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 Whenever a gospel starts with--or contains the phrase-- “Jesus addressed them 

with this parable” we all should brace ourselves.  Parables are meant to make us look 

differently at things we take for granted, to challenge our worldview, to turn our 

world upside down.  But since we’ve all been listening to these same parables for most 

of our lives, they no longer grab our attention and shout to use the way they must 

have when Jesus told them to the scribes and Pharisees. 

 Today’s parables for example, are so familiar, that beyond wondering exactly 

where we put our keys when we walked into chapel, we might be tempted to tune 

them out.  Having spent much of my professional life until recently, however, 

thinking about sheep, today’s first parable always frustrated me.  What kind of 

shepherd does that?  Isn’t he endangering the other sheep?   And when he finds the 

sheep, he carries it back?  Isn’t that just rewarding bad behavior?  The sheep are 

probably not even his--why does he celebrate that much?   Which is probably exactly 

the reaction we should have to all three of these parables.  In each, the effort to seek 

the lost are extreme--even foolish according to rational standards.  Their celebration 

at finding the lost objects are even more over the top.   

 Yet, isn’t that why we are here today?  Why we come here every Sunday?  To 

celebrate the mercy of God who--as Paul puts it—"came into the world to save 



sinners”-?  Who gives us is own body and blood?  It’s hard to imagine a mercy more 

extreme than that.   

 And if that were the end of the Gospel, we could all join the feast and celebrate 

God’s mercy.  But I did ask Fr. Michael to read the extended version of the Gospel 

today.  At first the parable of the prodigal son follows the same lines as the previous 

two parables.  Father loses a son; son is found, father and son rejoice and celebrate.  

The older son in the parable, though, suggests that there is more to it than this.  He 

illustrates our need to both recognize ourselves as being in need of God’s mercy and 

our need to be transformed by that mercy to extend it into the world.   

 Both the Old Testament and the Epistle today emphasize God’s mercy to 

those who have wandered away (or never knew the right path).  But in his letter to 

Timothy, Paul notes that he received God’s mercy not entirely for his own sake, but 

so that he might be “an example for those who would come to believe in him.”  In 

receiving God’s mercy, Paul has been transformed for the glory of God.   

Today’s Gospel began with the scribes and Pharisees complaining that Jesus 

welcomes sinners and eats with them.  By failing to recognize their own sinfulness, 

their own need for mercy, they are both unable to accept God’s mercy and unable to 

extend that mercy to others.  They are unable to accept Jesus’ good news and to be 

transformed so that they can share in his celebration.  As we celebrate at this table 

today, may we allow ourselves to accept God’s mercy and be transformed to bring 

that mercy out into the world.   


