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24th Sunday in Ordinary Time 

Luke 15:1-31 

 

Today’s gospel is, to my mind, one of the most important, most radical and most central 

texts in the entire Bible.  It tells us not only what Jesus of Nazareth was like, what was 

important to him, and how he engaged in his mission, but it also tells us what the God of 

Israel is like, what is important to Him, and what His mission is towards us, as well as 

telling us what the Christian community should be like, what should be important to us 

and how we should engage in mission to the world. 

Jesus tells three stories, three parables, all of which are trying to make the same point: 

the story of the shepherd who goes looking for the one lost sheep, the story of the 

woman who searches for the one coin she has lost, and the story of the father who runs 

and embraces his one son who had walked away from him but who has now come 

home.  In order to really get the shock value of all of these stories, it is very important to 

remember that Jesus is telling them in response to an accusation that the Pharisees 

and scribes had begun making against him.  And the accusation was “This man 

welcomes sinners and eats with them”.  Unfortunately, we have, I think, a hard time 

imagining just how important “table fellowship” was in the ancient world, especially 

among the Pharisees, but it was really, really important.  Who you ate with told, in many 

ways, who you were, what you were about, and what your agenda in life was.   

To really get what’s going on here, you have to understand that the Pharisees were a 

holiness movement  in Judaism, and in the first century they were, in a sense, actively 
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competing against the mercy movement of Jesus.  Their practices were an 

intensification of Jewish norms of behaving, and table fellowship was the principle 

practice used by the Pharisees to win other less-devout, less-Torah-observant Jews to 

their religious movement.  The Pharisees' gathering together to eat properly tithed food, 

and to eat it while in a state of ritual purity, and having followed proper procedures for 

acquiring food and maintaining households or other spaces fit for their gatherings, these 

were the strategies they used to influence non-Pharisees in order to conform to a 

Pharisaic way of life.   

So when Jesus engaged in table fellowship with “sinners”, this was in direct competition 

with what the Pharisees were doing.  The difference was that Jesus did not seem, at 

least to the Pharisees, to be eating with these less-than-desirable Torah-breakers in 

order to get them to forsake their wicked ways, to make restitution (although some like 

Zaccheus did), or to seek a life of righteousness and justice.  The Pharisees certainly 

believed that God offered forgiveness when sinners repented, and if Jesus was having 

fellowship with tax collectors and sinners in order to preach to them and to get them to 

repent and to forsake their wanton lives, the Pharisees would not have fussed.   

What they seem to have just hated and found completely intolerable was that Jesus did 

not explicitly or directly ask sinners to do any of this, although some did repent, like Levi 

in Luke’s gospel.  What infuriated the Pharisees was that Jesus seemed first of all to 

accept people as they were and to share a meal with them- to have table fellowship with 

them- without first of all asking them to clean up their act.  “This man welcomes sinners 

and eats with them”.  Jesus did, of course, have a message for these sinners with 

whom he ate, but that message was not, “straighten up your life, obey the Law, and 
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become really observant Jews”.  His message was “God is looking for you, God desires 

you, the Kingdom is yours, you are included, and you are an occasion of joy for God.”  

That was Jesus’ message. That’s why he tells the three stories about the shepherd who 

goes looking for the one lost sheep, the woman who drops everything and searches for 

the one coin she has lost, and the father who runs and embraces his one son who had 

walked away from him but who has now come home.  By eating with sinners Jesus was 

embodying what these three stories were trying to say and was extending to them the 

Kingdom of God. 

My guess is that every homily preached in every Catholic church today will, in one way 

or another, suggest that we are on the side of Jesus, and “aren’t the Pharisees a lousy 

self-righteous lot”.  But if Jesus were physically here today and were doing the same 

kind of thing that he did in the first century but in our own context, I think we would find 

him just as objectionable as did the Pharisees.  Rather than attending church functions, 

dinners, or galas in support of properly recognized and approved projects, we might find 

Jesus hanging out down at Congress Park with a bunch of pot-smoking dead-heads, or 

at the Wrangler gay bar up near the Cathedral, or at the home of one of the less honest 

members of society.   And we might be rather frustrated and annoyed that he would 

rather be with those people than at a clergy dinner, or at church fund-raiser, or with us.  

 In other words, we might find Jesus in places and with people who don’t match our 

standards of goodness, and righteousness, and holiness.  But his message in those 

places and to those people would be the same today as it was back in the first century 

when then he also “welcomed sinners and ate them”; and that message would be: “God 

is looking for you, God desires you, the Kingdom is yours, you are included, and you are 
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an occasion of joy for God.”  And by sharing a meal or a glass of wine, or beer, with the 

various sinners with whom he shared table fellowship, Jesus would still be proclaiming 

the Good News and extending the Kingdom of God to them. 

However odd, or unconventional, or even liberal this at first may sound, I would suggest 

to you that this is the heart and the core of the most traditional and most orthodox 

understanding of the Christian faith, rooted in the doctrine of the Trinity.  The entire 

story of creation, incarnation and our incorporation into the fellowship of Christ’s body 

tells us that God desires us, God wants us, as if we were God, as if we were that 

unconditional response to God’s giving that God’s self makes in the life of the Trinity; in 

other words, as if we where the Son who in the Spirit eternally knows that he is loved 

and desired by God and who unconditionally and eternally returns that love to the 

Father.  The life of the Church has as its rationale and its goal the task of teaching us 

and showing us how to be drawn up into this Trinitarian love, and then how to so order 

our relations with other human beings that they too may see themselves as desired and 

as an occasion of joy. 

Jesus’ three parables of the shepherd who goes searching for the one lost sheep, the 

woman who does everything she can to find the one lost coin, and the Father who 

embraces his wayward son as an occasion of joy all teach us this message, and they all 

tell us what is truly at the heart of God, what is truly at the heart of the gospel and, 

hopefully, what is at the heart of the Church. 
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