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"More Joy in Heaven" 
 
 
Last week here we began by reading the first Psalm together as a way of sort of 
beginning at the beginning, as a way of commencing this year and our journey 
together.  
 
This week, as I continue to unpack and settle in to my new life here, I find the 
theme of beginnings to still be very fresh and appropriate, and so with our 
reading for today we’ve jumped right into the Gospel text from the lectionary, a 
text which presents us with two short parables of Jesus, the parable of the lost 
sheep and the parable of the lost coin.  
 
I think beginning with the parables is a great way to begin or to begin again with 
Jesus because the parable is that unique type of spiritual teaching that he seems 
to have preferred above all others, and in a sense it’s the type of teaching that he 
innovated and perfected.   
 
In my own life's journey toward becoming a pastor, I've often consider one of the 
major steps to be when at the age of 16 I had the chance to go to San Francisco 
and to work for an organization there called the United Religions Initiative—which 
is an interfaith non-profit started by the Episcopal bishop of California with the 
mission of creating a United Nations type forum for all the worlds religions to 
seek peace and dialogue, which pretty clearly, our world still stands very much in 
need of.   
 
And so from a pretty early age with this interfaith work I’ve been trying to read 
and study other wisdom traditions, and other great spiritual teachers, and while 
I've found that it's always fascinating and worthwhile to study these other 
traditions, I’ve yet to come across anything quite like the parables of Jesus.  
 
Some like the Buddha tend to speak in short, pithy proverbs or in more formal 
philosophical discourse; others like Confucius lay out a series of moral or ethical 
principles; others like the many Native American and indigenous traditions tend 
to tell extended and elaborate myths or sacred stories; and still others like 
Muhammad or Lao Tzu tend to share their wisdom in the form of beautifully 
rendered prose or poetry.  
 
And then there’s Jesus, who in his parables achieves something like a strange 
mixture of all of these teachings—his parables are like one part proverb, one part 



story, one part myth, one part prose, one part poetry, and he mixes all these 
together to create something like that most revered of all the family recipes, the 
one that's passed down from generation to generation, and the one that, try as 
you might, you're never able to quite perfect in the same way that say your 
grandmother was able to, or your great-grandmother before her.  
 
In other words, nobody tells a parable quite like Jesus does.  
 
Another way that I sometimes think about them and their strange power is that 
parables are like Jesus' attempt to play with fire. Although I was never a Boy 
Scout myself, I’m still enough of a traditionalist when it comes to outdoor sporting 
activities that when I go camping or backpacking or whatever I tend to bring with 
me an old-fashioned flint and steel firestarter, and I think this also can be a good 
image for Jesus’ parables. 
 
In its Greek sense a "parable" literally means a throwing-besides, as in a creative 
comparison or tension between two different things, and so for one way to read 
and think about them, we can picture these two things, the flint and the steel 
thrown side by side, the sharp and irregular flint striking the cold, hard steel, and 
then, perhaps, when all goes well, there's something like a spark, or like a flash, 
or something like an ember of insight that can set our understanding, our hearts 
and minds, on fire. 
 
And so today my hope is simply point to and suggest a couple possible spark 
points within these two parables, with the understanding that each parable 
contains within it many layers of possible meaning, and that over time and 
depending on where they find us in life we might very well interpret them quite 
differently.  
 
So I think one possible spark or flash moment here is the strange idea that, from 
God's perspective, or from the perspective of heaven as Jesus puts it, if we can 
try our best to imagine things that way, somehow one sheep can be said to be 
worth more than ninety-nine sheep, and one coin can be said to be worth more 
than 9 coins.  
 
Now, I'm certain that there are some of you here today who know more about 
raising sheep than I do, and there are probably also better economists out there, 
but it's pretty clear that this idea of the one and the 9 or the one and the 99 is a 
direct challenge and contradiction to how we all normally evaluate things and to 
how we normally go about our day-to-day business. 
 
It's as if Jesus is posing a question or a riddle to us here—how can one sheep be 
worth more than 99; how can one coin be worth more than 9? 
 



Here's a possible interpretation or spark—what if part of what Jesus is 
suggesting here is that, from God's perspective, again as we try our best to 
imagine it, or from the perspective of heaven—what if, in the end, it's impossible 
to compare one thing to another or to compare one person to another—what if, in 
God's eyes, each thing, each creature, each person, in and of itself, is of 
inestimable value, utterly unique, and absolutely irreplaceable? 
 
I wonder what this change in perspective might also change for us in our daily 
lives—if we were able, as I think we already try to at our best, to fully resist 
relating to others as means to an end, or to resist counting and comparing, and 
instead if we were to see each person as an end in and of themselves—to see 
each of us here today, and each person we encounter as inestimable, utterly 
unique, and absolutely irreplaceable—what if, as our prayer of confession for this 
morning put it, we were able to love and accept others in this way, and what if, as 
is at least as difficult, and perhaps more difficult for some, we were able to love 
and accept ourselves in this way? 
 
As Jesus says, this would look and feel and sound something like rejoicing in 
heaven, something like resounding joy in the presence of angels, something like 
the most beautiful of all the beautiful sounds we can ever imagine.  
 
Recall with me the initial circumstances and the situation that Jesus finds himself 
in and that gives rise to these parables that we have today. The scene that's set 
is that he's found to be eating with certain people whom society thinks he 
shouldn't be eating with, for in the ancient world, as perhaps also in our world 
today, who you ate with and what you would eat were often all-important in terms 
of determining what your social and cultural status was. 
 
Our text begins by setting the scene this way:  
 
Now all the tax collectors and sinners were coming near to listen to him. And the 
Pharisees and the scribes were grumbling and saying, “This fellow welcomes 
sinners and eats with them.” 
 
So he told them a parable.... 
 
Here, as happens so often in the Gospels, and particularly often in Luke's 
Gospel, Jesus is observed by the authorities and the status quo of his day doing 
his always counter-cultural, typical Jesus thing—unapologetically associating with 
and in this case eating and drinking and celebrating with those deemed not 
worthy of eating and drinking and celebrating with. 
 
In other words, Jesus was living as if the gap between heaven and earth—the 
gap between how things are and how they might be—was already bridged, and 



so he was living as if each person he was eating with really was infinitely 
esteemed and cherished and beloved by God, and so in a sense living as if each 
one really was worth more than the nine or even more the ninety nine. 
 
I believe that in joining with others in this way, and in choosing to celebrate life as 
Jesus does rather than to grumble about it as the Pharisees and scribes do, 
Jesus shows us even today how to best create the conditions to be joyful here on 
earth, and so how to best live out that dream and vision of the great prayer that 
we say each week, for it to be here on earth as it is in heaven.  
 
I don't know about you, but with this story of Jesus rejoicing and eating with 
others, I cannot help but to think ahead a bit to this Tuesday and to the annual 
event of the Chicken Pie Supper here.  
 
As you probably know, it will all be wonderfully new to me this year. Coming from 
the Midwest and Upper Midwest I'm used to community events like pancake 
breakfasts and Friday night fish fries, but I've never been to a Chicken Pie 
Supper before and so I've been trying to ask folks about it this week. I'm told it's a 
uniquely northern New England thing, and I'm told also that it's the best meal 
around, and so as somewhat of a foodie myself, or as a type of gastro-evangelist, 
needless to say, I'm super excited about Tuesday. 
 
Indeed many, many thanks are due in advance today to all who have been and 
who will be working to prepare and host this event, as well as to all who will be 
attending. May our prayer this week, and especially on Tuesday, be to carry 
around with us a few good sparks of inspiration from Jesus, and may we 
particularly be inspired by his example of hosting others as if we're hosting a 
joyful choir of angels, and so may we celebrate and rejoice with whomever we 
meet along the way as a way of mirroring and responding to the even greater joy 
that is in heaven. //Amen//   
 


