
 

 

Sunday,  September 11, 2022 

  Sermon                                “Minus One”                   Pastor Rhonda 

Scripture:  Luke 15:1-10  
 

My daughters attended high school in Hardwick VT, where they were 

both involved in the band and the chorus. These two groups took an 

overnight field trip together every spring to explore the arts and culture 

of a large city. The outing always included attending a musical 

performance, touring a major landmark, visiting a museum and dining 

at an ethnic restaurant. One year I was asked, along with other parents, 

to chaperone a trip to New York. We traveled by bus to the city, but 

then either took the subway or walked between the specific urban 

destinations. Many of these Northeast Kingdom kids had never been 

outside of Vermont before, so there was a lot of counting off to be sure 

we hadn’t lost anyone. When I got back home and one of my friends 

asked how the trip went, I replied, “Well, we took 63 kids to New York 

and we came home with 61, so I think it went pretty well, because you 

know 61 out of 63 is not bad!” After she stared at me blankly for a few 

seconds, I explained that one student left our group early to meet his 

parents for a college visit; and the bus dropped off another with 



 

 

extended family who lived between New York and Vermont. The truth 

is, 61 out of 63 would not pass God’s math test. We cannot embody the 

complete picture of God’s vision of humanity if we are leaving anyone 

out.  

 

In this morning’s Gospel lesson from Luke 15, Jesus used two stories 

to make this point about wholeness. The first story is about a shepherd 

with one hundred sheep. Upon discovering one was missing, he didn’t 

say, 99 out of 100 is good enough. No, he left ninety-nine behind to 

seek out and rescue the one who had wandered off. Jesus’ second story 

is about a woman who discovered that one of her ten silver coins had 

been lost. Her response is like that of the shepherd, she spent all the 

time and energy necessary to locate the one coin. One of the most 

fascinating aspects of these stories that Jesus tells to make his point, is 

that the leading character of each is a marginalized person, even though 

Jesus offers these in response to complaints from those whose place 

within the society is secure.  

 

Shepherds work away from other people, out in the fields all day so the 

sheep can eat; and sleeping up in the hills all night to keep them safe 

from predators. Tending sheep was a low income, and low status job.  

 

Women in first century Israel/Palestine were also low status, and most 

would not have had any income of their own. So including a woman’s 

perspective to make his point was a radical thing for Jesus to do. A 

single silver coin amounted to about a days wages. The ten probably 

were her entire life’s savings, and her security should she find herself 

on her own. That’s why nine out of ten silver coins was not good 

enough. Each would have been hard won and precious enough to do 

whatever necessary to find it. 

 

Jesus told these stories in answer to those who criticized him, to those 

who were comfortable with their income and their status. But imagine 

what this story might have sounded like to women and shepherds and 

others who struggled to get by. A woman and a shepherd illustrated the 

searchers in Jesus’ story. But I wonder if their counterparts among his 

listeners didn’t feel more like the missing sheep or the missing coin. 

Knowing that they would move heaven and earth to find the one that 

went missing, did they wonder why their community didn’t do the 
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same for them?  Did they wonder why those with a secure place in the 

community didn’t seek them out on the edges where society pushed 

them and make a way for them to be full members of the community? 

 

As we heard, Jesus used the missing ones - one sheep and one coin - to 

explain the company that he’d been keeping; to justify his choice of 

those he’d welcomed into his circle and chosen to dine with; to affirm 

a group of people which many others had chosen to exclude. Jesus 

compared the lost and found ones to “sinners.” And that’s a word that 

is loaded with judgment and condemnation, especially since most 

people use it to talk about somebody else and not themselves. But if 

we are paying attention to Jesus’ remark about a “sinner who repents” 

that causes joy in heaven, we might well wonder if he was talking 

about his dinner companions, or those who would judge Jesus because 

of his choice of company. 

 

Most of us have been taught to think of sin as specific actions that are 

wrong or behaviors that are bad. But another way to think of sin is the 

distance we put between God and ourselves because of our actions and 

behaviors. Many years ago I was introduced to a concept called the 

“social gospel,” which changed the way I read and understand 

scripture. If the gospel is meant to save individuals, then sin is a list of 

specific behaviors that a person needs to give up; it is incumbent on 

that person to stop, regardless of their circumstances. And those of us 

who behave according to the rules, can feel self righteous as we sit in 

judgment of those who struggle.  

 

But if the gospel is meant to save the whole community (both the local 

and the global community - for God so loved this whole world, not 

just the piece we live on); if the gospel is meant to save the whole 

community it is incumbent upon every one to love and care for every 

one else. Because leaving any one on the margin doesn’t separate 

them from God, it separates us from God. If we have the power to 

restore anyone to the community, it would be our sin not to.   

 

The social nature of our salvation is frequently echoed in the prophet 

Jeremiah’s lament for a doomed nation, as Jerusalem was headed 

towards its fall to Babylon. He describes his vision of an earth that is 

void, with no lights in the heavens, his words recall the opening verses 
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of Genesis, before the dawn of creation. Jeremiah forewarns the 

unraveling of nature, the disordering of the structure of the 

entire universe, and a return to complete chaos. This is what 

separation from God, from each other, will yield. These ancient 

words of gloom and doom are not so much a supernatural 

ability to see the future, as they are the gift of being able to read 

the present and understand the inevitable outcome of the self 

destructive path God’s people are on. It is not so much about 

God’s impending punishment as it is the recognition that our 

separation from God will result in our own self punishment, and 

the punishment of others, including creation, our home, this 

earth. A right relationship with God does not have room for 

neglecting or exploiting our neighbors, does not have room for 

abusing or hoarding earth’s resources.  

 

In this way Jeremiah continues to speak to our modern world 

where all nations are globally connected to each other 

economically and environmentally. Our collective fates are 

entwined and our collective salvation is interdependent. 

 

Women and shepherds held low status in first century Israel/

Palestine, they were not among those we’d describe today as 

privileged. However, those in this week’s parables who did 

have privilege were choosing not to use it for the greatest good. 

The truth is, all of us have some form of privilege.  As a female 

person of color I embody two major categories of people who 

have historically lacked privilege in this country. However I am 

also: well educated, financially comfortable, able-bodied, 

heterosexual, and cis-gendered; I was born a United States 

citizen, English is my first language, and I practice the 

dominant religion of our country. I am old enough to be taken 

seriously, but not so old that my mental capacity is 

automatically questioned…yet. The choice is ours whether to 

focus on how we lack privilege, or to also use the privilege we 

do have to center the voices and needs of those who don’t share 

our particular privilege.   
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Martin Luther king spoke of our interconnectedness in his 

“Letter from a Birmingham Jail.”  

In a real sense all life is inter-related. All [people] are 

caught in an inescapable network of mutuality, tied in a 

single garment of destiny. Whatever affects one directly, 

affects all indirectly. I can never be what I ought to be 

until you are what you ought to be, and you can never be 

what you ought to be until I am what I ought to be. This 

is the interrelated structure of reality. 

 

In this imagery, sin is ignoring the connective threads woven 

through the whole garment. If we cut a thread loose, the whole 

fabric starts to unravel. Our mutual garment can be mended, but 

only by reincorporating the discarded threads - the very threads 

we didn’t like, or thought we didn’t need. Only the threads we 

thought we could live without can stitch the holes and stop the 

unraveling. A single thread. A single sheep. A single coin. 

Without it, none of us are whole, none of us are saved.  

 

 Are those who are missing from the big picture of God’s 

love and grace as valuable as one tenth of our life’s savings?  

 How much work are we willing to do to find them?  

 Are we willing to risk the security of being ninety-nine 

percent whole, to go out and seek what we need to be one 

hundred percent whole?  

 How can we model a way of living together in this 

community that is inclusive, and loving; a way that 

recognizes that God’s vision doesn’t leave anyone out or 

push anyone down?  

 How can we work together to heal our whole community 

because every one matters? 

 

I don’t believe there is salvation outside of community. Either 

we are saved together or not at all. Ten minus one is not 

enough. One hundred minus one is not enough. Our whole 

community minus one is not enough.   
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My prayer is that we make all effort to seek together, all who 

are missing from God’s picture of whole and healthy 

community, for the sake of the finders as well as for the sake of 

those who have been lost. Amen. 
 

Pastor Rhonda 
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An Open and Affirming Congregation 
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No tickets 

required! 

See you on 

the 18th. 


