“Time for a Story”

Luke 15:1-10

May the words of my mouth and the meditations of our hearts be acceptable to you, O Lord, my rock and my Redeemer. Amen. 

The scene is tense: one group listens the other complains. The grumbling escalates as the intruders, sinners and tax collectors, come closer. Their offense is serious. Jews were a people set apart, holy unto God. The Pharisees preserved the law and enforced the laws that determined their personal righteousness. Their faithfulness to purity and dietary laws made them righteous before the Lord.

But this creates a dilemma – if they are righteous what about people who do not follow the law? When Jesus ate with the tax collector named Levi in chapter five the Pharisees were aghast. When Jesus accepted an invitation to Simon the Pharisee’s home in chapter seven but then allowed a woman to join them at table and anoint him with oil the Pharisees were outraged. By chapter fifteen they are following Jesus to confirm their worst fears: he actually eats with all the tax collectors and sinners.

Pharisaic laws created a barrier between devout Jews on the one hand and everyone else called: “The People of the Land.” The prohibitions were stern: they were not to eat with, walk with, trade with, socialize with and certainly not marry anyone that did not uphold purity and dietary laws.

So on the other side of the Pharisees righteousness stand all others: sinners and the tax –collectors. As for the sinner, we need not define them: we are one of them! We understand them. Now the tax collectors: even the sinners despise them. They collaborate with Rome and in exchange for collecting taxes they have the privilege of grossing up the tax as much as they want to earn very tidy profits.

Here Jesus stands. Irreconcilable differences stand between the people assembled. You can imagine that as the outcasts move closer to hear Jesus the Pharisees and Scribes edge to the margins mumbling as they move. There is a certain irony in the Pharisees moving to become the marginalized. In the midst of acrimony and strife in a scene brimming with chaos Jesus surprises them all, “Let me tell you a story.” It is not what we might have expected.

As I consider the events of the past week that swept across the headlines and news reports each evening this week, I think we might want to set aside the acrimony we have heard, the accusations and righteousness we have listened to from many different corners of the world and pause.  Let us set all that aside to listen to two stories that Jesus told to reframe the minds and reorient the hearts of people that were as filled with angst about their faith and world as we might be today.

The stories are not fairy tales they are parables. A parable is a short story with a large point says Presbyterian minister and scholar Frederick Buechner.  The large point of the two parables is that our judgments ought not be set by the boundaries of our understanding but the horizon of God’s perfect love. 

Archeologists’ uncovered many ancient statuary of shepherds. The art depicts pastoral imagery that seems idyllic. William Barclay warns us not to romanticize the shepherd. In Palestine he worked on a two mile wide plateau with craggy rocks and cliffs that led down to a menacing desert. And no boundaries protected the sheep – no restraining wall, barb wire, electric fence to make the job easier.

The shepherd was not just responsible but also accountable for every sheep in the flock. They were trackers that could follow hoof prints: to rescue or in dire situations bring back the fleece of the sheep to account for its demise. In the small towns communal flocks were overseen by several shepherds. If a sheep was lost all were on the lookout and when the shepherd walked home with the sheep - the whole town celebrated.

Poet George Adams gives the most persuasive rendering of the shepherd and why the image became shorthand for God’s love. “On some high moor across which hyenas howl, when you meet him, sleepless, far sighted, weather beaten, armed leaning on his staff and looking out over his scattered sheep everyone of them on his heart you understand why Judea named their kings shepherds, and why Christ took the shepherd as a symbol of providence but also his own self sacrifice.”

The Book of Psalms includes many references to God as the shepherd to Israel to King David as king and shepherd. On a more personal note Psalm 23 declares “The Lord is my shepherd.” Prophets such as Ezekiel and Jeremiah refer to God as the shepherd and his people as sheep that have strayed.

Luke’s parable does something new. In the his analogy Luke says that God is like a shepherd who seeks and finds and then bends down and picks up the lost sheep laying it on his shoulder. Matthew tells the same parable but never mentions this poignant moment when the shepherd sets aside the crook he might typically use to move the sheep along and instead goes down to reach him and raise him up on his shoulders and rejoice with all his friends at finding one such as this sheep.

Luke says the shepherd with his flock is like God with us. He rejoices each time he seeks and finds us finds us willing to be swept up in his eternal arms, lifted right out of the righteousness we feel, or the sin or the greed that traps us. God is kinder than we can imagine.

This is a problem for the Pharisees. Such love is ungodly beneath the God they serve. But for us it is the very essence of the incarnation – that Jesus became man to live among us and love us with an unprecedented tenderness that inspires us to sing that old hymn “For the love of God is broader than the measure of men’s and women’s mind and the heart of the eternal is more wonderfully kind.”

The problem for us is that we love the story but unlike the sheep who is acted upon we have to choose to turn things over to the shepherd and most times the condition we are in is not thorny enough we think we know what to do who is right how to judge things. Jesus understands that so he tells still another story about the lost drachma. This could be about a poor woman searching for a precious last coin but I prefer Barclay’s interpretation.

He observes that in ancient Palestine girls scrapped and saved for ten drachmas to make string along a silver chain on a special hat to be worn after they married. So precious is the hat that even in the face of debt it cannot be taken from the wife. Like a wedding ring it is priceless and to recover it she sweeps, rakes really, through layers of hay covering an earthen floor like: a needle in a haystack. The same tenacity is directed at us: God keeps streaming through our hearts to uncover what we value most above all and therein is the greatest love -  his patient pursuit of us.

C. S. Lewis explained his conversion to Christianity saying, “I believe in Christianity, as I believe the sun is risen, not only because I see it but because by it I see everything else.” And we are called to see our world through the lens of these stories.

The Pharisees will continue to struggle with Jesus. In chapter nineteen Jesus calls to the chief tax collector Zacchaeus to come down for his perch in the sycamore tree, Hurry come down, I must stay at your house today.”  He hurried down and was happy to welcome him and made reparation for his ways and Jesus declared that salvation came to his house and that he too is a son of Abraham. All the bystanders grumbled. 

When we want to grumble over who is in and who is in our family, at school, in our country, in the world we do well to remember these stories that tell me that despite our their differences, we hold one thing in common we are all sinners and we are all invited to the table he has prepared not because they are worthy but because we are loved and saved by God’s son Jesus Christ and the price of that love was the cross.

The cross gets in the way for many people but I have an illustration that a friend sent me this week that might help us. Imagine five people carrying crosses. The crosses get heavy, one looks for relief. He sees a saw.  He takes the saw and saws off part of the cross –a h yes easier to carry now. The walk continues, others think about cutting their cross but someone says, “No, let me help you carry it.” Little by little they progress, some resting now and then, talking quietly to one another at times and then they come to a big gorge. Each person takes their cross and lays it across and sure enough they can walk right over the gorge: all except one. Now I am not suggesting the person that sawed off his cross will not be able to cross. I hope an imagine that others say, come on, you can walk over mine…

This is Rally Sunday and we gather here today as children of God committed to worship God and love one another as God has so loved us. We rejoice that God has blessed us in this fellowship and shall rejoice at table and pray that we may serve Him this year in our worship, mission and fellowship.  Amen.

Amen.
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