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 You know, it’s not always easy in Bible stories to figure out who the main character 

really is. I suppose you can’t go wrong by saying it’s God. There’s an old joke about a minister 

delivering a children’s sermon. She says to the kids, “The other day I saw someone out my 

window with a bushy tail and a tiny nose, running up a tree. Can you guess who it was?” One kid 

puts up her hand and says, “Jesus…?” But really the stories in the Bible are complex, they have 

layers upon layers of meaning, and we shouldn’t be satisfied to take them purely at face value. 

 

 Take this one in Exodus. Here we have a sort of crossroads moment in the life of Israel, 

although no one among the refugees actually knows that. It’s a private conversation between 

God and Moses. Should we be focused more on Moses, who takes a pretty big risk by standing 

up to God; or should we be looking more closely at God who seems ready to wipe out all the 

hard work that was done to rescue these people over their misbehavior?  

 

 I tend to be a “both/and” kind of person, so let’s look at the two of them together. A 

unique relationship exists between God and Moses. Moses is able to say things to God that no 

one else would ever dare. And God is willing to hear critique from Moses that we never 

encounter anywhere else. So, God is upset with the people and decides to wipe them all out and 

start all over with Moses as the progenitor of a new people. So, Moses will come out okay in all 

this, except he’ll lose all those people and we’re probably talking about another several hundred 

years before they get back to where they are, but in the short-term Moses is good.  

 

 Nevertheless, he tries to talk God out of it. You notice he doesn’t really defend the 

people? He doesn’t say they’re not so bad or they’ll learn if God just gives them a chance. 

Instead he asks, “What kind of God do you really want to be, anyway?” Moses questions God’s 

own self-image: what will the world think if you do this? What will the Egyptians say? Do you 

want to be known forever as some “fair-weather” God who’s only pleased when things are easy; 

or do you want to be a God who will never give up, no matter what your people do? 

 

 Moses is a genius! I don’t mean to say he’s manipulating God or anything like that. He’s 

appealing to God’s own sense of justice and challenging God to apply it to God’s self. It is a 

powerful argument and one that God cannot ignore. In essence, in this story Moses helps God 

recognize God’s own identity. In this story God’s True Self is discovered. And one enduring 

quality of God is a relentless love that will not stop pursuing those who stray. 

 

 Now, you might think that puts God at a disadvantage. It means no matter how hard we 

push God away, God stays in our corner, God keeps coming after us. The question is are we 

more likely to be dismissive of that kind of God; do we see that kind of God as weak? Or are we 

willing to put our trust in that kind of God and allow ourselves to be shaped in God’s image? 

 

 Those are the questions I think Jesus is teasing out in this passage from Luke. You’ll 

remember it starts with the religious busybodies grumbling over the company Jesus keeps. Tax 



collectors and sinners! I guess “tax collector” is a special category of sinner; we don’t really 

know what the defining behavior might be for the others. Whatever the details, Jesus is hanging 

out with people proper society considers indecent. But rather than get into an argument or defend 

his actions, Jesus does what we’ve come to expect and tells them a parable.  

 

 Two parables today, actually; and it’s followed by a third that’s much longer and tends to 

stand on its own. These two are enough for us, though. I don’t know anything about shepherding, 

but I’m pretty sure if it were my job I would probably be out looking for wandering sheep all the 

time. Because whose fault is it that one of the sheep is lost? It’s not the sheep’s fault, right? And 

who’s responsible for losing the coin? The woman sweeps her own house looking for it because 

no one else has taken it.  

 

 A sheep and a coin can’t make their own choices. It’s possible Jesus is saying those he 

spends time with are not rejected by their own choosing. Perhaps these pious folks have failed to 

notice who’s missing. So, even though the shepherd and woman have allowed something 

valuable to get away, they at least are aware of what they’ve lost and are looking all over to find 

it.  

 

 Again, we have stories that make us wonder who should be our focus. Is Jesus talking 

about God or himself in some hidden way or is he talking about the pious people who don’t 

understand what they’ve lost? It’s always easier to look at those we believe have strayed and 

label them as beyond hope. It’s easier to dismiss those we think are lost than it is to search them 

out because without them we are diminished.  

 

 In the story from Exodus God decides to take the easy path of destroying the people until 

Moses points out that an action like that will only diminish God in the eyes of the world. God 

needs to go after these people, to seek them out, to pursue them relentlessly out of love and not 

anger. We believe that’s what God does in Christ. Jesus is God’s love song to humanity sung 

across generations ringing out for us, pursuing us even when we stray.  

 

 And when we participate in God, when we commit ourselves to the flow of God’s love in 

the world, we become the vessels of God’s pursuit. No longer standing in judgement of those we 

once believed were beyond God’s reach, we extend that reach and become God’s presence 

among them. In her book Short Stories by Jesus, Jewish scholar Amy-Jill Levine issues a 

challenge to us in relation to these parables. She asks, “When was the last time we took stock or 

counted up who was present rather than simply counted on their presence? Will we take 

responsibility for the losing, and what effort will we make to find it—or him or her—again?” 

 

 While we usually think of Jesus’ answers to his detractors as rebukes, more often I think 

they’re meant as encouragement. He’s inviting his pious critics to stop giving up on those they 

call sinners. God hasn’t. Why should they? And by the same token why should we? Over and 

over, through our life experiences and through the stories of those we love, we learn that God 

never gives up on us. We’re here, in spite of difficulties and disappointments, losses and defeats; 

we’re here because we know God is still pursuing us.  

 



 And yes, we stray; we get lost. Sometimes we get lost through our lack of trust, 

sometimes we get lost through our own piety. Still we are pursued by God. Still we are not alone. 

So, we can open our eyes to see who’s missing. Confident God will never give up on us, we can 

pursue those we’ve lost and never give up on them. I think that’s the kind of compassion Jesus 

demonstrates through his ministry and invites those who follow him to practice. We must be 

relentless in loving, just as God is. We must be tireless in searching, just as God is. And through 

us those whom we’ve lost may be found and brought back home. 

 

Amen 


