The Welcome of God: A Reason for Joy
Luke 15:1-10

Have you ever been lost? So lost that you began to worry you’d never find your way back to safety?

For Edward Beck that experience happened while he was on a thirty-day retreat at a hermitage in the hills of California. He’d heard about a beach that was supposed to be a wonderful place to watch the sunset, so he decided to walk the five miles that would get him there.

The reports were right. The beach offered an amazing view of the sunset. In fact the reds and oranges and purples that transformed the blue sky and water so mesmerized Beck that he didn’t realize how quickly those vibrant colors would fade to black. Darkness soon surrounded him, and he still had the long walk back through unfamiliar woods.


About an half hour into his trek back to the hermitage, he began to panic. He didn’t recognize any of the landmarks. He began to hear strange animal sounds as he walked down paths he was sure were covered with poison ivy—or even worse.

Suddenly a large nocturnal insect decided his neck was a welcoming landing pad. Beck was sure one of the circling bats he’d seen earlier had dug its claws into his now trembling skin. He screamed into the night air. He was lost and afraid.

As he wandered in the hills of Big Sur, Beck recalls that he “felt totally disconnected from everything familiar.” He was “anxious, afraid, excluded from that circle of care and safety so important for [him] to feel whole.” He wondered if he’d find his way home again before it was too late. He began to pray for someone to find him.

At the moment when Beck was at the brink of despair, he saw two lights in the darkness. They were moving in the distance, like parallel fireflies. But as the lights came closer, they grew in size and brightness. Finally he realized they were the headlights of a car on a road that was surprisingly only ten feet from where he was wandering in the woods.

Beck ran toward the lights until he reached the road. The car was maybe twenty feet away from him. He began to wave his arms over his head, hoping that he’d been seen, that he’d be found.

The car slowed as Beck moved to the side of the road. As the vehicle inched toward him, the inside light flashed on, revealing the smiling face of one of the monks from the hermitage.

From inside the safety of the sputtering Toyota, the monk asked, “What in the world are you doing out here at this time of night?”
With a shaking voice, Beck replied that he was lost.

“Well,” the monk said, “you’re not any more. Get in. Geez, you city boys.”
As Beck settled into the softness of the well-worn seat, he breathed a sigh of relief. He turned to his tonsured chauffeur and said, “Take me home.”
The monk smiled at Beck and said, “Sure, and I’ll brew you a nice cup of tea before sending you off to bed.”
A cup of tea in a hermitage in the hills of California may not be quite the celebration that’s described in the parables in today’s scripture reading, but by the end of this story we get a sense of the overwhelming joy that can come when the lost is found.
Maybe the story brings to mind the joy we experience when it’s our lostness that comes to an end. We—like Edward Beck—may know what it feels like to be physically lost and, in turn, how joyful we feel when we’re found. How standing in the beams of a car’s headlights makes us feel like we’re the thing of value someone’s willing to search high and low for—even in the darkest corners. How riding home in a sputtering Toyota makes us feel like we’re being carried safely on the strong shoulders of a caring shepherd.
But maybe the joy we experience comes when a different kind of lostness ends. Think about the things that can be lost in our lives. Jobs. Friends. Hope. Direction. Faith. Family. Heart. Reputation. And think about the joy we feel when any of those things is found. When what’s missing is returned. When what’s incomplete is restored.

The theologian Jack Shea observes that the shepherd in one of Luke’s parables leaves ninety-nine sheep in the desert to go and find the one that’s lost. For him this suggests that even the remaining ninety-nine were lost in some way. Even when on the surface we appear to be part of the flock, we’re all in some state of being lost and needing to be found. As Shea adds, being lost comes in degrees.

That state of being lost and needing to be found also exists in a larger context. And we may know the sense of joy, of wholeness, of completion that comes when what’s lost in the world around us is found. Justice. Compassion. Respect. Trust. Kindness. Peace. Inclusion.
It’s what the Pharisees and scribes completely miss in today’s reading from Luke. The tax collectors and sinners want to hear what Jesus has to say, but the religious insiders complain about Jesus’ even giving the time of day to the people they think should be excluded. These insiders seem immune to the joy that can result when someone or something that’s lost comes home. Their hearts seem closed to the joy that wholeness and completeness can produce.

In response to their complaining, Jesus tells two stories. One about a shepherd who leaves everything to search for a lost sheep. The other about a woman who turns her world upside down to search for a lost coin. Both people rejoice and celebrate when what was lost is found.

The stories give us the chance to part ways with the Pharisees and scribes and instead travel a journey along which our hearts are open to embrace the joy that comes when the lost is found, when people are included, when wholeness becomes complete.

Along this path we experience joy when people who’ve been left out because of their skin color or economic status or sexual orientation or religious beliefs are included—because many of us know how it feels to be on the outside or to be less than whole.

As one writer notes: “Inclusion produces a wholeness that overflows into joy, when we let it. We can’t help it. We’re made for wholeness and inclusion. And whenever we live in that state, joy is the result. And when we don’t, war and prejudice and discrimination and being lost are the results.”
As much as we may experience joy when something or someone within our own lives or the life of the world around us is found, the parables from Luke point to another understanding of joy over the lost being found. That joy belongs to God.
These parables describe God in ways that may come as a surprise to some folks.

For those who imagine God as distant and uninvolved in the dailyness of our lives and the rest of creation, these parables paint a radically different picture. These stories tell of a God who cares about the lives of each individual. In fact, cares so much that God is willing to take extraordinary measures to find the person who’s lost.

And for those who imagine a God who extracts a high price of punishment from those who’ve wandered away, these parables reveal a God who responds in a very different way. Here God is not a Pharisee or scribe who wants to separate people—to embrace the insiders who seem to play by the rules and exclude those judged to be outsiders. Rather God searches and searches and searches until the lost is found. Then the divine shepherd takes on the burden and struggle of the one who’s been lost and gently carries that one home. Or the divine housekeeper shines light into the darkest recesses and then looks with loving eyes to find the one who’s hiding—lost and alone. And in each case, the divine response to the lost being found is overwhelming joy.

God responds to the one who’s lost—not with judgment and punishment but with welcome and joy. And God invites those of us who understand how it feels to be found after being lost to join in that welcome and that joy.


Jorge Muñoz has accepted that invitation.

Every night Jorge, a school bus driver, provides at least 120 meals to needy people in his Queens, New York, neighborhood. At around 9:30 each night, he drives his white pickup truck to a spot where unemployed and homeless people gather. The truck is filled with chicken and rice, coffee, and hot chocolate.

For many gathered there, this is their only hot meal of the day. For some, it’s the first food they’ve eaten since the previous night.


Jorge funds the program himself, earmarking roughly half of his $700-per-week paycheck for preparing food for strangers. The forty-five-year old and his family have been feeding others for the past five years.


Word of his mobile soup kitchen has spread. People of all backgrounds and status now join what had been a largely Hispanic crowd. Surrounding Jorge’s truck one night were Egyptians, Chinese, Ethiopians, South Asians, white and black Americans, and a British man who’d lost his job.


Jorge says that when he sees these people on the street, it’s like seeing himself twenty-something years ago when he came to the United States.


He was born in Colombia, and his father died in an accident when Jorge was young. When his mother found it difficult to support Jorge and his sister, she made her way to New York, finding work in Brooklyn as a nanny. At her urging, Jorge followed in her footsteps, coming to the United States in the 1980s.


He obtained legal residency in 1987 and later became a citizen, along with his mother and sister. He never stood on a street corner to find work, but as an immigrant, he identifies with many of the people he feeds. He understands how it feels to be lost.


As a result, he began his unorthodox meal program in the summer of 2004. Friends had told him about large amounts of food that were being thrown away at their jobs. At first, Jorge collected leftovers from local businesses and handed out brown bag lunches to underprivileged men three nights a week.

Within a few months, Jorge and his mother were preparing twenty home-cooked meals daily. The numbers gradually increased over the years to thirty-five meals per night, then sixty. During the past year, that number has jumped to as many as 140 meals a night. 


With the economic downturn, food donations to the program have slowed as the crowds awaiting Jorge’s arrival have grown. But he’s determined to do all he can to meet their needs.


Asked why he spends so much time to help people he doesn’t know, he explains that he has a stable job, a family, a house—everything he really wants—while the people he helps don’t.


But there’s something more that motivates him. “I feel great,” he says, “when I see these guys with their smiling face because they got something to eat before they go to sleep.”

He understands the joy that comes with welcoming those who are lost. May the welcome we experience from God also give us reason to experience such joy. Amen.

Kathryn Palen


September 12, 2010


Central Baptist Church


Jamestown, RI
PAGE  
4

