
Sermon for Proper 19C 
Sunday, September 11, 2016 

“God’s Amazing Grace” 

Text: Luke 15:1-10 

I speak to you in the name of the one true God:  Father, Son, and Holy 
Spirit.  Amen. 

Some thirty years ago, I spent the summer between my junior and 
senior years of high school on an exchange program where I lived with a 
family in Switzerland.  It was an amazing experience and I couldn’t wait 
to get home to talk about my wonderful summer.  When I got home, I 
noticed that my class ring that I wore constantly on my left hand was 
missing!  I looked everywhere for it: in my suitcase, in all the pockets of 
the pants I had taken with me.  I called my host family in Switzerland to 
see if I had left it behind, but they did not find it.  I was heartbroken 
because my mother had saved up a lot of her hard earned money to buy 
me that ring.  How could I possibly go through my senior year without 
my cherished class ring?  A few months into my senior year, I got called 
into the principal’s office.  Now I was a good student. I never got in trouble.  
My grades were perfect. I was student body president.  But, when you get 
called into the principal’s office unexpectedly, you get a little nervous.  
Well I went into his office with butterflies in my stomach.  He didn’t even 
sit me down.  He said that he had received a call from somebody in 
Minnesota, or someplace out in the Midwest, inquiring if there was a 
student by the name of Norman Whitmire who went to San Bernardino 
High School in California.  He said that there was a student by that name.  
The mysterious caller went on to say that she had been on a plane flight 
from Switzerland to New York a few months prior, and found a ring on 
the sink in the restroom.  Knowing that it was probably something of 
value, she saw that it was a class ring from San Bernardino High School 
and it had the name of the owner inscribed on the inside, so she called 
information until she located the school with a student by the name of 
Norman Whitmire.  At which time he handed me my ring.  I’m sure you 
can imagine my surprise, elation, and relief at that moment.  I told 
everyone at lunch that day and told that story for several weeks after. 

Have you ever lost something of great value?  You would tear up 
your whole house looking for it, wouldn’t you?  Most of you have sons or 
daughters, and some of you here have young children.  Just imagine what 
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you would do if you think one of them was lost.  You would drop 
everything to go look for your child. 

At first reading, the two stories in today’s Gospel lesson are about 
losing something of value.  They are similar stories.  A shepherd has 100 
sheep and loses one; he leaves the 99 to go find the one lost sheep.  A 
woman knows she has 10 coins, but one day she counts only nine; she 
tears her house apart until she finds that one valuable coin.  Jesus told 
these stories to the scribes and Pharisees who had been criticizing 
Jesus—as they often did—because they were bothered that Jesus ate 
with tax collectors and sinners and they listened to him.  They didn’t like 
that Jesus interacted with Samaritans.  Jesus was associating with “the 
wrong kind of people,” and the church folk didn’t like that very much.  
They thought Jesus should be keeping company only with righteous 
people; people who followed Jewish law properly, people who didn’t live 
in sin or were sellouts to the Roman government.  But Jesus turned that 
thing around.  See, the scribes copied the Hebrew scriptures word-for-
word, letter-by-letter, and the Pharisees interpreted them. The scribes 
and the Pharisees were the ones who knew the Scriptures inside and out, 
but despite all that book knowledge, and although they adhered to Jewish 
tradition with great devotion, they failed to understand one thing.  They 
did not understand the scriptures as a record and a testimony of God’s 
grace and mercy.  These lessons are really metaphors for God’s grace and 
mercy.  They are part of a trilogy of stories about grace and mercy; the 
third story, which comes after the ones that we just read, is the story of 
the Prodigal Son. 

We all make mistakes.  All of us have sinned at least once in our 
lives.  We do those things which we ought not to have done, and we fail 
to do the things we should; we state that in the general confession at 
every mass.  There isn’t a single one of us alive who doesn’t do the wrong 
thing sometime, or hurt someone once in a while, or make the wrong 
choice, but in God’s great economy, there is always room to change; there 
is always an opportunity to do better next time.  We are given a second 
chance.  These two stories, along with the story of the Prodigal Son are 
not so much about repentance as they are about the great capacity of God 
to be like the tenacious shepherd or the determined woman and search 
for us until he finds us.  In neither of these stories does the lost repent.  
Of course, in the story of the Prodigal Son, the lost son repents, but the 
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focus of these stories is the gracious welcoming back of the Father.  God 
is always willing to welcome us back when we mess up, because God does 
not want simply repentance from us, he wants conversion.  He doesn’t 
want us to say, “Forgive me, Lord,” he wants us to change our ways. In 
Paul’s first letter to Timothy that we also read this morning shows Paul 
admitting how he used to be, but then reminded Timothy that Jesus came 
and died for us so that we could have a second chance.  God has the 
utmost patience, as Paul said. 

In our daily lives, we’re also expected to live in his image, and so we 
are expected to do the same—to show grace and mercy, and to give 
ourselves and others the space to change.  The scribes and Pharisees who 
constantly criticized Jesus thought they knew the scriptures, but they 
were usually so focused on the details and following the rules that they 
didn’t leave open the possibility for a person to change.  We should always 
be open to the possibility that those around us can change.  That does not 
mean that we should condone bad behavior; that’s not what this is all 
about.  There’s a lot of evil happening in the world around us and there 
are bad people perpetuating it.  Today marks 15 years since the attacks 
of 9/11.  That and numerous other atrocities have occurred and continue 
to happen. Even our fellow Christian brothers and sisters act like the 
Pharisees, and are quick to pass judgement on those who they don’t think 
belong to the fold.  But Jesus said that we all belong; we are all part of 
the fold, and when we get lost, God looks for us like the woman who lost 
a coin or the shepherd who went after his one lost sheep.  He does so 
because we are of priceless value to him. 

The theme of today’s lessons remind me of the first verse of the 
hymn, “Amazing Grace”: 

Amazing grace, how sweet the sound, 
That saved a wretch like me. 
I once was lost, but now am found. 
Was blind, but now I see. 

Amen. 
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Resources 

Feasting on the Word for Proper 19 (Year C, Volume 4). 

“Commentary on Luke 15:1-10” in http://www.workingpreacher.org/preaching.aspx? 
commentary_id=2959. 


