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A Sermon by Robert W. Prim 

17th Sunday after Pentecost; September 11th, 2016 

Luke 15:1-10 

“God’s Relentless Love” 

~~~~~~~~ 

The dinner table was central to Jesus’ culture.  Those invited to 

a meal were considered fully embraced by the host of that meal.  

Jesus was sharing his meals –  maybe even hosting meals –  

with tax collectors and sinners.  Tax collectors were 

collaborators with the Roman government in collecting revenue 

from their own people – Jews working with Rome to collect 

money from other Jews.  Sinners was a term that connoted 

both moral failure and being an outcast from proper religious 

life.  Jesus was breaking bread with the likes of these, and the 

religious authorities, for the most part, were incensed.  They 

believed the rift-raft folks would corrupt the pure. 

~~~~~~~ 

I remember well when our children, Bess and Will, first started 

school.  Every now and again they would come home with 

words and phrases they did not hear from us.  Our sweet, little 

angels would come home and say words like “stupid head” or 

“I hate you” or “shut up.”  Our little and pure children were 

being corrupted.  Some other people were honing in on our 

territory – we’ll teach them all the bad words they need to 

know – and we have done our share. 

 

The point here is that I understand the feelings and convictions 

of the Pharisees and scribes who grumble about the company 

Jesus kept.  Jesus’ behavior was radical.  The same behavior is 
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radical now.  Jesus welcomed to his table even those who used 

bad words and did bad things and those who cut away at the 

moral fiber of the community.  It was not that Jesus wanted the 

world to descend into the chaos of sinfulness; rather, Jesus 

wanted to bring those who were lost into a joyful communion 

with the God who lovingly created them.   Jesus invited the 

lost to a party of forgiveness, grace, and new life.  Jesus went 

looking for the very ones the purists would have rather left lost 

in their own world of moral degradation.   

 

Jesus goes looking for the lost, but the goal, I suspect, was not 

always to return the lost to the same community from which 

they strayed.  Jesus was also about the work of changing 

communities in the direction of compassion and grace and lives 

lived to the glory of God.  Sometimes those who had strayed 

away from their faith communities strayed away for good 

reasons.  Jesus wanted to restore them and all the rest of us to 

communities of well-being and compassion. 

 

Once the lost were found, Jesus turned to the religious leaders 

and said –  “We’re having a party!  Will you come?”  And all 

of a sudden the righteous, the ones who did not stray from the 

pack, were the ones who needed to find their way home out of 

the wilderness of their hermetically sealed moral universe. 

~~~~~~~ 

Jesus told two stories in response to the grumbling of the 

religious authorities about the company he was keeping –  

three really but the third, the story of the prodigal son, we read 

at another time.  Today, we read two stories that very closely 

parallel one another and make the same basic point of God’s 
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ongoing search for joyful communion with all God’s children.   

~~~~~~~~ 

Listen for the Word of God in Luke 15:1-10 

~~~~~~~~ 

We are an underdog kind of church.  We tend to root for the 

little guy or gal to find his or her way in the world on her own 

terms. This church can hear the parable of the lost sheep and 

cheer for the one that has broken away!  This congregation 

hearing that the sheep left the other ninety-nine will rise up and 

say “(Ewe) go girl!”  (Catch that –  the lowest form of 

humor!) We celebrate people finding their true selves even 

when it means breaking from the establishment. 

~~~~~~~~ 

It seems to me worth making the point that sometimes people 

wander away ... or run away ... from the church for very good 

reasons.  Not all faith communities are healthy or unto life and 

well-being for their members...   

...there are churches that are toxic in their insistence on a 

ridged morality that leaves no room for questions and 

explorations into the pressing questions of life.   

...there are churches who are not really welcoming of all 

people and insist that people conform, at least in a public 

way, to a narrow vision of what is good and what is bad.   

...there are churches that fail to value the unique and 

wonderful gifts of members who are minority voices.   

For some, it is a healthy move to break away from the pack. 

 

Too often churches fail to appreciate that the deepest calling of 

Jesus’ life, death and resurrection is not to embody a purity of 

doctrine; rather, the deepest calling of the church is to embody 
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compassion and love.   

 Maybe the shepherd leaving the ninety-nine to find the one 

who has lost her way is also about changing the ninety-nine 

who have lost sight of the things that really matter.   

 Maybe the shepherd leaving the ninety-nine to find the one 

who wandered away was to awaken the ninety-nine to the fact 

that they were living in a wilderness of joyless, 

compassion-less, loveless religion.   

 Maybe the shepherd follows the one who has strayed away 

not to return the lost sheep to the same oppressive group-think 

embodied by the pack but to find a more life-giving and 

life-celebrating community for the one who could bear the 

condemning bleats of the herd no longer.   

 Maybe the sheep that wandered from the fold was on a 

search to find the genuine fold of God? 

~~~~~~~~ 

And who is the fold of God?  Here the parables are crystal 

clear.  The fold of God is a community of people who are 

absolutely certain of the searching-love of God for all people.  

The fold of the loving God are the saints who know that God 

has a love for us that will search and search and search to bring 

each one of us home.  God so values each and every one of the 

children of earth that God sends the shepherd out on a 

passionate search for all the sons and daughters whose lives are 

lived outside the awareness of God’s loving embrace. 

~~~~~~~ 

This is the fifteenth anniversary of the bombing of the Twin 

Towers and the Pentagon building on September 11th, 2001. In 

honor of this anniversary, a remembrance from the time after 

the bombing. One of the most memorable images following the 
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devastation of September 11, 2001 was the black cover of the 

New Yorker Magazine that appeared the week after.  At first 

glance the cover seemed simply black, which was powerful 

enough, but upon a closer look there is a slightly darker outline 

of the twin towers.  This cover was drawn by the cartoonist Art 

Spiegelman who used it to be the cover of his book of cartoons 

about 9/11 entitled In the Shadow of No Towers.   

 

In an interview about the book and about 9/11, Mr. Spiegelman 

talks about where he was when the first and then the second 

towers were hit and then when they fell.  When the first tower 

was hit Mr. Spiegelman and his wife were in their precinct 

voting station voting in a local election.  They rushed to 

Stiveson High School where their daughter was in school.  

Stiveson is just a few blocks from the World Trade Center.  

While there and before they found their daughter the second 

tower was hit and the lights went out in the high school.  

Nevertheless they found their daughter among the 3000 

students in the school.  After that they ran to find their son as 

the second tower came down.  He was at a United Nations 

school nearby.  They found him too.   

 

The rest of the interview with Mr. Spiegelman was about his 

drawings and his book, but his panic over finding his children 

was the thing that stuck with me.  The Spiegelman’s love for 

their children sent them on a dangerous journey to bring them 

home.  They did not have to decide to go; they did not have to 

weigh the options; they did not have to take care of other 

obligations first, they simply ran to find their children because 

they loved them and would die to save them (Morning Edition, NPR, 9/10/04). 
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~~~~~~~~ 

Such is the searching-love of God. 

~~~~~~~~ 

I suspect that in the years since September 11, 2001 and in the 

years to come the Spiegelman family will have their ups and 

downs.  I suspect their family is and will be like most of ours 

in that sometimes one or another of the members will wander 

away from the fold to find new pastures.  Those who wander 

away and those who stay will be changed –  hopefully for the 

better.  But there is a foundation that has been laid in that 

family that will not go away.  Mom and Dad will run to search 

for their children for whom no cost, even life itself, is too great. 

~~~~~~~~ 

Such is the fold of God. 

~~~~~~~ 

And we can be confident that God will not fail in the search.  

There were many parents, many spouses, many partners, many 

children, many friends who ran toward the towers that day only 

to find that the ones they loved were lost to them in the 

destruction.  The story for many and for the nation was tragic, 

is tragic.  Many were not restored to their loved ones.  All 

over the world –  in Syria, in Iraq, in France, in Israel, in 

Palestine, in the United States –  people run to find loved ones 

among the rubble of hateful destruction, and many times the 

search will be in vain.  Not all of our human searches to restore 

those who are lost will be successful, but God’s search will 

always end with restoration. 

 

In the parables there is never any doubt about the lost being 

found.  Which one of you, having a hundred sheep and losing 
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one of them does not leave the 99 in the wilderness and go after 

the one that is lost until he finds it! God’s love will find a way 

to restoration.  We may not live to see it, we may not know 

how, when, or where it happens but God’s love is relentless and 

all-embracing! 

~~~~~~~ 

Not long after Bess started pre-school, she held up her hand 

with the sign-language for “I love you.” “Daddy, do you know 

what this means?”  I did, but I had not taught her what it 

meant. “It means, ‘I love you,’” she said with delight.  She did 

not learn that sign at home.  Someone outside the narrow fold 

showed her the sign. Love is on the prowl even beyond these 

walls, beyond the walls of our home, beyond any walls we 

might build.  

~~~~~~~~ 

God’s love is relentless! 

The church is called to embody that love; yet, 

God is not limited to what the church embodies. 

God’s love will find us wherever we are! 

God’s love will always end with restoration! 

Thanks be to God.  Amen. 


