Weible 6

Counting the Joys
Luke 15:1-10


So last week we began a conversation about discipleship that we’ll continue through this month, the month of year that we at Pewee Valley Presbyterian Church like so many other communities of faith, begin again our “full ministry” endeavors which include Sunday morning Sunday School, Sunday afternoon youth choir and fellowships, Wednesday evening dinners and Children’s and Adult choir rehearsals, and more.  Our conversation began as we “counted the cost” of our discipleship to Jesus, our Christ.


I shared a story with you of my own “time of recognition,” a moment when my head learned the song my heart was already singing and I became aware that I was a Christian in deeper ways.  Now, I know all of you, in one form or another, have a "Christ in your heart story," even if you don't know it yet.  The Love that is God is your light and the life that was Jesus' is your Way, otherwise you wouldn't be here.  And with that story, with that understanding of self, there comes a cost.  We did some quick math last week and figured out what our discipleship is supposed to cost us.  Anyone remember?  Yeah … everything!

Rally Day itself served to remind us that Discipleship will mean more time, not less.  It will be disruptive to our comfortable schedules, it will include an existence characterized by a pouring out of one's life for another, by a sacrificing and caring not for the self, but the larger community, and through truly discovering the “other” in our time together.  Others here and the Other not here yet.   The cost of discipleship …
So with those reminders and that understanding of who are, or we’re supposed to be, this morning let us Count the Joys … the joys of discipleship.

Pray with me … 

The scripture reading we heard just a few minutes ago is part of the lectionary for this Sunday.  So was last week’s, though I didn’t mention it.  Bill Jewell, our Director of Youth Ministries, recognized last week’s passage as part of the readings selected in the lectionary, perhaps some of you did, too.  Bill did because in his teaching the Middle School and High School class this year, he is using a lectionary based curriculum.  I’m going to be following those selections most, if not all, the Sunday’s of this year, so I hope that our sixth to twelfth graders may hear some familiar words and thoughts, and perhaps even some new ones on a piece of scripture they’ve already had a chance to engage.  (Hear that N. – there may be a test later!)
In the opening verses of chapter fifteen in Luke we enter the part of this Gospel which is heavily sprinkled with parables, most of them without parallel in Matthew or Mark.  (Interestingly, the Gospel of John doesn’t contain any parables, as such.  John speaks, or writes in “figurative” speech.  We’ll talk a bit about why that may be in a moment or two).  We read the first two of what is actually a trilogy of parables that make up chapter fifteen.  (Anyone know off hand what the third parable is?  Yes … the prodigal son.  That parable gets its own reading during the season of Lent.)  But all three parables in this chapter speak of “joy.”  The indescribable joy of finding something vital, something fundamental to life, that was lost.  So “beyond words” is the joy that is woven into God’s nature, and that is part of our own lives, when one who is lost becomes found, that Jesus must use a parable to explain it.
Parables, we well know, are a way of teaching that offers us a comparison, and analogy, an elaboration, or an illustration about our lives that are told using some sort of metaphor or simile from another’s life, or from nature and the world around us.  Parables, it has been said, “arrest the hearer by their vividness or strangeness and leave the mind in sufficient doubt about its precise application to tease it into active thought.”  The parable puts a burden on the listener, on us again this morning, that is not intellectual; rather, it is imaginative, it teases our minds into active thought with questions like:  Who is God, who are we, what are we supposed to do?  What does this have to do with discipleship?!  Active thought …
And here’s the most wonderful thing about a parable:  They are not used by speakers who wish to control their listeners by telling them exactly what to think and to do.  (Thank goodness I’m not such a speaker!)  And they are not received well by persons who wish to be told directly what to think, and to believe, and to do.  (Thank goodness you’re not such persons!!).  I love this (so did Jesus, by the way), the way that parables disarm and engage each one of us together, individually as a community.  Still … parables must be interpreted to one degree or another.  So let’s do a bit of that and figure out what, if anything these two parables have to say about discipleship and its joys …
Here we have two parables about a hospitality that seeks to forgive and to restore, about a generosity that calls the community that gathers in Christ’s name to open its doors wide … and to rejoice!  To be a disciple of Christ, they proclaim, is to be full of joy, is to be joyful, is to … rejoice!  In the abundance of God, abundant grace and mercy, and love and joy itself.   I’m glad we started with the cost – everything!  Because now, the reward:  Complete, total, and indescribable Joy may be ours!!  How?  How, how, how do we experience this kind of joy in our discipleship to God, in Christ? 

Well, all kinds of ways, surely:  The joy of teaching our younger disciples and the joy of watching them grow to teach others.  The joy of sharing new births and baptisms, new marriages and relationships, and yes, given our deep trust in God’s promise, the joy of sharing our deaths, dying into new life, eternal and everlasting.  The joys of seeing old friends and sharing deep faith.  The joys of meeting new friends and receiving new stories.  The joys of meeting the needs of some of the most needful people in the world through mission and outreach.  And the joys of receiving care and comfort in our times of most need through care and prayer.  The joys of laughter and of tears.  The joys of hugs and embraces, of holding hands, of singing together, and of serving together.  All of these and more are surely some of the joys of discipleship.
But our parables this morning expose the one true font of our joy, those we’ve just heard and the less tangible joy that is ours when we open our hearts and tease our imaginations in the way that the parables of the lost things require.  These parables are Jesus’ response to the Pharisee’s murmuring, right?  The Pharisees and the scribes were grumbling and saying, “This fellow welcomes sinners and eats with them.”  He welcomes outsiders and those not like us.  Now we may identify ourselves with any of the players in these lesson-stories –the sinners that Jesus is eating with and inciting in or the lost sheep or the lost coin themselves,  but I suggest to you that these parables are meant to expose us as the scribes and Pharisees (the religious insiders), to expose the roots of bitterness that dig their way deep into us whenever we feel that God is too good to others and not good enough to us.
The parables describe, not just the recovery of a lost sheep and the retrieval of a lost coin, but more importantly the indescribable joy that is God’s, and that should be ours as God’s children, Christ’s disciples when those who are lost, any who are lost, are found.  Luke’s Christ calls for us to celebrate with God because God has been, is, and will be merciful not only to us, but to others also, even to those we would not otherwise have accepted into our fellowship, let alone our lives.  

We say, “Sure, right, we know that.”  But we don’t allow it so easily, do we?  Typically we want mercy for ourselves and justice for others.  We want forgiveness for ourselves and judgment for others.  The radical hospitality that the Pharisee’s grumble about from Jesus is the same radical hospitality that we grumble about from God.  Most often this parable is interpreted in a way that emphasizes the redemption of the “lost,” but it is the “already found” that the parable is meant to bring to repentance, the religious insiders, you and me.  We need not wait for Lent, we are reminded of the third parable of chapter fifteen even now – we are, far too often, the older brother of the prodigal, angry and resentful over God’s extravagant love.  To experience the true joy of discipleship, and all the little joys that it includes, we must allow God to love all of humanity and to rejoice when anyone who was lost is found … for God’s love is our love, and God’s joy is the font of our joy.  How hard it is for us to accept the radically inclusive love of God for the whole world
There is an old Jewish story that tells of the good fortune of a hardworking farmer:  
The Lord appeared to the farmer and granted him three wishes, but with the condition that whatever the Lord did for the farmer would be given double to his neighbor.  The farmer, scarcely believing his good fortune, wished for a hundred cattle.  Immediately he received a hundred cattle, and he was overjoyed until he saw that his neighbor had two hundred.  So he wished for a hundred acres of land, and again he was filled with joy until he saw that his neighbor had two hundred acres of land.  Rather than celebrating God’s goodness, the farmer could not escape feeling jealous and slighted because, despite his own incredible unearned prosperity, his neighbor had received more than he.  Finally, and with very little deliberation, he stated his third wish:  that God would strike him blind in one eye.  The story ends, of course, with God weeping …

The parables of the lost sheep and the lost coin expose the grudging spirit that prevents us from receiving God’s mercy and God’s joy.  Only those who can celebrate God’s grace to others can experience the true joy of what it can mean to be a child of God. 
This is the joy that is the heart of the gospel of Jesus Christ.  Finding and restoring the lost gives joy to God as well as to all who are about God’s business.  And that joy is so abundant that it cannot be contained; one person cannot adequately celebrate it; there must be a party … and we are invited.

That is how it is in the household of God.  May we accept the invitation and experience the joy of our discipleship to God in Christ.

Amen.

Reverend Joel Weible, Pastor
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