suggesting we need to make ourselves  
into the wrong kind of people, whatever that might be. 
What I am suggesting is that we need a different starting point— 
not only for ourselves but also for each other. 
 
The starting point for Jesus is grace: 
searching not blaming, 
finding not punishing, 
rejoicing not condemning. 
The first question for Jesus is not one of sin, 
who’s in and who’s out, 
or who gets a dinner invitation. 
For Jesus, everyone is already in. 
Everyone is invited. 
The first question and primary concern is one of presence. 
Have we shown up or are we lost and missing? 
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It seems that for many, maybe most, sin is a legal category— 
restricted primarily to describing behaviors  
rather than describing our human condition and our relationships. 
It’s seen as a judgment rather than a diagnosis. 
That’s why it’s often hard for us to hear this good news 
and to rejoice at the meals  
where Christ is present with sinners and tax collectors. 
We often forget that sin is about us, each and every one of us. 
We forget that even though we may look pretty good  
compared to some others,  
we too have fallen short of the glory of God. 
It seems the Pharisees and scribes felt that way. 
But for Jesus, the defining characteristic of sin is not bad behavior 
but being lost—to ourselves, to others, and to God. 
 
Notice the parables Jesus offers. 
They’re not about being wrong. 
They are about being lost. 
A sheep is lost. 
A coin is lost. 
There is nothing about culpability, blame, or finding fault. 
That doesn’t seem to be Jesus’ concern. 
His concern is for the one that is lost. missing, absent. 
Jesus doesn’t explain how the lost one became lost. 
He doesn’t blame or judge. 
That’s not the issue. 
The issue for Jesus is recovering and reclaiming the lost. 
Whatever it takes, whatever the cost. 
 
The other day I saw an episode of a British crime show I follow— 
Silent Witness—the main character is Dr. Sam Ryan— 
a female forensic pathologist. 
In this episode Dr. Ryan is called to a remote airfield  
to investigate a terrible helicopter crash. 
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With the cause of the accident unknown,  
she sets about examining the recovered bodies. 
Through those examinations, it is determined what happened to 
cause the crash but also that there is a possibility that one man  
out of 16 might still have survived because of where he was 
seated on the helicopter. 
Dr. Ryan pleads with the rescue squad to go back and search 
once more to find that man—even though she may have gotten 
it wrong and he, too, did not survive. 
Despite a storm coming on, they do go back out. 
You can imagine the rejoicing when the one survivor is returned 
to his wife and his community. 
Even those who had lost their loved ones, were rejoicing 
for this young husband and father as his wife ran to him. 
I once was lost . . . but now am found— 
those familiar lines were true not just for that young man 
but for every person involved in this story in one way or another. 
We are all both lost and found in so many ways— 
over and over again. 
 

The irony of this story was that the crash was caused by a person 
who was trying to do what he thought was a “good thing”  
by substituting a repair part so that the helicopter could fly,  
and an important contract would not be lost, 
thereby saving the company—a central part of the economy of the town. 
This is the insidious nature of sin—we think we are doing good 
when we may actually be doing something that is evil. 
 
It is true we can be lost in the darkness of evil. 
We can and have throughout human history done terrible things to one 
another—sometimes even thinking we are doing something “good.” 
Of course, we can also be really good and really lost at the same time. 
There are times when we can be so busy and productive, 
but are lost to the wonder, beauty, and mystery of life. 
We can be financially secure and still be lost in fear. 
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We can say and do all the right things, and be lost in a secret life that is 
self-destructive and hurts others. 
 
Jesus has enlarged the definition of sin. 
He has expanded the purview of grace. 
The Pharisees and scribes want to make it  
about the character of sinners and tax collectors. 
That happens whenever sin is defined as only a legal category. 
Jesus, however, makes it about God’s character. 
That’s the point of these two parables. 
They reveal God’s character, God’s grace,  
God’s way of being toward us revealed in and through Jesus. 
 
That grace and character are revealed  
in Jesus’ searching, finding, and rejoicing. 
Those are not three different things,  
three separate actions or moments in time, 
but three manifestations of God’s one all-encompassing grace. 
They are the ongoing presence of God in Christ 
in each one of our lives. 
Depending on the circumstances of our lives, we experience that grace 
differently as searching, finding, or rejoicing. 
Ultimately, it means there is a place set for each one of us at the table. 
We matter. 
We are sought out and wanted and important to God. 
 
Jesus is constantly searching for us, 
finding us, and rejoicing over our presence at his table. 
Hear once again the good news:  
this fellow welcomes sinners and eats with them! 
 
 
 


