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In the 1994 film “Forrest Gump”, Lieutenant Daniel Taylor, bitter about 

now being a paraplegic and angry at those telling him to turn to God, 

says “Have you found Jesus yet, Gump?”  To which Private Forrest 

Gump replies, “I didn't know I was supposed to be looking for him, 

sir.” 

In a way today’s gospel lesson turns that statement on its head. 

The setup is in the first two verses:  

“Now all the tax collectors and sinners were coming near to listen to him.  

And the Pharisees and the scribes were grumbling and saying, “This fellow 

welcomes sinners and eats with them.” 

For Luke this is a key point.  Throughout his gospel, Jesus dines with the 

rich and the poor; the Pharisees and the sinners.  His “breaking bread” 

with sinners is a special point of emphasis.  In fact, Jesus is the only 

rabbi who eats with sinners. 

The Pharisees and scribes are upset because they think Jesus should meet 

with only religious people, the ones who are following the Torah, the 

Law. 

We often tsk-tsk them and even feel a bit smug because *we* know better.  

And yet, do we?  In our society and culture today do we ourselves 

associate with the poor and the outsiders?  Do our political, and even 

religious, leaders break bread with those consider “unclean”, if you will? 

Or are we more like the Pharisee that we will hear about in an October 

worship who prays, “Thank you, God, that I am not like one of *those* 

people.” 

And how much of our culture is centered around admiring the rich and 

famous, absolving them of having any responsibility to society or even 
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noblesse oblige, while denigrating the poor and downtrodden, blaming 

them for their situation and even for our own situation not being as good 

as it could be? 

Even if we are not exclusive, are we really inclusive—or just non-exclusive?  

That is, we don’t turn people away, but neither do we seek them out. 

The Pharisees and scribes resent Jesus’ inclusive welcome to all, especially 

tax collectors and sinners. They are focused on how Jesus’ attention on 

those deemed undeserving actually undermines his authority in their 

view.  An important, successful person doesn’t associate with “losers.” 

But the tax collectors and “sinners” are all coming to him for precisely this 

reason—he is reaching out and connecting with them as human beings, 

eating with those who are ignored or even ostracized by polite society. 

Can you imagine what it is like to be considered worthless by “good” people 

and then have this respected rabbi talking to you as person and saying, 

“Let’s have dinner together!” 

So, in response to the religious leaders’ grumbling, Jesus tells two short 

parables.   

The first is a shepherd who having lost one sheep leaves the 99 others to go 

off and find it and when he does he calls everyone and says, “Let’s party 

like it’s 99 A.D.” 

The second is a woman who having lost a lost a silver coin turns the house 

upside down until she founds it.  And when she does, she calls everyone 

and says, “It’s like I’ve won the lottery—let’s celebrate.” 

After the first story Jesus says, “There will be more joy in heaven over one 

sinner who repents than over 99 righteous persons who need no 

repentance.”   
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And after the second one says, “There is joy in the presence of the angels of 

God over one sinner who repents.” 

The shepherd and the woman in these stories evoke images of a God who 

not only actively seeks out individuals who are lost, even if it’s just one, 

but also rejoices when they are found.  

Thus, God is not a tyrant who demands subservience to impossible 

demands, but rather a God who actively seeks restoration.   

*God* initiates the reaching out, seeking that which is lost, both physically, 

as in wandered off, and metaphorically, as “I don’t know what to do with 

my life or where I am going.” 

It is a pairing of lost and found—not lost and forgiven.  The sheep and coin 

are “found” with no comment on any sinful behavior (and not clear how 

they could have had any).  The operative word here is “find”, which 

occurs seven times in the chapter.   

Jesus equates being “found” with “repentance.”  But whereas in English 

repentance implies contrition and remorse, the Greek word metanoia, 

literally has to do with a change of mind and purpose—a shift in how we 

perceive and respond to life. When God finds us when we are lost, our 

usual ways of perceiving and responding to life are transformed. 

And note, that the focus is not so much on two different types of people that 

is, “tax collectors and sinners” versus “Pharisees and scribes”; this is not 

a “good guys” versus “bad guys”.   

In Luke, Jesus does not laud the behavior of sinners and does criticize them 

in other passages as only looking out for their own interest.  

Remember, tax collectors were corrupt, dishonest, and had colluded with 

the Roman Empire, the oppressors of the Jews. By contrast, the 
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Pharisees and scribes were the religious leaders of the day trying to do 

their best by God, much like professional clergy in our time. 

The point is not the two different types of people, but rather two different 

types of responses to Jesus and God’s reign.  

Sinners repent because they know they are lost and thus can avail 

themselves of the transformation that comes with God’s finding them. 

By contrast, the righteous do not need to repent (or change their ways) 

presumably because they are not lost.   

What is remarkable about these parables is the rejoicing.  And rejoicing not 

by the one who is found, but by the one who sought the lost and the 

other righteous people.   

Presumably, in these parables God is the shepherd and the woman.  As a 

shepherd God does not say about the sheep who gets lost, “Stupid sheep.  

It deserves it.”  Or when he finds it, punishes it for wandering off. 

Why?  Because God sees each of us like a silver coin.  Each of us has value.  

And losing even just one of us is like God losing part of God’s self. 

So when he finds a lost soul there is a crazy amount of rejoicing—far in 

excess of what it would seem it should be.  I mean, you wouldn't go home 

and call the entire town and have a huge celebration just because you 

found one sheep or one coin. That’s ridiculous. 

But the real kicker is that those who presumably aren’t lost are supposed to 

join in this celebration.  Like the Pharisees, while we welcome the return 

of the sheep to the community, we might also grumble and resent it.  

After all, we are working hard at being righteous and are having our own 

trials and tribulations; life’s not easy. 
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In fact, many of us get irritated at other people’s conversions or good 

fortune.  “It’s not fair,” we say. “There should be some penance.”  And 

that attitude perhaps may be an indication that you are one of the lost.   

For if one suffers, all of us suffer together with them; if one is honored, all 

of us should rejoice together with them. 

These parables invite us to recognize the extravagant joy with which God, 

present in Christ, welcomes sinners.   

And that we, too, should be joyful for those who can now experience the joy 

we already have in Christ, saying to them, “I am so glad you could join 

us!” 

For being joyful for others who join the fold regardless of circumstances, 

means that you are not lost, but also found. 

In the name of God the Creator, God the Redeemer, and God the Sustainer.  

Amen. 


