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WHOSE TURN? 

Jesus was someone who rarely received a neutral, middle-of-the-road response to his ministry.  Luke tells us in 

our reading today of some groups who were coming near to Jesus to listen to him and eat with him.  There seems 

to be delight on their part and on Jesus‟ part that tax collectors, who would have been viewed as Bernie Madoff – 

Benedict Arnold combos, along with other assorted sinners, were hanging out with the unusual rabbi.  Then we 

also hear of groups, this time of formal religious leaders, who observe Jesus‟ welcome of such deplorable ne‟er 

do wells with grumbling about his willingness to pay respectful, even loving attention to them.  Perhaps, Jesus 

felt tempted to tell the grumbling group of Pharisees and scribes to take a hike and not to come back anytime 

soon.  But instead, in response to their grumbling about him, he patiently tells them to come with him into three 

stories, the first two of which we just heard.  The parallel parables reflect on God‟s taking-the-initiative nature 

when someone has wandered off and is not where he or she belongs.   

We, along with the crowd, hear the stories of a patient shepherd and a diligent sweeper who find that which is 

lost, who then return it to the best location for it.  Of course, some would have told such a story quite differently.  

Some would say it wasn‟t worth the shepherd‟s effort to go after a lamb that had wandered off.  The lamb merited 

some culpability for leaving the flock, and if it became prey to some predator before it found its own way back, 

then that‟s just how it goes.  Or in the story of the lost coin, some would say that particular coin didn‟t have 

enough value to merit upending the whole house in a search for it.  Evidently, that is how these particular 

Pharisees and scribes had lived out the stories, with an understanding of religious holiness that led them to easily 

exclude those who had not managed to stay in their definition of the straight and narrow.  Jesus‟ disciples might 

have also been uneasy about those whom Jesus was attracting, but when he got criticized, I can imagine them 

advising their Lord that he should give up on all who were critical of him.   

But Jesus patiently decides to tell them an initial story that would connect with them.  The care of sheep carried 

out by shepherds was a familiar idea to them.  Not only were there shepherds and flocks all around them, there 

were in the Hebrew scriptures descriptions of religious leaders, comparing them to shepherds caring for sheep, 

some of which had wandered away.  That story would connect with them, except they might be a bit bewildered 

about the end of the story where the shepherd throws a big party to celebrate when the lost sheep had been found.  

But then, after telling a story that would connect with their experience and their scriptural studies, Jesus 

challenges them with the next story.  It is the same story with different characters – this time, instead of a sheep 

that wanders away which is found by a patient and diligent shepherd, it is a coin that has been lost that is found 

by a patient and diligent woman who searches low and high for it.   

Jesus clearly implies that the searcher in both cases refers to the kind of God they were all seeking to understand.  

But this story about God illustrated by a female character would have stretched the theology of the religious 

leaders.  They were not used to thinking of God having any feminine qualities, even though in the Hebrew 

scriptures God is compared to a mother eagle, a mother bear, a woman in labor or giving birth, as well as a 

mother nursing her child. 1 Jesus told this second story to expand their thinking about what God is inclined to do.   

Jesus then told one more story beyond our reading today, one of his most popular stories, often referred to as the 

parable of the prodigal son.  This story would also challenge the religious leaders, because in the story, the older 

son, a person with whom they would have identified, who stayed home and understood himself as one who did all 



that his father asked of him.  Except he had refused to join the celebration of his scoundrel brother‟s return from 

having been lost.   

Jesus patiently, diligently challenged the religious leaders through these stories, just as the shepherd and the 

sweeper patiently and diligently looked for someone or something that was lost.  He didn‟t just tell the stories – 

he lived them out.  For Jesus saw the religious leaders as lost in their superiority complex, they were lost in their 

misunderstanding of holiness, and they had somehow lost out in their narrow perception of God‟s expansive 

grace.  With the celebrations at the end of each story, rejoicing in the lost being found, those who had grumbled 

about the people with whom Jesus hung out, were likely to be grumbling about his stories as well.  Indeed, what 

Jesus characterized as joy in heaven did not always lead to peace on earth.         

There was one more line at the end of each of these first two stories that also might have left them a bit 

bewildered.  Ending the story of the shepherd who searches for the lost sheep and finds it, is a statement: “there 

will be more joy in heaven over one sinner who repents than over ninety-nine righteous people who need no 

repentance.”  And the statement at the end of the story about the coin that is found?  “There is joy in the presence 

of the angels of God over one sinner who repents.”  The gist of each story seemed to be about a God who cared 

enough to go after one who was lost, a God who finds the lost one and brings about restoration with a celebration 

– why were these stories characterized as being about a sinner who repents?  It is the God character who takes the 

full initiative in each story.  The sheep and the coin don‟t ever repent.   

This may be where it would be helpful to understand the nature of the word „repent‟ in the original Greek 

language of the New Testament.  The word „repent‟ in English conjures up the thought of remorse, regret, and 

contrition.  But in the original language, „metanoia‟ is the word translated „repent.‟  It is a word that literally 

means „to turn around.‟  Jesus saw the wandering sheep, the lost coin, the tax collectors and sinners, the Pharisees 

and the scribes as those who needed to turn in a new direction.  Through these stories Jesus was patiently, 

diligently seeking to go after the scribes and Pharisees, to turn them toward God‟s grace, toward God‟s 

compassion, toward God‟s love.  He did not want to turn them away from a concept of holiness, but he did want 

them to turn away from a holiness that had to be earned, a sense of holiness that wrote people off when they 

wandered off.   

In these Jesus stories, at every turn, God takes the initiative.  Jesus told these stories and lived them out.  As we 

hear these stories, God continues to live them out even within and through our lives.  As we reflect on them, we 

might be turned in our understanding of who enables the turning in others and in ourselves.  Will    God use them 

to turn us in how we view those we might label as unholy?  We too might need to be turned to better see the 

expansiveness of God‟s love and mercy, as well as God‟s patience and diligence.  Maybe it is our turn to be 

turned.  And when by God‟s grace that happens, it‟s good for us to remember the resulting great joy in heaven 

and a great reason for celebration on earth.    

 

1 This website is helpful in finding some of these scriptural allusions: 

http://www.womensordination.org/resources/female-images-of-god-in-the-bible/ 

 

 

 

 


