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Lostness and Hope                                                         (FOH, 15 Sept.2019, Keith) 

 

From the Common Lectionary, I’ve chosen to concentrate on the Gospel 

reading, as we’ve often done lately. Today we look at the parables of Lk 15. 

Though only the first two are assigned to this Sunday by the lectionary, it’s hard 

not to include the parable of the prodigal son as well, as you will notice.   

 

In Luke’s narrative, we’re told that tax collectors and sinners were crowding 

around Jesus. Pharisees were there as well—as usual—and they were offended 

that Jesus seemed oblivious to the unseemly presence of sinners. I’m just now 

struck by the presence of these “sinners” and the theme of the parables; since I 

haven’t explored that connection, I’m going to leave that up to you. 

 

“Lostness” could be identified as Jesus’ concern in the parables, and maybe that’s 

the connection with the crowding riff-raff around him. At any rate, the parables 

tell of a lost sheep, lost coin, and a lost son (maybe two). Mary Schertz, in her 

commentary, notes that “these stories of significant losses affect us at the heart of 

our humanity. Who among us has not been buffeted by the loss of something or 

someone?” [Two weeks ago - poignant story of man in Bahamas, Abaco island, 

in the midst of the hurricane, losing 5 yr.old son. what a devastating loss!] So 

these stories invite us to imagine losing something precious. They also evoke, esp. 

the third one, the experience of being lost: destitute, vulnerable, at wits end. 

 

But then there’s also recovery: the finding, being restored, saved, reconciled—

also a feature of these parables. Notice the different experiences of finding. The 

woman householder presumably has her 9 coins safely stashed away while she 

anxiously sweeps, searches for, and then finds the lost one! So she celebrates with 

friends—but how many did she spend on the party? asks a commentator.          

 

It’s not so easy for the shepherd. In fact, the question—who of you, losing one 

of your hundred sheep, would not leave 99 “in the wilderness”, and go after the 

one?—might well be answered, “No one! Risk losing 99 in the desert just to find 

one?” But the intrepid shepherd did it, somehow. And then celebrated (we trust 

without serving lambchops)!  

 

In these two parables, the lost item is likened to a “sinner who repents”; it 

doesn’t say that in the third parable—is that because the lost “item” is a “sinner 

who repents”?  One might think that the shepherd and the woman, in their 

parables, represent God (or Jesus) searching for lost sinners. But in the story 

where the lost one is a sinner (contemplating repentance), why isn’t the father 



2 

 

(the “loser”), out searching for the lost one, as the losers do in the other 

parables? Does he perhaps not represent God? Or is it different when the lost 

one is a morally conscious human, who could choose to be found, rather than an 

inanimate object or an animal? Perhaps God respects human choice, and so 

doesn’t pursue the human sinner. 
 

In the three parables, all three explicitly lost “items” are found. But what if they 

hadn’t been? Would we have been told of the grief and sorrow of the “losers”—

and the angels in heaven not rejoicing? Maybe the older of the two sons, in the 

third parable, is an instance of someone not found/recovered/reconciled, do you 

think? Don’t we sense some pathos around this possibility in the story? When the 

father said to the older son, “We had to celebrate because your brother was 

dead and is alive; he was lost and is found”, did he want to add, “O my 

righteous, loyal son, am I also losing you?” 

The parables of Luke 15 are as much about finding as about losing, and yet I’m 

drawn to think about losing, because it seems to me that we live in a time of 

great losses and great lostness. Particularly in western societies we seem to be 

teetering on the brink in major swaths of our lives: international economics, 

economics of everyday life, socially in racial & class tensions, family breakups and 

grief, extreme behaviors in governing venues and militarism, disease and health 

threats, failures and losses in agriculture, to say nothing of environmental threats 

and catastrophes. Are we prepared for the losses that we, or our children and 

grandchildren, will face—or are facing?  Maybe we could take a moment to 

mention some of the specific, “fearsome” losses we face or imagine.   

…………………………………………………………… 
 

So how are we, as Christians, to face into these threats and losses, some small but 

others enormous? Do the parables help us? We can’t ask too much of parables 

since they have very specific contexts and audiences; we shouldn’t assume they 

speak to all our questions. But there are assumptions behind Jesus’ parables that 

might be helpful. 

 

One such presupposition is that not all loss, misfortune, chaos, or evil is the result 

of human sin. The presence and persistence of evil is a reality larger than human 

sin, and it’s a challenge to God, as it is to humans. It’s true that the lost coin and 

the lost sheep in these parables are “likened” to a sinner, but I doubt that Jesus 

or his listeners held the coin and sheep responsible for their lostness, as if their sin 

had caused it. And who rejoiced at their recovery? Not the coin and the sheep, 

but their owners, and their “friends and neighbors”—and the angels in heaven, 

of course.  
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The shepherd and the woman, representing the courage and persistence of God, 

had pressed into the chaotic darkness that enveloped the lost sheep and coin, 

until they found and recovered these precious possessions. It is what God—God, 

alone—can, wants and will do. And the result is a beloved community 

banquet—in the face of the darkness, the chaos, the evil of lostness, that still 

exists. 

 

The parable of the lost son is quite different—the prodigal son is largely 

responsible for his lostness, though not entirely: a “severe famine”, an evil 

outside of his sphere of influence, exacerbated his lostness. And his recovery, 

while dependent on his repentance—i.e., changing his ways—is so much more 

than he had control over, so much deeper and more abundant than he could 

have imagined! He is overwhelmed by acceptance, forgiveness and love, again in 

the face of the powers of darkness from which he emerged, and that in some 

sense still threaten in the shadow of his older brother. 

 

We’ve already noted some of the insuperable threats, chaos, and losses that we 

face, especially when we think of the environmental and climate disasters that 

loom and have already begun. And many of these are traceable to human 

responsibility: greed, hubris, willful ignorance. Young people, globally, are asking 

us to repent, to change our ways of living and thinking. The Climate Strike next 

Friday is a global call to repentance. 

 

So what are possible lessons from Jesus and the parables we’ve been considering?  

 

(1) Human sin is a large cause of losses and lostness, but it’s not the only cause. 

Within God’s good creation there are other forces of chaos, disorder, and evil: 

these are referred to as Behemoth and Leviathan in the OT, along with sea 

creatures and floods; in the NT, they are “principalities and powers”, sometimes 

“elemental spirits”. In other words, we are invited to recognize the presence and 

work of the demonic within the created order, spiritual forces that magnify 

human sin, but also act independently of it. God is Sovereign but evil obviously 

persists. This implies that more than just human repentance is needed if life is to 

be just and God is really to rule. We need God’s saving work, pushing back the 

darkness—represented by Jesus’ victory over death in the resurrection.  

 

Worship, the praise of God, and the supplication of God’s power to save are the 

prominent features of Israel’s salvation history: God’s people acknowledge and 

cry out to God, in repentance, obedience and worship, and God responds.  Do 

we remember this when we face catastrophe, whether nuclear war, white 
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supremacist violence, horrific hurricanes? Chaotic powers are at work among us 

and only God can finally deliver. We are in a time of crisis, on the brink of 

environmental and social collapse. And so we ask God to see us through. 

 

(2) As the parables in Lk 15 show, losses and lostness do represent the result of 

sin, and repentance is a feature of finding, or being found, saved and reconciled. 

In other words, facing the catastrophes of our times, we are suffering because of 

the powers of chaos but also because of human sin, and that calls for a change of 

ways.  

 

Global warming is the result of many behaviors that reflect human arrogance and 

greed; changing our ways of life—giving up fossil fuel vehicles and air travel, 

maybe air conditioning; disrupting the construction of oil pipelines and fracking; 

gardening and eating locally; legislating the use of renewable energy; planting 

trees—these and more may contribute to our salvation and the recovery of our 

planet, though some experts say we’ve passed the tipping point of recovery. 

Nonetheless, our spiritual sensibilities, our covenant bond with God, call us to 

repentance and conversion; whatever may come, we surrender to the merciful 

sovereignty of God. 

 

(3) Recovery of the lost / salvation / reconciliation is, first and last, the work of 

God. But God’s people, and in fact all of God’s good creation, are invited to 

share in this saving work. One commentator suggests the shepherd in the parable 

might have recruited the 99 other sheep, made them “honorary shepherds” to 

join him in the search for the lost one. We can only imagine how animals and 

vegetation, the earth itself, are even now straining together for breath and new 

life, and the recovery of God’s Community. 

 

Reconciliation and salvation are God’s work. We are not in control, we will not 

save our planet. In fact our presumptuous efforts to take control are partly to 

blame for the present devastation. We do have a modest and essential part: 

repentance, worship, prayer, and praise of God. Along with hope.  We might 

notice the very modest hopes of the repentant younger son, just to be a servant 

on his dad’s farm. His dad had bigger hopes—a great celebration of the Beloved 

Community, including both of his sons! 

 

Could we imagine that something similar is also the hope of the heavenly Father 

for our poor, suffering, lost earth, and all her children? Could that be our prayer, 

our supplication, our passion—even in the midst of suffering and loss, to seek the 
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revealing of the Kingdom of God and the Kindom of all Creation, here on 

earth?! 


