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Sermon for September 1
When the religious folk look at who is around Jesus, they are disgusted. It isn't those who clearly seek God; it is the Roman collaborators and the sinners. In response, Jesus tells three parables about seeking the lost. His point is clearly that those on the margins, those straying, matter to God and so to the family of God. And it is interesting that the parables Jesus tells are set in the social class his critics belong to. All 3 are relatively well off.

With the second, though it is a bit strange to us, everyone around would nod and understand. A woman is given jewelry at her wedding. It is the only thing she ones. This woman comes from relative wealth as her jewelry is gold and there are ten pieces on her necklace or headdress. As she puts it on one morning, she realizes one gold coin has come off. Of course she sweeps the house, looks in every nook and cranny to find it. It is a tenth of her safety net. 

The first is completely understandable. A shepherd has a very large flock for that time, a hundred sheep. In the evening when they can do a full count, one is missing. Of course they are going to go look for the lost. That's what a good shepherd does. That's what a mediocre, ordinary shepherd does: go out and find the lost part of their flock.  
Jesus ends both these stories by saying that there is more joy in heaven when the lost is found that over all those who are never lost. 

Again, the logic of the first two the crowd, even his detractors, would agree with. Sheep wonder; jewelry wire gets unwound; you look for what is lost.

The basic situation in the third everyone would get as well: there is conflict between the older and younger sons. In a society where the inheritance is so vastly different, the younger sons are going to be faced with challenges. It is hard for them to work side by side, happily, with the older brother. But then, some of the next pieces of he story will horiffy the crowd.
The younger son asks for his share of the inheritance. That is like wishing his father were dead. He should be dis-inherited.

Instead, his father, with compassion on his restlessness and frustration, gives him his share. "Astounding! Proflligate! Wasteful and wrong," think the crowd, likely even Jesus' disciples.

It gets worse: the young man does not honour the inheritance, does not work the land, change the breeding system among the goats to improve their productivily. He sells it all. You don't do that! Family land is to be kept in the family. Inheritance is to be treasured. The boy is more profligate than his father.

What happens next seems righteous and proper to the listeners: the young man is punished. He wastes the money and when it is gone, he is destitute. He is hired to look after pigs and they are better fed than he is. 
Realizing that even servants are better treated than he is at his father's house, he decides to go home and beg from his father. The crowd sneers at this. The father is going to punish him. That's what fathers do.

Instead, modelling God's hope that all the lost will be restored to the family, the father has been watching for his wandering son. When he appears on the road, the father runs out with a rich welcome, organizes a lavish celebration, welcomes the young man back into the family, the priveledges of a son.

The pharisees and scribes are again astounded: what a prodigal, wasteful father Jesus describes. The disciples look around and see Levi the taxcollector, other marginalized people, and see that Jesus has been doing exactly what this father did, accepting sinners into the family no matter what they did to end up on the outside. 
Jesus rubs in the point by describing how upset the older brother is. He mirrors the reaction of the religious folk in the crowd. And the father's response makes explicit Jesus position: God is seeking out the lost to make the family whole again. Those on the margins, even if they make mistakes, have to be brought back in to the family. Love means lavishly caring for those who strain against authority, those who make mistakes, those who have wandered and gotten themselves into trouble.

I remember hearing about an Owen Sounder who I have a fair bit of respect for deciding to kick out his teenage son out of the house because he was into drugs in a way that was out of control. Tough love was the only way, I was told.
I heard later that the youth had come around, was doing okay, but I wondered at the wisdom of the parents' choice. I have worked with young adults who were rejected by their family when they ended up in trouble. It is a long, messy road back. Finding the lost can be really hard work. Restoring them to community is not clean, gentle, easy. 

Caring for the troubled is complicated, difficult work. It involves needle exchanges and safe injection sites. 

In the story, Jesus chose pigs on purpose. These are animals that no Jewish person would have on their land. They are unclean physically and religiously. They belong to gentiles. The boy who is welcomed home has been made unclean in so many ways: rejecting his father, rejecting family inheritance, wasting money, hanging out with gentiles and pigs. But still, the father lavishes him with love. 

Welcoming the marginalized was central to Jesus' mission. It was also central to the nature of the early church. The communities of Jesus' followers reached across barriers to welcome everyone as equals. Paul's summary of the nature of the church is that there is neither jew nor greek, male nor female, slave nor free. All have a place in the body of Christ.
How that gets lived out is the content of the letter we heard part of.

Paul is sending the loaned slave, Onesimus, back to his owner, Philemon but asks that Onesimus be welcomed as Paul himself would be. Astounding!
The words Paul uses are "sharing" and "partner" and "koinonia", which we translate as fellowship or communion. He tells Philemon to receive Onesimus as he would receive Paul, who is the one who brought Philemon into the family of God. He says, "If Onesimus owes you anything, charge it to my account." Then he goes on to point out that Philemon owes Paul his life, his place in the family of God, so he is asking the slave owner to treat the slave as if he owes the slave his life.

Paul takes pen and paper from the scribe and writes this part of the letter in his own hand. He is making every effort to ensure that Philemon believes what he writes, that Philemon and Onesimus and Paul have the same position in the church, in the family of God. What "communion" means, he argues, is that all of us are one in the sight of God, equal in the community. 
Paul would over and over say that there is neither jew nor greek, male nor female, slave nor free in the church, in the family of God. But that was hard to live. It went absolutely contrary to the structure of the society, in Israel and under Rome. 

We have gotten used to these stories. We can tell from memory the three parables of the lost that Jesus told. The Philemon story is less well known, but we know that litany that Paul wrote: in Christ there is neither jew nor greek, male nor female, slave nor free.

But living this reality of communion is still difficult. We still draw lines. We still see some as "in" and some as "out." Denominations make rules about who can lead communion and who can come to the table. But for Paul the meal that is shared in remembrance of Jesus is the ultimate symbol of partnership, fellowship, equality, "koinonia." All are welcome to the table.

In his society, where who got to sit at the table was strictly drawn out, claiming all were welcome was a radical, society-challenging claim. For us, living communion in our daily lives is also a challenge, for it involves that messy, difficult work of finding the lost.

