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Now all the tax collectors and sinners were coming near to listen to him. 2 And the 

Pharisees and the scribes were grumbling and saying, “This fellow welcomes sinners and 

eats with them.” 

3 So he told them this parable: 4 “Which one of you, having a hundred sheep and 

losing one of them, does not leave the ninety-nine in the wilderness and go after the one 

that is lost until he finds it? 5 And when he has found it, he lays it on his shoulders and 

rejoices. 6 And when he comes home, he calls together his friends and neighbors, saying to 

them, ‘Rejoice with me, for I have found my lost sheep.’ 7 Just so, I tell you, there will be 

more joy in heaven over one sinner who repents than over ninety-nine righteous persons 

who need no repentance. 

8 “Or what woman having ten silver coins, if she loses one of them, does not light a 

lamp, sweep the house, and search carefully until she finds it? 9 And when she has found it, 

she calls together her friends and neighbors, saying, ‘Rejoice with me, for I have found the 

coin that I had lost.’ 10 Just so, I tell you, there is joy in the presence of the angels of God over 

one sinner who repents.” 

This is the word of the Lord.    Thanks be to God. 

Today’s scripture text, from Luke 15, is good stuƯ. Familiar stuƯ. Just over a year 

ago, I referenced the Good Shepherd who leaves the ninety-nine to go find the one and gave 

you all bells so that you could be Good Sheep for the Good Shepherd. These two stories are 

connected to the parable we heard last week about the father and the two sons, call it 

whatever you wish. 

 What all three stories in Luke 15 end with are heavenly parties. Great, joyous feasts 

of celebration. Crank up the music, make the best appetizers, Pam’s artichoke dip, of 

course, some queso and salsa for me, and some delicious entrées; then laugh and party 

and stay up too late.  



 When I planned out this day, I wanted to focus all my energy and attention on the 

notion that, in heaven, there is joy. There are celebrations. And what must that look like?  

 And so I wrote the liturgy for the bulletin. I communicated with Andy and Kathy and 

Cheryl. I said, let’s focus on joy! Let’s bring the joy of heaven to the hour of worship! Let’s 

celebrate with lively tempos and a general upbeat attitude and energy. 

 But then I woke up Tuesday and Wednesday and Thursday and Friday and there was 

a heaviness hanging over each day. Poland and Romania have had to scramble jets in 

response to Russian drones in their airspace. In response, NATO countries in Europe are 

repositioning troops and weaponry in an operation called Eastern Sentry.  

 Two students were shot at a high school in Colorado this week. Another man was 

shot on a college campus in Utah the same day. 

 The National Guard is being deployed yet again to another US city. And a couple of 

church members aren’t feeling well, and one broke her hip while trying to reach down and 

pet a puppy. One lost a cousin this weekend. One of my children thinks that five days of 

school in a row is too many days, and I wanted to get two vaccinations on Monday, but I 

was told I could not receive one of them because I’m not old enough, young enough, or sick 

enough, and I thought, it’s that the point? Isn’t that why I got the last five? Vaccinating me 

helps to protect the elderly, infants, and chronically sick who I come into contact with 

regularly! 

My kids practiced their lock-down drills this week. A necessary evil since there have 

been 47 school shootings this calendar year alone. And it’s just September. 24 were on 

college campuses, and 23 at grade schools.  

So far this calendar year there have been 309 mass shootings in the US, killing or 

wounding one thousand, six hundred and fifty-six people. And it’s just September. 

Last year in the US, there were about 250 cases of measles. This year, the number is 

one thousand four hundred and fifty-four. 92% of those cases were unvaccinated persons. 

And it’s just September. 



3.1 million people have filed for unemployment benefits for the first time in their 

lives this calendar year. And it’s just September. 

The WARM Shelter is on pace to provide housing to more than 242 individuals in the 

area this year and help an additional twenty-three hundred in other ways through its many 

programs. 

The UN reports that, globally, 140 women and girls are killed daily from domestic 

violence – harmed by a family member or someone they have a relationship with. 

There were more civilian deaths in Gaza and Ukraine this week. 

And ten percent of the world’s population lives on less than $3 per day.  

 So, by the time I opened up my computer to work on the sermon, it seemed 

insensitive to the reality we’re living in to focus on joy. It seemed ignorant to celebrate amid 

such troubles. But I couldn’t stop thinking about those words, joy in heaven. There will be 

joy in heaven. There will be joy in the presence of the angels of God. There will be joy over 

every little thing.  

I studied and pondered and looked at the scripture from diƯerent angles and 

thought about diƯerent ways to talk about them this week, but I kept coming back to the 

common refrain in the two parables, and the one after it. I thought it would be insensitive to 

talk too much about joy this week, but after I did some reading, it finally occurred to me, the 

inbreaking of joy is witness to the kingdom of heaven, and we all need a glimpse of the 

kingdom of heaven in the midst of this kingdom of sour, hyper-individualistic, greed and 

hate we live in. 

 And I wondered if I could, in a researched and scholarly way, convince you that I was 

not sticking my head in the sand or living under a rock and that the kingdom of heaven was 

actually a place of perpetual joy. And that we were called to live into that joy so that the 

world might experience heaven on earth rather than this hellscape we have made it. 

 



So I turn to the masters of authorship and theology. First, C.S. Lewis. Lewis is one of 

my favorites. He lived through the flu pandemic of the early 1900s and World Wars I and II 

and more. He knew the horrors of this world: gas chambers, atomic bombs, disease, and 

the inhumanity we could wreak on one another. And yet he knew that God had not given up. 

He and his friend J. R. R. Tolkien created timeless literary works in which love, and truth and 

loyalty and hope could persevere through the most horrific trials and exhausting 

depressions, through grief, too.  

Among other more famous works like the Lion, The Witch, and the Wardrobe and 

Surprised by Joy, Lewis wrote a theological book called Letters to Malcom, an imaginary 

friend, in which he had really profound conversation. I want to summarize what he wrote in 

letter seventeen.  He says, I can see that I’ve tripped you up, Malcom, by talking about play 

and dance in the kingdom of heaven. You call it “heartless” in the midst of all this suƯering. 

You think it disrespects all the pain and sorrow. But I still think you don't see the real point. 

Lewis says, I know that while we are in this "valley of tears", cursed with labour, 

hemmed round with necessities, tripped up with frustrations, doomed to perpetual 

plannings, puzzlings, and anxieties, [we cannot see what the kingdom of heaven is like,] 

except in activities which, for us here and now, are [seen as immature.] . . . It doesn’t match 

up with what’s going on outside these walls. 

But Lewis concludes with a beautiful thought. He says, that child-like, optimistic 

silliness that is considered immature and insensitive “down here” is actually a glimpse of 

the kingdom of heaven. The kingdom of heaven is this world flipped upside down. Where 

the last shall be first and the first shall be last. Where the little children shall lead us. 

Where pain and suƯering shall be no more. Where every tear shall be wiped away and the 

lion will lie down with the lamb. 

In the kingdom of heaven, angels will throw parties for any and every reason. Find a 

sheep, throw a party. Find a coin, break out the charcuterie tray. Find a child of God, crank 

the music up so loud that it becomes not a house party but a block party. Lewis concludes 

his letter by writing, “Joy is the serious business of Heaven.”  



The serious business of heaven. But still, you might think, today is not the day for the 

party. We’d be scorned by the serious actors of the world if we did so. The scripture also 

says there’s a time to mourn and a time to dance. This is not a dancing day. I know. I felt it, 

too. I saw the flags at half-staƯ this week and wondered . . . if we were lowering them for 

civilian gun deaths now, not just for politicians, judges, and first responders, as has been 

the case since George Washington died in 1799, we will never raise them back up again. 

We will perpetually mourn. We will not be free to rejoice. I should preach from 

Lamentations, not Luke. I should put on sackcloth and ashes, not a gawdy party hat. It feels 

like hope is slipping through my fingers. But the scripture kept a steady beat inside of me. 

“There will be joy. There will be joy.” 

I needed to dig deeper, so I turned to another of my favorites, Frederick Buechner, a 

scholar, preacher, and hero of mine who once published a book called “The Hungering 

Dark.” It’s a series of his sermons to cynical boarding school students in New Hampshire. 

In it he says, “We tend to think that joy is not only not properly religious but that [joy] is even 

the opposite of religion. We tend to think that religion is sitting stiƯ and antiseptic and a 

little bored and that joy is [what happens outside of the sanctuary] . . . We need to be 

reminded that at its heart Christianity is joy and that laughter and freedom and the reaching 

out of arms are the essence of it. . . . [And] joy is always all-encompassing; there is nothing 

of us left over to hate with or to be afraid with, to feel guilty with or to be selfish about. Joy is 

where the whole being is pointed in one direction, and it is something that by its nature a 

[person] never hoards but always wants to share. [And finally] joy is a mystery because it 

can happen anywhere, anytime, even under the most unpromising circumstances, even in 

the midst of suƯering, with tears in its eyes. Even nailed to a tree.”   

Buechner concludes, “What Jesus is saying is that [we] are made for joy and that 

anyone who is truly joyous has a right to say that [they are] doing God's will on this earth. 

Where you have known joy, you have known Christ.”  

 Friends, these words gave me hope. They remind me that the kingdom of God is truly 

the antithesis of this world. The plagues of this world - gun violence and measles and 



racism and sexism and greed and transphobia and Christian nationalism are burdens of 

the kingdom of earth. And the kingdom of God is the opposite of the kingdom of earth.  

 Here we hoard resources. In God’s realm we share. Here we respond to hate with 

hate. In God’s realm we respond to hate with love and justice. Here we are self-centered 

and independent. In God’s realm we love our neighbors as ourselves and even call 

ourselves to lay down our lives for one another. Here, we call joy in the midst of troubled 

times immature. In God’s realm, the angels throw raucous, celebrations with music and 

dancing and laughter for crazy reasons. Something as childish as finding a coin that was 

lost is reason to party.   

 As I said a week and a half ago in the Wednesday email, “I struggle weekly to find a 

balance between the Good News of the gospel and the bad news of the headlines.” You 

don’t need to be reminded every Sunday morning how hard life is. I want this hour to be 

both honest and relevant and joyful and hopeful. I’ve told some of you that if church is too 

stiƯ or somber, I wouldn’t want to come, and why should you?  

So in the midst of all that is going on, I wrestled hard to find that balance this week, 

and thankfully C.S. Lewis and Frederick Buechner have come to my aid and have 

encouraged me to remind you that, in this hour, we need to remember that we live with one 

foot in this world and one foot in the kingdom of God, and it is not only good, it is necessary 

that we catch glimpses of how joyful and peaceful and happy the kingdom of God is and 

will be, because this world is overwhelmingly tragic. So let us all pray earnestly for God’s 

kingdom to come, and God’s will to be done, on earth as it is in heaven, sooner than later. 

I’d like to get back to the party. Amen.  
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