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SUMMARY
Should we focus on the lone sheep and ignore the rest of the flock?

AT A GLANCE
Jesus puts the spotlight on the one coin, not the nine. He zooms in on the one sheep, not the 99. Such attention might not seem sensible, but finding those who are lost and helping them turn toward God is central to Christian ministry and mission. 


ALTERNATE READINGS
For material based on today’s psalm text, see “In God Some of Us Trust,” September 11, 2016. 

Life is always coming at us.
The honk of a car horn from the street outside. A ray of sunlight coming through the window. The smell of perfume in the air. A pinch in the toe from new shoes that are a little too tight. The taste of a cough drop in your mouth.
Each of us receives a continuous barrage of sensory information. It comes to us through hearing, sight, smell, touch and taste.
Most the time, we don’t pay attention to every one of these sensory experiences. If we did, we’d be constantly distracted. “Instead,” says an educational consultant named Kendra Cherry, “we center our attention on certain important elements of our environment.” Other things blend into the background or slip by us unnoticed. So, how do we decide what to focus on and what to ignore?
“Imagine that you are at a party for a friend hosted at a bustling restaurant,” says Cherry. “Multiple conversations, the clinking of plates and forks, and many other sounds compete for your attention. Out of all these noises, you find yourself able to tune out the irrelevant sounds and focus on the amusing story that your dining partner shares.”
That’s amazing, isn’t it? You can focus on what your partner is saying, even though the restaurant is full of distracting sounds and smells and sights.
This ability to focus on just one aspect of your environment is called “selective attention.” Preachers want you to practice it every Sunday in church, when you concentrate on the sermon instead of a whole range of distractions.
Of course, selective attention is not always needed. Twenty-one years ago today, our attention was riveted on television images of the Twin Towers in New York City, burning and collapsing after being attacked by terrorists. We did not have to be told to concentrate on these images. It was impossible to look at anything else.
But most of the time, we must be selective about the things that we focus on. “In order to sustain our attention to one event in everyday life, we must filter out other events,” says author Russell Revlin in his book, Cognition: Theory and Practice. “We must be selective in our attention by focusing on some events to the detriment of others. This is because attention is a resource that needs to be distributed to those events that are important.”
Researchers believe that we can practice selective attention with our eyes and our ears. In the gospel of Luke, Jesus tells parables in which a man and a woman practice selective attention in the search for a lost sheep and a lost coin. They use both the spotlight model and the zoom-lens model.

In the Spotlight
In this model, visual attention is like a spotlight that enables things to be seen clearly within the center of a small area. Around the focal point of the beam is the fringe, where things are still visible, but not very clear. Outside the fringe is the margin, where very little is seen.
The woman with the lost coin uses the spotlight model. Jesus says that she has 10 silver coins, and when she loses one of them, she lights a lamp, sweeps the house, and searches carefully until she finds it. She shines her spotlight into every dark corner of the house, ignoring things that are in the fringe and the margin until the beam of the light reflects her coin. Then she calls together her friends and neighbors, saying, “Rejoice with me, for I have found the coin that I had lost” (Luke 15:9).

Zoom In, Zoom Out
In this model, visual attention is more like the zoom-lens of a camera. We can increase or decrease the size of our focus. We can zoom in close on an item of interest, but, of course, this means that we lose sight of those things that are outside of our focus area. If we go the other direction and zoom out, we can see a larger area but run the risk of losing focus on small, individual items.
The man with the lost sheep uses the zoom-lens model. Most days, he zooms out so that he can keep an eye on his 100 sheep, but when one sheep becomes lost, he zooms in on that particular sheep until he finds it. “When he has found it,” says Jesus, “he lays it on his shoulders and rejoices” (v. 5).
There is a problem with this zoom-lens approach, however. When the man zooms in on the lost sheep, he loses sight of the 99 sheep outside the focus area. And you can imagine that when he throws a party for his friends and neighbors, rejoicing in the finding of the lost sheep, some of them might ask, “Why didn’t you keep your focus on the 99?”
Good question. Watching over 99 sheep seems to be much more sensible than zooming in on one. 
But this is not the approach of Jesus, who wants his followers to practice selective attention. “I tell you,” says Jesus, “there will be more joy in heaven over one sinner who repents than over ninety-nine righteous persons who need no repentance” (v. 7). 

Which Method Should We Use?
Jesus is all about the spotlight and the zoom lens. He puts his attention on tax collectors and sinners, even though the Pharisees and scribes grumble and complain that he welcomes sinners and eats with them (vv. 1-2). “Just so, I tell you,” Jesus says, “there is joy in the presence of the angels of God over one sinner who repents” (v. 10).
One sinner. One coin. One sheep. Put the spotlight on the one coin, says Jesus, not the nine. Zoom in on the one sheep, not the 99. Such attention might not seem sensible, but it is central to the ministry and mission of Jesus.
So, what would it mean for us to practice this kind of selective attention?
We begin by letting go of the bitterness that arises whenever we feel that God is focusing more on others than on us. This was the reason for the grumbling of the Pharisees and scribes, who were upset that Jesus was welcoming tax collectors and sinners and eating with them. “Typically, we want mercy for ourselves and justice for others,” says New Testament scholar R. Alan Culpepper, but these “parables call for us to celebrate with God because God has been merciful not only to us but to others also.”
We must admit that we want God’s zoom-lens on us, not on the lost sheep. We like to have God’s spotlight on us, instead of on some lost coin in the dark corner of the room. But God’s selective attention is always on those who are lost, rather than those who are found. Our challenge is to rejoice with Jesus, whenever a sheep is restored to the fold.
We should be thankful that God’s mercy has been extended to us as well. After all, every one of us is a recipient of God’s unconditional love and unlimited grace. “I once was lost, but now am found,” says the hymn Amazing Grace, “was blind, but now I see.”
After letting go of our bitterness, we can join Jesus in his ongoing search, using the spotlights and zoom-lenses available to us.
We can put a spotlight on young people by putting time, energy and money into youth ministry. Youth naturally want to belong to a group that loves and accepts them, and the church has much to offer in terms of solid and supportive relationships. We should do more for them than allowing them to gather in a room with old couches and broken foosball tables. For those who are feeling lost, we can provide a sense of direction. For those who are heading in the wrong direction, we can help with a gentle turn toward God. After all, that is the core meaning of “repentance” — an about-face, a change of heart and mind.
At the same time, we can use a zoom lens to focus on adults who are struggling to find their place in the church after pursuing their careers and raising families. Yes, there is certainly a need to shine a light on all the adults of the church, but we need to zoom in on those who begin to drift after their children have grown up and moved away. This is a time when careers can hit a plateau and marriages can come apart. Both men and women wonder what their purpose is, and what their involvement in the church should look like. By zooming in on this stage of life, the church can help people with the challenge of turning around, turning back to God — again, what the Bible calls “repentance.”
Jesus wants us to love everyone, just as he does. But at the same, time, he challenges us to focus our selective attention on the lost coin, not the nine that are still in hand. He pushes us to go looking for the lost sheep that is wandering around, not the 99 that are safe in the flock. When we do this, we become part of a heavenly party in which everyone can rejoice and celebrate together.
—Henry Brinton and Carl Wilton contributed to this material.

Sources:
Cherry, Kendra. “How We Use Selective Attention to Filter Information and Focus.” VeryWellMind, November 9, 2020, www.verywellmind.com.
Culpepper, R. Alan. “The Gospel of Luke,” The New Interpreter’s Bible (Nashville, Tenn.: Abingdon Press, 1995), 298.
Newton, John. “Amazing Grace, How Sweet the Sound,” Glory to God (Louisville, Ky.: Westminster John Knox Press, 2013), 649.
Revlin, Russell. Cognition: Theory and Practice (New York: Worth Publishers, 2013), 68.

THE OTHER TEXTS 
Jeremiah 4:11-12, 22-28 
What Is One Possible Approach to the Text?
The congregation can be warned that this text isn’t for the fainthearted. The indictment is severe. God’s people are foolish (see below on Psalm 14); they “are stupid children”; they don’t have a clue; they’re highly skilled at doing evil but clumsy at doing good. At least this is God’s judgment of his people then. Could it still be true? It might be — on several levels. First, we’re stupid as caretakers of the earth. “I looked on the earth, and lo, it was waste” (v. 23). We are looking at a future that has no future. To discuss this, the preacher might consult David Owen’s latest book, Green Metropolis: Why Living Smaller, Living Closer and Driving Less Are the Keys to Sustainability. Owen argues that although one might think urbanization is the problem, it’s part of the solution. New Yorkers, for example, use less water, burn less fossil fuel, produce less solid waste and use less electricity. And 82 percent of Manhattanites go to work without using a car. Owen says urbanization brings people closer together, reducing distances to work and entertainment, and forcing many people to live in energy-efficient apartment buildings. Owen’s book is but one of many published recently challenging us to live smart, think smart and change the way we live.
Second, the prophet’s challenge is no less demanding on a personal level. The moral and social ecology of many of God’s people is becoming desertified. A wasteland. This text describes the barrenness. The gospel is that God will “not yet make an end.”
What Does the Text Say?
Today’s reading is part of a larger oracle of judgment against “the people of Judah” and “the inhabitants of Jerusalem” (v. 3; cf. vv. 5, 10, 11, 16) concerning their “abominations” (v. 1) and their lack of truth, justice and uprightness (v. 2). The oracle predicts the almost complete destruction of the southern kingdom of Judah and its capital, Jerusalem.
The first image the prophet uses is the “hot wind” ordinarily used for winnowing grain (v. 11). In this case, the hot wind is the king of Babylon, who comes to the chosen people neither to winnow nor to cleanse but to destroy as an agent of divine punishment (vv. 13-18).
The reason for the divinely sanctioned destruction is that the chosen people have become “skilled in doing evil” (v. 22). The result is a cataclysmic upheaval of the natural order. The earth becomes “waste and void” (v. 23), using the same expression found in Genesis 1:2 (“formless void”) to describe the pre-creation chaos from which the habitable world was divinely made. Earthquake, darkness, barrenness, ruin and desolation are the natural consequences of Judah’s evil (vv. 23-28). Whether that natural punishment is the result of warfare (as suggested earlier in the oracle) or natural disaster is largely immaterial to the prophet’s point. Whatever the agency, the result is catastrophic for an agricultural society such as Judah.
Today’s reading ends on a faint note of hope. The destruction will be widespread and profound, but it won’t be absolute: “yet I will not make a full end” (v. 27). A remnant of survivors will remain to rebuild, replant and restore.

Psalm 14 
What Is One Possible Approach to the Text?
The psalmist says there are two kinds of people in the world: foolish people and wise people. Fools are those who say there is no God — much less seek God; the wise are those who seek God (v. 2). This psalm offers an opportunity to remind ourselves that in Scripture God never praises people whose intellectual gifts are superior to others. It isn’t a sin to be smart or to achieve. It can be a blessing to have the ability to reason and think far beyond others. Who can’t help but stand in awe of the surgeon who repairs a tear in the lining of the intestine, a scientist who can work with the human genome, a physicist who can send a human to the moon or a literature professor who can read and actually understand James Joyce? You have to admire such people. But God saves his praise for those who are “wise,” not those who are smart — although the two need not be exclusive. Thus, the geek factor doesn’t come into play here. You may have only modest intellectual skills but be wiser than a NASA astronaut. (Remember the astronaut who drove nonstop from Houston to Florida — wearing diapers — to confront her lover?) This is a good text to use as a basis for a discussion of wisdom and foolishness.
What Does the Text Say?
“Fools say in their hearts [emphasis added], ‘There is no God.’” This is an atheism of convenience, referring to ungodly behavior (vv. 1b, 3-4) rather than deficient theology. Fools (the Hebrew word, in context, means worthless, good-for-nothing, senseless, immoral, godless people) believe they can act with impunity, as though God won’t notice or punish behavior. Psalm 53 has much in common with Psalm 14, sharing abundant verbatim language. Psalm 10:13 says, “Why do the wicked renounce God, and say in their hearts, ‘You will not call us to account’?” God (Psalm 14:2-3) keeps looking over all the earth to find even one person who is wise, who seeks after God, but all have “gone astray … there is no one who does good, no, not one” (see v. 1; Romans 3:9-12, 18). God is like the Greek philosopher Diogenes, who was carrying a lamp even in the daytime, looking for one honest man. See Zephaniah 1:12: “At that time I [the Lord] will search Jerusalem with lamps, and I will punish the people who … say in their hearts, ‘The Lord will not do good, nor will he do harm.’” But God does notice; God does punish. Fools will tremble with terror because they’re devouring people and not calling on God, because the holy God keeps company only with the righteous (vv. 4-5); God looks askance at those who would hurt the poor (v. 6). Verse 7 implies that it’s foolish Israel who’s suffering the consequences of “practical atheism”; yet Israel or the psalmist wistfully asks God to deliver and restore, anticipating the joy that will come. God invites fools to seek him and to live wisely; he responds favorably to those who do (see Jeremiah 29:13-14).

1 Timothy 1:12-17 
What Is One Possible Approach to the Text?
Whereas we have foolish people in both of the other texts, here Scripture puts on display a truly wise man. Paul himself had previously downplayed his intellectual skills and religious pedigree, acknowledging that at the end of the day, they didn’t amount to squat (see Philippians 3). Revisit Paul’s life as Saul. This man put people to the sword. He worked tirelessly committing violence against others. The early Christians were afraid of him as Saul and were skeptical of him as Paul. Yet God extended mercy toward him in Christ. Saul had acted “ignorantly in unbelief” (v. 13) but now has been appointed “to his service” (v. 12). Lesson: Those who are foolish need not remain so.
What Does the Text Say?
Whether one takes the modern critical view that 1 Timothy was pseudonymously written in Paul’s name some decades after his death or holds to the traditional view that it’s an authentic letter by the apostle himself, it’s clear that the writer is counting on the readers’ knowledge of Paul’s initial violent persecution of the church prior to his own encounter with Christ (cf. Acts 9:1-19). Yet rather than confront Paul in retribution, Christ had extended to him “mercy,” “grace,” “faith and love” and the “utmost patience” (1 Timothy 1:13-14, 16).
Paul’s (auto)biography at this point is presented as a particular “example” (v. 16) of the point made in verses 8-10 “that the law is good, if one uses it legitimately” (v. 8). Because God’s law “is laid down not for the innocent but for the lawless and disobedient” (v. 9), our human reaction is to see the law primarily as a basis for judgment and punishment. Those who commit “murder … and whatever else is contrary to the sound teaching” of the law (v. 10) deserve God’s wrath. But Paul’s own murderous past makes clear that the law wasn’t intended as a means for punishment but rather to demonstrate our need for redemption and the great extent of God’s mercy, grace and love toward us, manifest in Christ.
The core message of the gospel has always been “that Christ Jesus came into the world to save sinners” (v. 15). For that, not only the “foremost” of sinners but all of us have reason to give God “honor and glory forever and ever. Amen” (v. 17).

ANIMATING ILLUSTRATIONS
##
Some of the best-known experiments on auditory attention are those performed by psychologist Colin Cherry. Cherry investigated how people are able to track certain conversations while tuning others out, a phenomenon he referred to as the “cocktail party” effect.
In these experiments, two auditory messages were presented simultaneously with one presented to each ear. Cherry then asked participants to pay attention to a particular message, and then repeat back what they had heard. He discovered that the participants were able to easily pay attention to one message and repeat it, but when they were asked about the contents of the other message, they were unable to say anything about it.
Cherry found that when contents of the unattended message were suddenly switched (such as changing from English to German mid-message or suddenly playing backward) very few of the participants even noticed.
—Kendra Cherry, “How We Use Selective Attention to Filter Information and Focus,” VeryWellMind, November 9, 2020, www.verywellmind.com.

##

A Jewish story tells of the good fortune of a hardworking farmer. The Lord appeared to this farmer and granted him three wishes, but with the condition that whatever the Lord did for the farmer would be given double to his neighbor. The farmer, scarcely believing his good fortune, wished for a hundred cattle. Immediately he received a hundred cattle, and he was overjoyed until he saw that his neighbor had two hundred. So, he wished for a hundred acres of land, and again he was filled with joy until he saw that his neighbor had two hundred acres of land. Rather than celebrating God’s goodness, the farmer could not escape feeling jealous and slighted because his neighbor had received more than he. Finally, he stated his third wish: that God would strike him blind in one eye. And God wept.
—R. Alan Culpepper, “The Gospel of Luke,” The New Interpreter’s Bible (Nashville, Tenn.: Abingdon Press, 1995), 298.

##

I used to live in a very old apartment building with super sketchy electrical wiring. Were I to audaciously assume my hair dryer could run while my stereo was on, I would once again find myself opening the gray metal fuse box next to the refrigerator and flipping the breaker. My apartment had been built at a time when there were no electric hair dryers, and the system shut down when modernity asked too much of it.
I think of that fuse box often these days, because friends, I just do not think our psyches were developed to hold, feel and respond to everything coming at them right now; every tragedy, injustice, sorrow and natural disaster happening to every human across the entire planet, in real time every minute of every day. The human heart and spirit were developed to be able to hold, feel and respond to any tragedy, injustice, sorrow or natural disaster that was happening IN OUR VILLAGE. 
So, my emotional circuit breaker keeps overloading because the hardware was built for an older time. …
So, I wanted to share something with you. Every day of my life I ask myself three discernment questions I learned from one of my teachers, Suzanne Stabile: 
What’s MINE to do, and what’s NOT mine to do?
What’s MINE to say and what’s NOT mine to say?
And the third one is harder:
What’s MINE to care about and what’s NOT mine to care about?
To be clear — that is not to say that it is not worthy to be cared about by SOMEONE, only that my effectiveness in the world cannot extend to every worthy-to-be-cared-about event and situation. It’s not an issue of values, it’s an issue of MATH. …
So, I try and tell myself that it’s OK to focus on one fire.
—Nadia Bolz-Weber, The Corners blog, August 17, 2021.
https://thecorners.substack.com/p/if-you-cant-take-in-anymore-theres.
Retrieved April 6, 2022.

##

‘Curation.’ The word is everywhere these days. Its definition seems to have slipped its moorings. When people start calling football managers ‘curators’ of their teams, something is up. Museum or gallery curators trying to reclaim it for high culture are struggling against the tide. …
The task Michael Bhaskar sets himself is to make the case that the rise of curation is consequential for the future of business, the economy, and society, and to have some fun doing so.
That case goes something like this. We live among unprecedented abundance. The internet offers more writing than we could ever read, more music than we could ever listen to, and more news than we could ever keep up with. Shops offer more choice than we could ever process — to the point where we live amongst clutter. One study found that families had, on average, 139 toys, 438 books and magazines, and 39 pairs of shoes each. The result of all this abundance is that there are now massive business opportunities in helping us filter.
This isn’t about searching; we don’t always know what we’re looking for. It’s about curation: ‘selecting, refining and arranging to add value’ on Bhaskar’s definition. Someone using their hard-won expertise to put in front of us only the good stuff, the stuff we haven’t yet discovered but will want when we do. And doing so with style. …
—Asher Dresner, review of Curation, by Michael Bhaskar, in Oxford Today, January 13, 2017.
https://asherdresner.com/2016/10/23/book-review-curation-by-michael-bhaskar/.
Retrieved April 6, 2022.

##

When you arrive at the gates of Graceland, there is no longer a human being whose job is to show you around. You are handed an iPad, you put in little earbuds, and the iPad tells you what to do — turn left; turn right; walk forward. In each room, a photograph of where you are appears on the screen, while a narrator describes it. So as we walked around we were surrounded by blank-faced people, looking almost all the time at their screens. As we walked, I felt more and more tense. When we got to the jungle room — Elvis’s favorite place in the mansion — the iPad was chattering away when a middle-aged man standing next to me turned to say something to his wife. In front of us, I could see the large fake plants that Elvis had bought to turn this room into his own artificial jungle. “Honey,” he said, “this is amazing. Look.” He waved the iPad in her direction, and began to move his finger across it. “If you swipe left, you can see the jungle room to the left. And if you swipe right, you can see the jungle room to the right.”
His wife stared, smiled, and began to swipe at her own iPad. I leaned forward. “But, sir,” I said, “there’s an old-fashioned form of swiping you can do. It’s called turning your head. Because we’re here. We’re in the jungle room. You can see it unmediated. Here. Look.” I waved my hand, and the fake green leaves rustled a little. Their eyes returned to their screens. “Look!” I said. “Don’t you see? We’re actually there. There’s no need for your screen. We are in the jungle room.” They hurried away. I turned to [my son] Adam, ready to laugh about it all — but he was in a corner, holding his phone under his jacket, flicking through Snapchat.
—Johann Hari, “Your attention didn’t collapse. It was stolen,” from his book, Stolen Focus: Why You Can’t Pay Attention, excerpted in The Guardian, January 2, 2022.
https://www.theguardian.com/science/2022/jan/02/attention-span-focus-screens-apps-smartphones-social-media.
Retrieved April 6, 2022.

##

I went online and booked myself a little room by the beach in Provincetown, at the tip of Cape Cod. I announced triumphantly to everyone — I am going to be there for three months, with no smartphone, and no computer that can get online. I’m done. I’m tired of being wired. …
Later, I realized when I interviewed the experts and studied their research that there were many reasons why my attention was starting to heal from that first day. Prof Earl Miller, a neuroscientist at Massachusetts Institute of Technology, explained one to me. He said “your brain can only produce one or two thoughts” in your conscious mind at once. That’s it. “We’re very, very single-minded.” We have “very limited cognitive capacity”. But we have fallen for an enormous delusion. The average teenager now believes they can follow six forms of media at the same time. When neuroscientists studied this, they found that when people believe they are doing several things at once, they are actually juggling. “They’re switching back and forth. They don’t notice the switching because their brain sort of papers it over to give a seamless experience of consciousness, but what they’re actually doing is switching and reconfiguring their brain moment-to-moment, task-to-task — [and] that comes with a cost.” Imagine, say, you are doing your tax return, and you receive a text, and you look at it — it’s only a glance, taking three seconds — and then you go back to your tax return. In that moment, “your brain has to reconfigure, when it goes from one task to another”, he said. You have to remember what you were doing before, and you have to remember what you thought about it. When this happens, the evidence shows that “your performance drops. You’re slower. All as a result of the switching.”
This is called the “switch-cost effect”. It means that if you check your texts while trying to work, you aren’t only losing the little bursts of time you spend looking at the texts themselves — you are also losing the time it takes to refocus afterwards, which turns out to be a huge amount.
—Johann Hari, “Your attention didn’t collapse. It was stolen,” from his book, Stolen Focus: Why You Can’t Pay Attention, excerpted in The Guardian, January 2, 2022.
https://www.theguardian.com/science/2022/jan/02/attention-span-focus-screens-apps-smartphones-social-media.
Retrieved April 6, 2022.

##

The Camaldolese rule of life, followed by both monks and oblates, was passed down from Saint Romuald. It is exquisitely simple and, in its entirety, a mere hundred words long. 
Sede in cella quasi in paradiso;
proice post tergum de memoria totum mundum,
cautus ad cogitationes, quasi bonus piscator ad pisces.
“Sit in your cell,” Romuald said, “as if in paradise. Cast all memory of the world behind you, cautiously watching your thoughts, as a good fisher watches the fish.”
—Kaya Oakes, "Silence in the City: Incarnation Monastery and New Camaldoli, California," Commonweal, November 8, 2021. 
https://www.commonwealmagazine.org/silence-city.
Retrieved April 6, 2022.

##

COMMENTARY 
Luke 15:1-10
Luke 15:1-10 is a set of parables about the lost and the found (vv. 3-7, 8-10). This pair is part of a larger set of three parables concerned with the recovery of the lost (15:1-32), only the first of which (15:3-7) is paralleled elsewhere (in Matthew 18:12-14). The brief parables of the lost sheep and the lost coin both illustrate Jesus’ mission to the lost and also prepare for the larger, more complex and better-known parable of the prodigal son and his father and brother (15:11-32, found only in Luke’s gospel). All are concerned with the joy that accompanies the recovery of something precious that had been lost and the resentment felt by those ignorant of the value of both that which was lost and the importance of recovery.
The first two verses of the passage are introductory to the parables themselves and provide both background and justification.
The statement that “all” the tax collectors and sinners were drawing near to Jesus (v. 1) is Lukan hyperbole, intended to stress the enthusiastic reception of Jesus’ teachings among the outcast.
Tax collectors appear throughout the synoptic gospels (and nowhere else in the New Testament) as symbols of the lowest of the low and the most despised of the despised. Tax collectors in first-century Roman-occupied Palestine were private citizens, usually but not invariably Roman, under contract to the Roman authorities to collect tolls from the transportation of goods via Roman roads or seaways. (Poll and property taxes remained the responsibility of Roman officials.) Tolls were farmed out to a system of chief tax collectors, of whom the best known in the New Testament is Zacchaeus (Luke 19:2-10), under whom worked a bevy of collectors. In Jewish Galilee and Judea, these collectors were Jews (e.g., Matthew-Levi, Matthew 9:9 and parallels), and both the chief tax collectors and their underlings paid a fee in advance to the Roman bureaucracy for the right to collect taxes, with the expectation that they would recover both their fee and some profit.
Two factors gave rise to the widespread contempt in which Jewish tax collectors were held by their compatriots. The first was the exorbitant nature of the taxation itself, which became increasingly oppressive as the Roman Empire sought through taxation to support an overextended military and bureaucratic machine; the taxes imposed on subjugated peoples were virtual robbery, and for Jews not only to oppress other Jews in this way, but to add to the oppression through grift and profiteering understandably outraged most Jews.
The second factor was the collaboration between Jews and Romans, which was viewed in the messianic milieu of the New Testament period as deeply irreligious and politically traitorous. Although some Jewish leaders counseled cooperation with the Roman authorities, messianic extremists — who exerted considerable, if periodic, influence among ordinary Jews — brooked no such compromise, and tax collectors were particular objects of their hatred.
The positive response, therefore, of the tax collectors to Jesus’ message, as well as his table fellowship with them, provoked regular censure from the religious authorities, usually identified in the gospels as the Pharisees (along with the scribes, lawyers and Sadducees, with varying frequency). Tax collectors were regularly paired in the gospels with sinners, as they are here (and in Matthew 9:10-11; 11:19; Mark 2:15-16; Luke 5:30; 7:34), as well as prostitutes (Matthew 21:31), as emblems of flagrant violators of morality. The outcast status of tax collectors is reflected in the injunction (Matthew 18:17) to treat a church member who rejects church authority “as a Gentile and a tax collector,” i.e., as one utterly cut off from the group.
The nature of the sinners’ sin is not specified here (and is usually not specified in the gospels), but on at least two occasions those identified as sinners are tax collectors: Zacchaeus (Luke 19:7, “All who saw it began to grumble and said, ‘He has gone to be the guest of one who is a sinner’”) and the tax collector praying in the temple with the Pharisee (Luke 18:13, “But the tax collector, standing far off, would not even look up to heaven, but was beating his breast and saying, ‘God, be merciful to me, a sinner!’”). The woman who anointed Jesus’ feet at a banquet hosted by a Pharisee is also identified generically as a sinner (Luke 7:37, 39).
In response to the disapproval of the religious establishment to his table fellowship with tax collectors and sinners — collectively, “the lost” — Jesus tells two parables that are, in essence, extended rhetorical questions.
The first asks which of Jesus’ hearers, losing a single sheep from a flock of 100, would not leave the 99 “in the wilderness” and go after the stray. And, having found it, returns home with the intact flock and throws a party with his friends and neighbors (vv. 3-6). This, Jesus says, is the response in heaven to a repentant sinner (v. 7).
Similarly, which woman, losing one of 10 “silver coins” (the Greek is “10 drachmas,” each worth about a day’s labor, not a large sum), would not turn her house over looking for it, and when she finds it, she, too, would not throw a party with her friends and neighbors (vv. 8-9)? This, too, Jesus says, is the response of the “angels of God” over one repentant sinner (v. 10).
The unspoken answer to both questions, of course, is no one. In the first instance, a shepherd would never leave a flock vulnerable “in the wilderness” (v. 4) to look for a stray. Such abandonment would be considered irresponsible, exposing the flock to dangerous predators as well as further scattering. The fact that Jesus carefully includes the prepositional phrase “in the wilderness” gives the parable its edge. A responsible, diligent shepherd, having safely brought the 99 back to the sheepfold, might then, in an act of supererogatory devotion, return to the wilderness to search for the stray; but a shepherd who left 99 in the wilderness to do so would face severe criticism.
Just so, Jesus says, this is the reaction of the responsible religious authorities who criticize Jesus’ “abandonment” of the 99 righteous who are found for the sake of the few who are lost.
Similarly, a shepherd who found a stray after a diligent search would not call together the neighbors for a party; finding strays is part of a shepherd’s job. It’s all in a day’s work, and even going to great lengths to find a stray is nothing out of the ordinary. Asking the neighbors to “rejoice” in such a circumstance (v. 6) is an extravagant gesture of celebration to those who take sheep and shepherds for granted.
But the “joy in heaven” over the recovery of a lost sinner, however (v. 7), points not to the earthly pattern, where such things happen routinely, but to just the opposite: the contrast between the values of the heavenly realm and the values of the earthly. On earth, there would ordinarily be little rejoicing over a single recovered sheep or a single recovered coin — just as, in the disapproval Jesus faces in his table fellowship with sinners, there is no rejoicing over their recovery. But in heaven, by contrast, there is great rejoicing.
Both of these mini-parables set the stage for the longer, more developed parable that follows, the parable of the prodigal (who is lost and found), his father (who rejoices), and his brother (who does not).

CHILDREN’S SERMON Luke 15:1-10
Show the children two rolls of pennies. Ask them if they can guess how many pennies are in each roll (50), and how much the two rolls are worth, together ($1). Have them raise their hands if they think this is a lot of money. Open one of the rolls and remove a single penny. Drop it on the floor and ask them to pretend that you have lost this penny out of your roll. Find out if they would expect you to spend a lot of time looking for a lost penny, or if they would expect you to be happy with the 99 cents you still have in your rolls. Agree that it would seem foolish to spend a long time looking for a single lost penny, but that is exactly what God does for us — because each of us is one of God’s pennies, and he wants us to return to the safety of the roll! Mention that Jesus tells the story of the lost sheep and the story of the lost coin, and that both of these stories teach us that God rejoices whenever he finds something that is lost. Stress that God celebrates when he finds any one of us who has wandered away from him, which is like throwing a party when you find a lost penny! Close by telling the children that God loves us so much that he will never forget us and will always search for us until we are found and returned to safety.

WORSHIP RESOURCES
Calls to Worship — General
One: If you’ve wandered far from home,
All: Turn around, come home.
One: If the road is bumpy and rough, and you’ve lost your way,
All: You can come home.
One: If friends only like you for what you can do,
All: There is a place where love is real.
One: If the nights are long and lonely,
All: God is always awake, right by your side.
One: If doubts and questions swirl around you,
All: Come home to a church that knows how to listen.
One: If the good life is suddenly empty,
All: Return to the sweet sound of people singing on their way home.

Prayers — General
Creator God, maker of dancing stars and awesome rainbows, sender of gentle breezes and swirling winds, finder of lost chances and mender of broken dreams, you bless us with beauty, and you grace us with understanding. You know us inside and out. When the heart sighs with griefs too large to carry, you are there. When tears flow like an angry stream, you are there. When doubt snares us like a trap, you are there. When hope dwindles to a thin strand, you are there.
You know our comings and goings. You know when we succeed and when we fail. You know the deepest longings of our hearts. Through it all, your love surrounds us, embraces us, sustains us. In the stillness of this moment, let us abide with Christ in your love. Amen.

Benedictions — General
We are Christ’s body, and individually members of one another. This identity does not cease when we exit these doors and disperse to our individual lives. We are united in ministry, even as we are sent to serve. We are equipped with unique gifts of the Spirit — generosity, compassion, leadership, teaching and countless others. And we are called to proclaim the crucified and risen Christ. Go from this place committed to use your gifts to the glory of God. And know that the triune God goes with us. Amen.

MUSIC LINKS
Hymns
Jesus, Lord, We Look to Thee
Amazing Grace
The King of Love My Shepherd Is
Worship and Praise* 
Lead Me to the Cross (Shane & Shane)
Christ the True and Better (Boswell, Papa)
Amazing Grace, My Chains Are Gone (Tomlin)
*For licensing and permission to reprint or display these songs on screen, go to ccli.com. The worship and praise songs suggested by Homiletics can be found in most cases on Google by using the title as the search term.

LECTIONARY TEXTS
Fourteenth Sunday After Pentecost, Cycle C
Jeremiah 4:11-12, 22-28
Psalm 14
1 Timothy 1:12-17
Luke 15:1-10
