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 A Sermon by Robert W. Prim 

 17th Sunday after Pentecost; September 15, 2013 

 Luke 15:1-10 

 “The Lost and Found Department” 

 ~~~~~~~~ 

Maybe it was the story about the shepherd being good to his lost 

sheep?  Maybe it is the fact that we are having a “Blessing of the 

Animals” in this church sanctuary on October 6th at 4 p.m.?  I’m 

not sure what brought this story back to mind, but since it has 

been back I must share it with you.  I know some of you heard 

about this because several of you sent it to me.  It was a battle of 

church signs.   

 

On one side of the road was the church sign of “Our Lady of 

Martyrs Catholic Church” and on the other side of the road was 

“Beulah Cumberland Presbyterian Church” (not of our 

denomination, I might add!).  Our Lady of Martyrs put on their 

sign All Dogs Go to Heaven.  Beulah Presbyterian responded 

with Only Humans Go to Heaven Read the Bible. To which the 

Catholics wrote: God Loves All His Creatures Dogs Included. 

To which the Presbyterians wrote: Dogs Don’t Have Souls This 

Is Not Open for Debate. Our Lady of Martyrs responded – 

Catholic Dogs Go to Heaven, Presbyterian Dogs Can Talk to 

their Pastor.  Beulah was not to be silenced; they responded: 

Converting to Catholicism Does Not Magically Grant Your Dog 

a Soul. The Catholics decided to make a deal: Free Dog Souls 

with Conversion. The Presbyterians tried to make their point 

with this little nugget – Dogs are Animals – There Aren’t Any 

Rocks in Heaven Either.  And the final sign from the Catholics, 
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the culmination of a fascinating theological debate, was this – 

All Rocks Go to Heaven.   

 ~~~~~~~~ 

That is funny!  I think I can make it relevant to our parables this 

morning about the one and the ninety-nine sheep and the 

shepherd who leaves the ninety-nine to find the one and also the 

parable of the woman sweeping up until she finds the lost coin 

and then throwing a party.  Which of the churches in the sign 

wars story do you think would be more welcoming?  Which do 

you think might be more generous toward the human beings 

who make their way through their doors?  Which congregation 

do you think might be open to tax collectors and sinners coming 

near to listen to the gospel story? 

 

That was the issue that gave rise to Jesus telling the stories he 

told.  What was happening was that tax collectors and sinners – 

people who had sullied themselves by working with the Romans 

in collecting revenue for the evil empire and others who had 

fallen away from the purity of the Jewish law – these tax 

collectors and sinners were coming near to Jesus to listen to 

him.  Jesus was happy to have them come near!  Jesus 

welcomed them into his company and he often shared meals 

with the scoundrels.  Jesus, who the scribes and Pharisees were 

fascinated with and some of them had even invited Jesus into 

their homes, could not abide by this practice of mingling so 

intimately with such scummy people.  The scribes and Pharisees 

grumbled ... This fellow welcomes sinners!  This fellow eats with 

them!   
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Recognizing and hearing their grumbling, Jesus told the 

religious leaders the two parables about the lost being found and 

the rejoicing that follows when one who was lost is found.  

Here’s one thing that makes so many of Jesus’ teachings so 

powerful and effective ... Who is Jesus’ target audience with 

these two stories?  Who is lost and who needs to be found?  Who 

is where they need to be and who needs to be brought back into 

the fold of God’s eternal reign?   

 ~~~~~~~~ 

One way to read these stories is fairly straight forward – the lost 

are the ones who can hear a word of grace here!  Those of us 

and those of them who had wandered from the path of 

righteousness can hear in these two stories a word of forgiveness 

and welcome from God.  We sang it last week – I once was lost 

but now am found, was blind but now I see.  What we see is that 

God is on the prowl for those who have wandered away but not 

on the prowl to bring punishment and harm and exclusion; 

rather, God is on the prowl to bring us home – Tis grace has 

brought me safe thus far, and grace will lead me home.   

 

We sing of it all the time – God rejoices to welcome us back into 

God’s loving arms of mercy, forgiveness, and peace!  In fact, 

God does not even wait for us to come back – God goes looking 

for us –  like a Shepherd looks for the lost sheep, like a woman 

looking for Her lost silver coin.  And God is so pleased to find 

us, that God throws a party when She finds her lost treasure!   

 

Maybe the target audience for these stories are those of us who 

feel broken, lost, scared, hungry for something holy in our lives?  
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Maybe the Word of God from these parables is a Word of 

unmerited grace and welcome from the One who created us and 

longs to be in relationship with us?  Maybe those of us who have 

wandered away from God can hear in these stories the truth of 

God’s orientation toward us – namely, God is in love with us 

even as we may have long since abandoned God? 

 ~~~~~~~~ 

The parables, however, seem also to another intended audience.  

The scribes and Pharisees were the ones who thought they had 

control of the mercy market, they thought they were the ones 

who had a special blessing from God, a blessing they had earned 

thank you very much!  The scribes and Pharisees saw 

themselves as God-insiders and the tax collectors and sinners as 

God-outsiders.   

 

The parables seem to have been intended to unsettle the 

comfortable barriers the religious authorities had erected.  The 

question of insiders and outsiders gets very confused if we read 

these parables as making a point to the scribes and Pharisees that 

maybe they were not really close to heart of God because of the 

practice of keeping such high and thick walls between 

themselves and those they considered unworthy of their 

company.  With whom was Jesus spending his time?  On which 

side of the wall was the incarnate love of God?  Maybe the lost 

are found and the supposedly found are really lost?   

 ~~~~~~~~ 

Some of you have come to Nacoochee Presbyterian after a long 

absence from organized religion – you’ve decided to give 

unorganized religion a chance! Ha ha!  In all seriousness, some 
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of you have come back to church but you were right to run away 

the first time!  Not all religious communities are unto life and 

well-being.  Not all churches are reflections of the searching 

love of Christ.  Not all churches are healthy; in fact, some are 

toxic.  So, it can be a sign of health to run away, to wander from 

the fold, to leave church.  Some of you did the right thing to 

leave the churches of your childhoods or even later.  And you 

have made your way to NPC.   

 

In a moment I will say a positive thing about our communion, 

but first let me put the positive in perspective. We are far from 

perfect in this church.  We have our own blind-spots and short-

comings as individuals and as a community.  

 

Yet, I think and I pray I am right about this, I think we are at our 

core a community of welcome and grace.  No doubt we can do 

better.  We are always being called to reform and be reformed in 

the direction of God’s Word in Christ Jesus our Lord, and may 

we ever be on that divine path, but when we are true to our 

heart, I think, we are graceful and rejoicing toward anyone who 

is seeking after the life of a beloved child of God.  I am grateful 

there is ample room for all of us sinners in the shepherds flock 

that gathers here within and without the walls of Nacoochee 

Presbyterian Church! 

 ~~~~~~~~ 

I will conclude with this observation.  For the last several 

decades the Roman Catholic Church has faced tragedy after 

tragedy and many of their own making.  The abusive priests and 

secretive hierarchy have really and rightfully laid the mother 
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Church low.  Far too many people began to see the Roman 

Catholic Church as a closed institution bent more on protecting 

the insiders than on welcoming the stranger and protecting the 

children who lived within her own walls.  Things have been dire 

and many who left made the right decision to leave (and, by the 

way, this is true of all manner of Christian Churches, not just the 

Roman Catholic Church – we and many of our sister 

communions have embodied something other than the love of 

God).  But I have to say and I celebrate this new day for the 

Roman Catholic Church.  If this Presbyterian pastor keeps 

holding up the Pope as a positive example, I may send some of 

us back into the arms of the Mother Church!  No need to run, 

however, because we are all part of the Church of Jesus Christ, 

Presbyterian, Roman Catholic, Lutheran, Methodist, Baptist, 

whatever – especially as we extend the love of God into the 

world.  Anyway, the Pope did something rather amazing this 

past week – yet again.   

 

Pope Francis has been dubbed by some as “The Cold-Call 

Pope.”  He is called this because of his habit – one that unsettles 

his aides to no end – of picking up the phone and calling 

someone out of the blue.  The Pope has phoned his cobbler in 

Argentina to inquire about a shoe repair, called to cancel his 

newspaper subscription in Argentina, and phoned a woman who 

was raped by a local police officer to counsel and console her.  

And just this past week, Pope Francis phoned a pregnant Italian 

woman whose fiancé had pushed her to have an abortion 

because he was already married and had another family. Anna 

Romano instead dumped the guy, wrote to the pope about her 
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problems, and on Tuesday, September 3 received a surprise call 

from the Holy Father, who offered encouragement.   

 “Hello, Anna,” the voice on the other end of the line said, 

“this is Pope Francis.”   

 “I was petrified,” the 35 year old told a Rome daily 

newspaper. “I recognized his voice and I knew right away that it 

really was the pope.”   

 Romano told the pope how she felt humiliated and 

betrayed.  The pope, Anna said, spoke to her as informally as a 

dear, old friend would, and she said – “Francis reassured me, 

telling me that the baby was a gift from God, a sign of 

Providence.  He told me I would not be left alone.”   

 When Anna told the pope that she wanted to have the child 

baptized but was afraid she could not because she is divorced 

and on her own, the pope told her he was sure that she could 

find a willing pastor.   

 “But if not,” Francis reportedly added, “you know there’s 

always me.”   

 Though she doesn’t know whether she will have a girl or a 

boy, Romano told the newspaper she thinks it’s a boy, and it’s 

clear what she will name him: “Francis” (From Huffington Post, 

September 14, 2013). 

 ~~~~~~~~ 

Pope Francis seems to know the truth of the Gospel – there will 

be more joy in heaven over one sinner who repents than over 

ninety-nine righteous persons who need no repentance. 

 Thanks be to God.  Amen. 
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