“Let’s Party!”
Luke 15:1-10

One Sunday morning, an old cowboy entered a church just before services were to begin.  Although the old man and his clothes were spotlessly clean, he wore jeans, a denim shirt, and boots that were worn and ragged.  In his hand, he carried a worn old hat and an equally worn, dog-eared Bible.  The church he entered was in a very upscale and exclusive part of the city.  It was the largest and most beautiful church the old cowboy had ever seen.  The people of the congregation were all dressed in expensive clothes and fine jewelry.  As the cowboy took a seat, the others moved away from him.  No one greeted, spoke to, or welcomed him.  They were all appalled by his appearance and did not attempt to hide it.

As the old cowboy was leaving the church, the preacher approached him and asked the cowboy to do him a favor.  “Before you come back in here again, have a talk with God and ask God what he thinks would be appropriate attire for worship in this church.”  The old cowboy assured the preacher he would.

The next Sunday, he showed back up for the services wearing the same ragged jeans, shirt, boots, and hat.  Once again, he was completely shunned and ignored.  The preacher approached the cowboy and said, “I thought I asked you to speak to God before you came back to our church.”

“I did,” replied the old cowboy.  “And what was God’s reply?”  Asked the preacher.

“Well, sir, God told me that he didn’t have a clue what I should wear.  God said he’d never been in this here church.”

In my preparation for this sermon, I also came across a story of a church that put conditions on their communion table.  People wearing rainbow sashes, indicating their solidarity with LGBTQ people, were refused Communion.  A person who was offered Communion took his wafer and began to break it into pieces to share it with those who had been denied and deemed unworthy.  The church officials, the religious insiders, called the police.
A few years ago, Author, Anne Rice, was in the news after her Facebook announcement that she had “quit being a Christian.”  Interestingly enough, she proclaimed that she still believed in God. She just simply got tired of being a part of the institutional church.  In her experience, the church seemed to be anti-everything.  In the name of Christ, she felt called to step away from the church.

Our scripture reading this morning includes two very familiar parables, often called the Parable of the Lost Sheep and the Parable of the Lost Coin.  The key word in both titles seems to be ‘lost.’  So, with that key word in mind, many sermons on these parables tend to focus exclusively on the need of the church to go out into the world to seek out and “save” the lost.  And the implication of these sermons is something like this: “There are people out in the world who have lost their way, and it’s the church’s job to go out there, find them, and ‘save’ them, so we can make them found and fit for worship, like us.  We just need to teach them how to dress, straighten out their political and social views, and teach them all the things that they should be against.”
But interestingly enough, that’s not what these parables are about.  As our scripture reading begins, we hear that tax collectors and sinners were coming near, and they were listening to Jesus. But this didn’t sit very well with the scribes and the Pharisees who weren’t doing a very good job of listening to Jesus.  The scribes and the Pharisees were the leaders of the institutional synagogue.  They were the gatekeepers.  They were the ones who got to decide who was worthy to come in and worship, and who should be cast out. 
Now, tax collectors in that day collaborated with the Romans, and they touched and handled unclean worldly coinage.  In the eyes of the religious establishment, this made tax collectors unclean as well, so the gatekeepers lumped the tax collectors in with the rest of the sinners who were unworthy to come in and worship.
But in our story this morning, the tax collectors and other notorious sinners had the audacity to come near to Jesus, and strangely enough, Jesus failed to chase them away.  Worse than that, Jesus welcomed them and extended gracious hospitality to them.  He even sat down and had table fellowship with these unworthy sinners, a religious faux pas to say the least!
The story says the Scribes and Pharisees “began to grumble.”  So, to answer the grumbling of the gatekeeping religious establishment of his day, Jesus told these parables.  

When a sheep wanders off from the herd, a good shepherd doesn’t cut his losses saying, “What’s one sheep when I still have 99?.”  No!  He goes out and looks high and low.  He risks his own safety, and he doesn’t stop searching until the lost sheep is found.  Then he lovingly puts the around his neck and carries him home.  And when he gets home, it’s time for a party.  It’s time to celebrate the reality that once again the flock is complete. In the same way, there’s more joy in heaven for even one person who returns to God than there is for ninety-nine people who think they already have their act together.
Now imagine a woman who kept putting money aside year after year after year, until finally, she had saved 10 silver coins.  But one of the coins is lost.  Does she simply say, “Easy come; easy go.”  Of course not!  She lights a lamp and looks in the dark corners and behind the furniture and between the cushions.  She doesn’t sleep until the coin is found.  And when she finds it, she celebrates. And that’s the way God feels about each and every human being.  There’s a party in heaven every time even one human comes back into a relationship with God.
In his book The Church: Why Bother?, Philip Yancey tells a story about a small church in a large metropolitan area that reached out to an unchurched man named Adolphus.  He was a troubled man who suffered fits of rage and was in and out of an asylum.  He often had a wild crazy look in his eye and could never hold down a job for long.

Yancey writes, “If Adolphus took his medication on Sunday, he was manageable.  Otherwise, well, church could be even more exciting than usual.  He might start at the back and high hurdle his way over the pews down to the altar.  He might raise his hands in the air during a hymn and make obscene gestures.  Or he might wear headphones and tune in rap music instead of the sermon.”

There was a group within the church that began to reach out to Adolphus, a group that included a doctor and a psychiatrist, and they tried to communicate with him.  Every time there was an outburst, they pulled him aside and talked it through, using the words “appropriate” and “inappropriate” a lot.  And, in the process of communicating with him, the church learned that Adolphus often walked five miles to get to church because he couldn’t afford the bus fare.  So, many members began to offer him a ride.  Some invited him over for meals.  Most Christmases, he spent with the assistant pastor’s family.

He was even allowed to join the musical group that played during communion, even though he had no musical ability whatsoever.  His electric guitar was simply left unplugged.  Most Sundays this worked out well, “except for the Sunday when Adolphus skipped his medication and felt led to do a gyrating Joe Cocker imitation across the platform as the rest of [the congregation] lined up to receive the body and blood of Christ.

Surprisingly enough, Adolphus’ story had a happy ending.  He calmed down.  He started talking to key members of the church when he felt the craziness coming on.  He even got married and later joined the church.

Philip Yancey writes: “Grace comes to people who do not deserve it…In his entire life, no one had ever invested that kind of energy and concern in [Adolphus].  He had no family, he had no job, he had no stability.  Church became for him the one stable place.  It accepted him despite all he had done to earn rejection.”

“The church did not give up on Adolphus.  It gave him a second chance, and a third, and a fourth.  Christians who had experienced God’s grace transferred it to Adolphus, and that stubborn, unquenchable grace,” writes Yancey, “gave me an indelible picture of what God puts up with by choosing to love the likes of me.”

Yancey concludes: “If only our churches could communicate grace to a world of competition, judgment, and ranking—a world of ungrace—then church would become a place where people gather eagerly, without coercion, like desert nomads around an oasis.”

If you are not a part of a Christian church, then I invite you to join this one.  Come and learn about God’s love and grace and mercy.  Come to church and grow with us in our relationship with our creator, and your life will be changed.  If you are a member of this church, but you’ve kind of gotten out of the habit of regular worship, then I encourage you to return, because this flock is incomplete without you.  Every Sunday at 10:00 the party begins.  We hope you’ll join us.  Oh, jeans and an old-ragged hat will be just fine!

Let us pray:

Gracious God, help us to be humble in our worship and celebration of your grace.  Help us to remember that each and every one of us gets found each and every Sunday.  Help us, O Lord, to open wide the doors of our church and allow all your sheep to come home.  Amen.

David A. Cagle
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