
The Absolute Value of One 

Read Luke 15:1-10 

 I must confess that I find the instant flow of news that flits from one 

calamity to another, ceaselessly parading the massive problems of our world 

before my eyes and the relentless misery faced by far too many people, I find it all 

mind numbing and paralyzing.  We are assaulted continuously by issues like 

immigration, health care, opiod addiction and its mounting death toll, climate 

change, hurricanes, narrated by politicians and newscasters fervently searching 

for someone to blame.   

What I fail to hear or see is any human being, I mean not a single one, 

whom I trust to solve any of it.  Plainly speaking, no one is up to the task. Thinking 

theologically, can anyone but Almighty God remove the scourge of evil from 

among us with its presence ubiquitous in every arena of life?  Can anyone but our 

mighty Savior Jesus Christ take away the sins that cling so closely to every single 

one of us? Along with the psalmist lamenting along with countless suffering 

hurting people down through the ages, do you ever find yourself as I sometimes 

find myself crying out, “How long O Lord?  How long?  Have you forgotten us?  

Will you cast us off forever?”  As human beings we find ourselves in a fix we 

cannot fix. 

When Jesus hit the scene and people were wondering whether or not he 

was the long awaited Messiah, they found it frustrating that he had almost 

nothing to say about the Roman oppressors who occupied Israel.  And the 

Pharisees and scribes found it offensive that Jesus refused to sort the world into 

insiders versus outsiders, faithful versus unfaithful, pure against impure; you 

name it; they had a category for everyone who didn’t see things their way.   

As happened repeatedly in Jesus’ ministry, this drama got played out 

around the dinner table. Did you ever notice that issues about politics and religion 

often get argued about over a meal; at least they did when people still sat down 

together to eat, which seems to happen less and less.  Or if we do sit down 

together to eat, all eyes are downcast to the smart phone in our laps.  You might 



receive a text message like: please pass the salt or may I have the butter.  Jesus 

had no smart phone, just a saving interest in every person.  Why, he was probably 

even enjoying the company of those miserable excuses for human beings, tax 

collectors and sinners.  Didn’t Jesus understand that they were to be despised, 

avoided, and shunned by the righteous religious?  I guess not. 

I think Father Gregg Boyle who operates a ministry to gang members in the 

worst section of Los Angeles has rightly discerned the heart of Jesus.  He put his 

insight into words that have helped me greatly.  He said instead of condemning 

the poor, the homeless, and those caught up in the violent world of gangs, 

instead of setting a high bar over which they must jump to deserve kindness and 

compassion and then withholding it when they fail, we ought rather to go out to 

the margins of existence where they live and stand in awe over how they survive 

at all.   

Pharisees and scribes in all ages believe they are better, more valuable, and 

more deserving of God’s love than those who seem to be failing to meet the 

standards of devotion and dedication.  The Pharisees and the scribes thought they 

had a handle on God, that they knew what God would do to people who broke 

the Law.  They thought they knew whom God would accept and whom God would 

reject.  They circumscribed their worlds into a tight little circle thinking that God 

needed their help to keep things pure.  To correct their misconceptions about 

God and the priorities of the Kingdom of God, Jesus told them a parable. 

When I came across this text, at first glance I was tempted to go down a 

different road and ask the question, “What are you looking for?”  After all, 

everyone is a searcher of some sort.  I once knew an alcoholic dairy farmer who 

would get drunk after his work was done and visit us.  Under the influence of too 

many beers, he would wax philosophical: “All I want is ‘understandment’ and 

satisfaction,” was his slurred entreaty.  What do you want?  My Aunt used to ask 

me, “Billy, what do you want out of life?”  As a love-struck adolescent I replied, 

“All I want out of life is Jean.”  She called me a victim of puppy love.  She thought I 

was too young and naïve to know any better.  I guess I showed her! 



 Questions like, “What do you want?  What is most important to you in life?  

What are you looking for?  What will satisfy you or fulfill you?”  Those are all great 

questions to ask but they are not the questions raised in the parable.  The point is 

not whether it is a sheep or a coin being sought.  The heart of the matter is not 

what humans are looking for but who is looking for us. 

Much is made of human beings’ search for God.  All sorts of religions and 

philosophies put forth our many attempts to find meaning and purpose.  

Christianity is unique in that it focuses, not upon our search for God but upon 

God’s search for us.  God’s appearance more often than not comes as a surprise 

to someone not even looking for God.  Think of Moses, minding his own 

shepherd’s business out on the back side of nowhere when a burning, talking 

bush pops up in his path.  Think of Mary hanging out in the den watching the 

Brady Bunch when Gabriel shows up to announce her pregnancy.  Could any 

teenage girl have been more surprised? Think of Mary outside the tomb of Jesus 

on the first Easter.  She was so surprised she couldn’t believe her eyes.  Her ears 

convinced her when she heard the risen Jesus say her name, Mary, his voice 

resonant with his signature love and kindness.  The ultimate and unsurpassed 

demonstration of God’s search is the incarnation of Jesus Christ: God became a 

man and dwelt among us, full of grace and truth. 

Jesus was well aware of the power of table fellowship.  In that culture, 

sharing a meal carried the implication: friends for life.  Eating together, that most 

basic of human activities signified the sharing of a common humanity.  As my late 

mother-in-law told Jean when she was growing up, “If you don’t eat, you die.”  

When we share a meal, we ingest the same food, chew and swallow in pretty 

much the same way. And our bodies convert the food into nourishment for life.  

 A shared meal is both intimate and an arena for trust.  Perhaps that’s why 

Jesus placed a meal at the heart of our worship of God which we call Holy 

Communion.  In God’s kingdom our propensity to make distinctions between 

worthy and unworthy are forced to vanish.  In God’s Kingdom, there is only one 

who is worthy, Jesus Christ, our righteous Savior. And he is our host for dinner. 



So Jesus took his place at a table with tax collectors and sinners.  The 

sharing of a meal devoid of condemnation paves the way for repentance.  In the 

parable the group recedes into the background.  There are 99 sheep safe and 

sound.  One is missing.  And the one is not dispensable just because there are so 

many more.  The quantity of sheep does not diminish the value of each and every 

one.  The one is worth the search.  The lost one, exhausted and totally 

disoriented, is found and carried home.  It is so weary it can’t even walk home for 

itself.  The master must carry it.  Could Jesus be implying that we can’t even 

repent, can’t even turn toward home on our own?   

The same calculus shapes the parable of the lost coin.  One coin is only one 

tenth of the woman’s wealth, but she does not dismiss it as not worth bothering 

about since she still has nine more coins and could absorb the loss if she must.  

But no, her search is diligent and when the coin is found, the celebration is 

jubilant.   

Jesus is not telling stories about sheep and money; he is talking about the 

saving priority of heaven, of the God of heaven.  All who know God rejoice when 

people like tax collectors and sinners sit down at the table of intimacy with Jesus 

Christ and respond to his gracious invitation to salvation. 

So many preachers rant at sinners to turn around, and it’s sometimes a 

useful and necessary call.  But we must never forget that in the mystery of God’s 

election, we can’t even turn around without the grace of God.  Before we can 

even repent, we must be found and carried toward home.  The first mouthful at 

dinner is a dose of humility.  By the time we arrive, before we ever lift a fork, our 

hearts have been intrinsically changed by Grace.  It’s a mystery non-reducible to a 

formula.  Salvation is the apex of the creative genius of God, not a function of our 

sincerity or our sorrow for sin.  First comes grace, then sorrow, then death and 

resurrection, then joy and celebration. 

  So often, the saving event in a human heart, begins at the table, at a meal 

of grace and love prepared by God.  And we ingest the goodness of God through 

faith, by believing in Jesus Christ as our Savior, and then there is great joy in 

heaven. 



In the parable Jesus told the Pharisees and the scribes that day, it was the 

owners of the sheep and the coin that went about the search and found what was 

lost.  And it was the owners who called for a celebration on the occasion of the 

lost being found.  Jesus is saying, “This is what I am like.  And what’s more, this is 

what God is like.  I and the Father are One!  We are both seekers and searchers, 

looking for our own to bring them home.  Salvation is our number one priority. 

The Danish theologian Soren Kierkegaard wrote that his category was the 

single individual.  Kierkegaard was scandalized that in Denmark, a self-declared 

Christian nation in his day, it was assumed that simply being Dutch automatically 

meant you were a Christian.  He rightly railed against that dogma.  People don’t 

get saved in groups.  We only get saved, one by one.  Each person must stand 

before God alone.  As the old slogan has it, God has no spiritual grandchildren. 

To our detriment we have twisted Kierkegaard’s category, the single 

individual, into the dogma of individualism, isolating ourselves and others on our 

own little islands of personal preference.  Individualists soon succumb to the vice 

of judging others, evaluating their worth, discarding some as inferior, and 

clustering themselves together into cliques of the worthy and the sophisticated.  

Individualists usually end up as bedfellows with the Pharisees and scribes of so 

long ago.  Only the costumes are different. 

We’ve developed the habit of everyone doing what is right in their own 

eyes as we have removed God from our common life altogether.  We are saved, 

one by one, as single individuals, but we are saved for community.  We are saved 

to sit at table with one another in the fellowship of God’s people.  God is about 

the business of gathering a large family among whom Christ Jesus is the first born 

among many brothers and sisters.  

 It’s none of our business whom he invites and includes.  God will always be 

the righteous judge and we will never be smart enough to take over the job of 

being God.  But here’s what you can do.  You can help be a catalyst for joy in 

heaven by constantly turning in God’s direction, even after he has found you and 

brought you home.  It’s the least you can do. 


