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“Celebrate” Sermon: “Celebration of One”
Grace to you and Peace from God our Father and our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.  Amen.

A young girl grows up on a cherry orchard just above Traverse City, Michigan. Her parents, a bit old-fashioned, tend to overreact to her nose ring, the music she listens to, and the length of her skirts. 

They ground her a few times, and she seethes inside. "I hate you!" she screams at her father when he knocks on the door of her room after an argument, and that night she acts on a plan she has mentally rehearsed scores of times. She runs away. 

She has visited Detroit only once before, on a bus trip with her church youth group to watch the Tigers play. Because newspapers in Traverse City report in lurid detail the gangs, drugs, and violence in downtown Detroit, she concludes that is probably the last place her parents will look for her. 

California, maybe, or Florida, but not Detroit. 
Her second day there she meets a man who drives the biggest car she’s ever seen. He offers her a ride, buys her lunch, and arranges a place for her to stay. 
He gives her some pills that make her feel better than she’s ever felt before. 

She was right all along, she decides: her parents were keeping her from all the fun. The good life continues for a month, two months, a year. 

The man with the big car—she calls him "Boss"—teaches her a few things that men like. Since she’s underage, men pay a premium for her. She lives in a penthouse and orders room service whenever she wants. 
Occasionally she thinks about the folks back home, but their lives now seem so boring and provincial that she can hardly believe she grew up there. 

She has a brief scare when she sees her picture printed on the back of a milk carton with the headline, "Have you seen this child?" But by now she has blond hair, and with all the makeup and body-piercing jewelry she wears, nobody would mistake her for a child. 

Besides, most of her friends are runaways, and nobody squeals in Detroit. After a year, the first sallow signs of illness appear, and it amazes her how fast the boss turns mean. "These days, we can’t mess around," he growls, and before she knows it she’s out on the street without a penny to her name. 

She still turns a couple of tricks a night, but they don’t pay much, and all the money goes to support her habit. When winter blows in she finds herself sleeping on metal grates outside the big department stores. 

"Sleeping" is the wrong word--a teenage girl at night in downtown Detroit can never relax her guard. Dark bands circle her eyes. Her cough worsens. 

One night, as she lies awake listening for footsteps, all of a sudden everything about her life looks different. She no longer feels like a woman of the world. She feels like a little girl, lost in a cold and frightening city. She begins to whimper. Her pockets are empty and she’s hungry. She needs a fix. 
She pulls her legs tight underneath her and shivers under the newspapers she’s piled atop her coat. 

Something jolts a synapse of memory and a single image fills her mind: of May in Traverse City, when a million cherry trees bloom at once, with her golden retriever dashing through the rows and rows of blossomy trees in chase of a tennis ball. 

God, why did I leave, she says to herself, and pain stabs at her heart. My dog back home eats better than I do now. She’s sobbing, and she knows in a flash that more than anything else in the world she wants to go home. 

Three straight phone calls, three straight connections with the answering machine. She hangs up without leaving a message the first two times, but the third time she says, "Dad, Mom, it’s me. I was wondering about maybe coming home. 

I’m catching a bus up your way, and it’ll get there about midnight tomorrow. If you’re not there, well, I guess I’ll just stay on the bus until it hits Canada." 

It takes about seven hours for a bus to make all the stops between Detroit and Traverse City, and during that time she realizes the flaws in her plan. What if her parents are out of town and miss the message? Shouldn’t she have waited another day or so until she could talk to them? 

Even if they are home, they probably wrote her off as dead long ago. She should have given them some time to overcome the shock. 

Her thoughts bounce back and forth between those worries and the speech she is preparing for her father. "Dad, I’m sorry. I know I was wrong. It’s not your fault, it’s all mine. Dad, can you forgive me?" 

She says the words over and over, her throat tightening even as she rehearses them. She hasn’t apologized to anyone in years. 

The bus has been driving with lights on since Bay City. Tiny snowflakes hit the road, and the asphalt steams. She’s forgotten how dark it gets at night out here. A deer darts across the road and the bus swerves. Every so often, a billboard, a sign posting the mileage to Traverse City. Oh, God. 

When the bus finally rolls into the station, its air brakes hissing in protest, the driver announces in a crackly voice over the microphone, "Fifteen minutes, folks. That’s all we have here." Fifteen minutes to decide her life. 

She checks herself in a compact mirror, smoothes her hair, and licks the lipstick off her teeth. She looks at the tobacco stains on her fingertips, and wonders if her parents will notice—if they’re there. 

She walks into the terminal not knowing what to expect, and not one of the thousand scenes that have played out in her mind prepare her for what she sees. 

There, in the concrete-walls-and-plastic-chairs bus terminal in Traverse City, Michigan, stands a group of 40 brothers and sisters and great-aunts and uncles and cousins and a grandmother and great-grandmother to boot. 

They are all wearing ridiculous-looking party hats and blowing noisemakers, and taped across the entire wall of the terminal is a computer-generated banner that reads "Welcome home!" 

Out of the crowd of well-wishers breaks her dad. 
She looks through tears and begins the memorized speech, "Dad, I’m sorry. I know . . . " He interrupts her. "Hush, child. We’ve got no time for that. No time for apologies. You’ll be late for the party. A banquet’s waiting for you at home." A story by Phillip Yancy found in Christianity Today 10/6/97

A celebration of one - Sounds ridiculous right?  A celebration of one—but that is exactly what seems to arise out of what some call the "Gospel of the Outcast…and the Gospel for the Outcast" (Luke 15).

Would you turn with me to Luke 15, a very familiar section of Scripture?  Jesus in this, heart of the Gospel of Luke, is looking for people who have ears to hear.  That's why he closes the last section of chapter 14 with the words of verse 35:

"He who has ears to hear, let him hear.”
The Pharisees and the teachers of the Law have been following close, but suddenly Luke 15 opens by showing the tax collectors and "sinners" gathering even closer, possibly even edging out the leaders of Israel.
The Pharisees and teachers are elbow-to-elbow with the outcast, unclean, and sinful they are so used to avoiding.  

And as they scan the crowd and see these types around Jesus, they seem to mutter under their breath, “He welcomes sinners” which is an outlandish and horrible thing.  Not only that, but He also eats with them, a sign of recognition and fellowship.

Why?  Well, I believe, I see it as nothing less than a Celebration of One…

I. Celebration of One…lost sheep…lost coin…lost son

A Celebration of One.  Just like in the story of Yancy the celebration is kicked off because the singular lost daughter has come home.  That seems to be the part of the emphasis of this chapter in Luke as well.  Take a look at:

Luke 15:4  - 100 sheep and 1 lost
"Suppose one of you has a hundred sheep and loses one of them. Does he not leave the ninety-nine in the open country and go after the lost sheep until he finds it?”
Luke 15:8  - 10 coins and 1 lost
"Or suppose a woman has ten silver coins and loses one. Does she not light a lamp, sweep the house and search carefully until she finds it?”
Luke 15:11-13  - 2 sons and 1 lost
“Jesus continued: ‘There was a man who had two sons. The younger one said to his father, 'Father, give me my share of the estate.’' So he divided his property between them. Not long after that, the younger son got together all he had, set off for a distant country and there squandered his wealth in wild living.”
100 sheep, 10 coins, 2 sons, yet one is missing.  Now whether that one was lost by dullness of mind and helplessness, misplaced even in the very house of the owner, or lost by willful disobedience . . . the importance of that one is brought to the attention of the listener.  This singular lost item is worthwhile, is important, and merits an extensive search.

And when it is found. a celebration of one . . .
Don't miss the message here.  Repentance is the undertone of the stories of loss and found.  A new and radical repentance.  Many of these had heard John's message of repentance but had missed it.  Jesus here reveals that repentance requires simply heeding the call and being found.  For both the sinners and the Pharisees alike there is a search and a call to come home by their savior, Jesus Christ.  Every single one of these is important.  Every single lost sinner and hardened Pharisee need just heed the call of Jesus and be found by His grace poured forth from the cross.  

· Here in this place are both sinner and Pharisee alike welcomed?

· Can the need for repentance and the rich grace of Jesus be found, heard, and had in this place?

· Does St. Luke celebrate when that "one" person goes from being lost to found?
One sheep…one coin…one son.  A Celebration of One…

II. A Celebration of One…community the church

The call of repentance falls upon both the sinner and the Pharisee alike.  Now both certainly live different lives and have sinned for different reasons.
The sinner has simply decided that no matter what God says or does, his or her way is better and is bent upon going that way.  Whether it be drugs, sex, work schedules, or feeling justified to sleep in on a Sunday morning, these have separated themselves from God.

The Pharisee revels in importance.  The power and standing in the community really erects a holy wall between them and the people.  Perfection becomes the sole goal of life.  Yet in the irony of that perfection, isolation is the result.  Self-dependence and self-righteousness are waiting to take over.

It has to be easy to put ourselves in the places of these hearers, right?  And well we should, for in seeing the sin in our lives we can see all the more the greatness, the freedom, and the love of God that wants to find us and wash that sin from us and purify our hearts and minds.  For in that freedom of the Gospel, revisited even daily in our own lives, we become much more able to celebrate the lives that God has given and the moments therein.  

And if we are able to celebrate the grace of Jesus Christ, then freedom to celebrate for those who are lost will be attainable and even become a healthy burden for us.  

See, when the Shepherd locates that sheep, he shoulders the sheep and bears the burden of taking that sheep home.  

The woman of the house tears apart the house, sweeping and lighting the dusty corners in search of that lost coin.  

And the father scans the horizon with a burden to see upon that road the silhouette of his son.  And when he sees it, he without hesitation runs after him to welcome him.  
And rejoicing takes over.

The celebration of one . . . a celebration of the one home, but also the community now celebrates the return of the lost with joy and feasting.

The celebration of one…community.  Rejoicing is inspired by the restoration of that which was lost and now is found.  The community comes together to lift up and praise God and celebrate together the restoration of the lost.

I love the progression here of the parables.  From sheep to coin to son.

A shepherd searches out the sheep—a sign of reaching out to the helpless and lost of the community . . . 
A woman sweeps her house—maybe here in our house right now there are those that are lost and need to be reached out to . . . 

Notice both men and women are involved in the search.  Men, we need you to be involved in the search of the lost, but today especially [Mother’s Day] we remember nationally and locally the mothers, the spiritual mothers, and the women in our lives and in the life of the church's fellowship that love sacrificially, give without expecting back, teach, reach out, encourage and continue to make faith the mark of their live, the lives of their families, and the lives of the children.  Thanks, moms.  Thanks, spiritual mothers in the faith.  Thank you, women of the church and all that you do for the mission of the church.  

And don't forget the relevance of the lost son . . . who of us does not have a child, or at least are a child that can imagine the feeling of being separated and lost in sin?
May we as a community celebrate as one.  May we as a community have a celebration of one like that in Luke 15.
Luke 15:5-6 
“And when he finds it, he joyfully puts it on his shoulders and goes home. Then he calls his friends and neighbors together and says, 'Rejoice with me; I have found my lost sheep.’”
Luke 15:9 
“And when she finds it, she calls her friends and neighbors together and says, 'Rejoice with me; I have found my lost coin.’”
Luke 15:22-24
"But the father said to his servants, 'Quick! Bring the best robe and put it on him. Put a ring on his finger and sandals on his feet. Bring the fattened calf and kill it. Let's have a feast and celebrate. For this son of mine was dead and is alive again; he was lost and is found.’  So they began to celebrate.”
· Do we here at St. Luke celebrate as one at the reception and restoration of the lost?

A celebration of one…lost person found
A celebration of one…community together for restoration

Yet does the celebration end there?  No, there is a celebration of one that overarches every lost person and the community of faith that celebrates.

And that is the celebration of one…Kingdom of God 

III. Celebration of One…Kingdom of God

Luke 15:7
“I tell you that in the same way there will be more rejoicing in heaven over one sinner who repents than over ninety-nine righteous persons who do not need to repent.”
Luke 15:10 
“In the same way, I tell you, there is rejoicing in the presence of the angels of God over one sinner who repents.”
And imagine these beings the words of the Father in heaven…

Luke 15:31
" 'My son,’ the father said, 'you are always with me, and everything I have is yours. But we had to celebrate and be glad, because this brother of yours was dead and is alive again; he was lost and is found.’”
In the movie "Saving Private Ryan" there is a small band of guys that have to scour the French countryside just days after the Allied Invasion of Normandy.  They are in search of Private Ryan because he has lost his other brothers and he has a ticket home.  During the search they run across a division of men at what must be some kind of rally point.  They ask around for this Private James Francis Ryan of Iowa and find no one.  But one soldier throws a sack of metal dog tags at the group.  They quickly open the bag and try to sloppily go through the bag of dog tags looking for Ryan.  

In the process of doing this they start to joke about the condition of some of the tags; they joke about the bullet holes and goofy names that some bear, even laughing when piles of the tags fall into some else's space of the crate.  

Suddenly the doc comes running up and starts to put the tags back in the bag because these young men are walking by these brash guys who are laughing and carrying-on all the while forgetting what each of these tags means.

These tags are not just names, or pieces of metal crammed in a bag.  They each represent a man that lost his life.  And then Captain Miller slowly rubs one between his thumb and fore-finger and thinks about the men.

We have these Gospel Contact Cards and we in the Lutheran Church-Missouri Synod are counting our way hopefully up to 100 million by the year 2017.  But let us not ever forget that these are not just cards and those are not just numbers.  Each and every one of those numbers and contact cards represent a person who has been told about the precious truth of Jesus and the price paid for their life on Calvary.  Precious to the Father who sent Him, Precious to the Son who died and lives for them, Precious to the Spirit who lives in them by baptism and speaks on behalf of them and us.

Heaven rejoices when one sinner repents and finds eternal life in the Son.

May that fact sustain us for 12 more years and beyond . . .
A celebration of one…one sheep…one coin…one son - each and every soul is worth it

A celebration of one…community coming together because of restoration

A celebration of one…Kingdom of God that erupts in joy when that one lost person repents

Welcome Home.  In Jesus Name.  Amen.
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