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There are going to be other times in the course of the next few days where we will reflect more 

deliberately on the death of Her Majesty Queen Elizabeth. That is not our main purpose this morning, and I 

will focus in a moment on today’s Gospel reading. But I can’t stand here this morning without saying 

something about current events. There is a paradox at the heart of any bereavement which is brought into 

sharp focus by the fact that alongside our mourning for Her late Majesty, yesterday was Proclamation Day 

in London for our new King. A process which continues locally today with local proclamation both in 

Matlock and here in Derby city this afternoon. Our cathedral flag flies at full mast, before returning to half-

mast later today. Mourning, but also thanksgiving and celebration as we look with hope towards the future. 

The same as many experiences of bereavement, but writ large in the form of the public ceremonial events 

which are taking place. Sadness and Thanksgiving are in a real sense opposite sides of the same coin. And 

what unites those two emotions is our memories. As we recall Her late Majesty’s long reign, it makes us 

deeply sad as we experience the sense of loss, but at the same time we reflect with gratitude and 

thanksgiving for all that has been. 
 

And so to this morning’s gospel reading.  
 

We believe quite passionately in our family that there exists in our house something akin to the Bermuda 

triangle.  A place into which all manner of things inexplicably disappear and which causes us to spend hour 

upon hour hunting for things amid mounting frustration. “I know I put it there this morning—why is it not 

there now,” is a commonly heard refrain in our household. In particular, however many pens I put on my 

desk at home, there is never one there when I want to use one,  and the socks which hang on the washing 

line as a pair, but which without any explanation reduce to a single odd sock by the time they reach the 

bottom of the clean laundry basket. There was a memorable occasion many years ago when one of our 

boys was quite young - maybe 5 or 6. He had a clean pair of socks to put on in the morning, but he ended 

up with a sock on one foot and not on the other and the missing sock was nowhere to be found. In the end 

he put on an identical sock from a matching pair. Only at the end of the day was the mystery solved when 

we discovered that all day he had been wearing two socks on one foot, which he thought was a huge joke.  
   

Undoubtedly, had biros or washing machines been invented in Jesus’ day, alongside the parable of the lost 

coin and the lost sheep, he would have told the parable of the lost pen or the lost sock. And just as was the 

case with his hearers then, we would have recognised a scenario and a set of emotions with which we are 

all familiar and could readily identify, namely, that when something we know we have in our possession 

disappears, all sense of proportion goes out of the window and we cannot rest until that particular thing is 

found. 
 

I’ve said before, as recently as when I preached on the parable of Good Samaritan in July, if you want to 

know what a parable of Jesus is about - look to see the reason why Jesus told it in the first place. These 

particular parables in Luke chapter 15 of the lost sheep and the lost coin which we have just heard, 

together with a third, the famous parable of the prodigal Son, which follows in Luke’s gospel immediately 

after these two, are a prime example of this principle.  The parables were not, as perhaps is often thought, 

universal pieces of moral teaching applicable in every situation.  But often immediate answers to very 
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specific questions or particular situations.  So if you want the clue to the meaning of a parable, look for the 

question or the situation which comes immediately before the story.   
 

If we look at the context of today's gospel reading, then, we find that Jesus tells these parables in answer to 

a specific criticism that the Pharisees made of him - that he mixed with undesirable characters.  Specifically, 

from the beginning of Luke 15: 

The tax collectors and sinners were coming near to listen to Jesus. 

And the Pharisees and the scribes were grumbling and saying: 'This fellow welcomes sinners and eats with 

them.' 
 

Then, in response, Jesus tells three parables - of the lost sheep, the lost coin, and the prodigal Son. 

Parables, where the message at the end is - there is joy in heaven over one sinner who repents. 
 

The problem for the Pharisees was not that they didn't believe in repentance - on the contrary - they 

certainly believed that the truly penitent person could be welcomed into the religious fold, so to speak.  

However, they also believed the initiative had to come first from the individual, who must first repent 

before he or she could be welcomed by God or their neighbours. As far as they were concerned, they 

were in the right. They were doctrinally sound, they adhered to the strict standards of behaviour expected 

of people of faith. If others wanted to join them, fine, but let them mend their ways first. They would have 

to reform themselves if they wanted to be included. Hence, they would not seek the company of sinners 

until they had first renounced their old ways. 
 

The primary point which Jesus makes to the Pharisees is not firstly about repentance, but about the fact 

that the initiative rests with God first. God, in his love for his children, does not wait for us to come to 

him. He puts himself out to make himself known to us. Eventually, of course, we need to accept for 

ourselves what God is offering, but God does not wait for us to come to him before he makes his love 

available to us. It is often said these days that God accepts us as we are, but for me, especially in this 

context, it’s more a case of Jesus meets us where we are.  
 

So the point Jesus was making in the first instance was a very specific one. God actively goes out looking for 

us - he doesn't wait for us to come to him. Just like it is when we lose something, and logic goes out the 

window and we keep on looking long after we ought to have stopped, God’s instincts are like that as well. 

In his case, it is human beings - you and me - that he cares about and cannot bear to lose. And, hence, in 

the scenario in the gospel which Jesus responds to with these parables, Jesus spends his time with those 

who need to be convinced of God's love as much and often more than with the faithful. And this was what 

was radical about what Jesus taught. God takes the initiative first.   
 

We who are in the church perhaps need to remember that. There is the old quip about the parable of the 

lost sheep, aimed at the inward looking church in an age when many people are to all intents and purposes 

lost to the church or find us irrelevant; which says we are so concerned with looking after the one left in 

the safety of the fold, that we are prepared to leave the ninety-nine to roam freely around the hillside. And 

there is a certain illogicality in both parables which emphasises the point. Is it logical or even good 

shepherding to leave ninety-nine sheep to look after themselves and go off in search of just one, and to 

respond with overwhelming delight when the one sheep is found? Is it logical or sensible for the woman 

who finds her coin after hunting high and low for it, then to throw a party for her friends and neighbours 

which perhaps cost far more than the value of the coin?  
 

There is more joy in heaven, says Jesus, over one sinner who repents, than over ninety-nine just persons 

who need no repentance. And that, at the end of the day is the point—if the sheep and the coin are 

symbolic of sinners being searched for and found by God, the joy of finding them is not because of any 

change of heart on their part, or conversion of any kind. The parables simply point us to the truth that God 

loves the lost, that his love seeks to bring people back to where they belong.  Otherwise there is a gap in 

heaven where that person is supposed to be and God will not rest until all his children are brought back to 

take the place where they are meant to be. 
 



 

And it is with that love that we are called to reach out to any person we meet today or any situation we 

face tomorrow. Which is something, alongside the death of Her late Majesty, for us to reflect on as God 

welcomes us at his table in this eucharist this morning. 

 

 

The Revd Canon Richard Andrews 

 


