Jeremiah 4:11-12, 22-28

11At that time it will be said to this people and to Jerusalem: A hot wind comes from me out of the bare heights in the desert toward my poor people, not to winnow or cleanse— 12a wind too strong for that. Now it is I who speak in judgment against them. 
22“For my people are foolish, they do not know me; they are stupid children, they have no understanding. They are skilled in doing evil, but do not know how to do good.” 23I looked on the earth, and lo, it was waste and void; and to the heavens, and they had no light. 24I looked on the mountains, and lo, they were quaking, and all the hills moved to and fro. 25I looked, and lo, there was no one at all, and all the birds of the air had fled. 26I looked, and lo, the fruitful land was a desert, and all its cities were laid in ruins before the Lord, before his fierce anger. 27For thus says the Lord: The whole land shall be a desolation; yet I will not make a full end. 28Because of this the earth shall mourn, and the heavens above grow black; for I have spoken, I have purposed; I have not relented nor will I turn back. 

Luke 15:1-32
15Now all the tax collectors and sinners were coming near to listen to him. 2And the Pharisees and the scribes were grumbling and saying, “This fellow welcomes sinners and eats with them.” 3So 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? 5When he has found it, he lays it on his shoulders and rejoices. 6And when he comes home, he calls together his friends and neighbors, saying to them, ‘Rejoice with me, for I have found my sheep that was lost.’ 7Just 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? 9When 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.’ 10Just so, I tell you, there is joy in the presence of the angels of God over one sinner who repents.” 
Recognizing God’s Voice 
We all here have something in common that generations that came not long before us did not share with us. We are all children of the nuclear age. The explosion of that first atomic bomb changed everyone in the world who had the imagination to see what the potential of this bomb really was. Before this there were terrible instruments of war that had been applied on battlefields, but now it was clear that humanity had the ability to obliterate itself. Conventional war changed to cold war as the United States and the Soviet Union tested each other’s limits and threatened each other with nuclear attack. 
To children of the nuclear age, biblical passages like the one Barbara read from Jeremiah take on new meaning. Before such passages didn’t draw too much attention, but now the notion that the very foundations of the earth could be shaken was a reality. While humanists had existed for a long time and had touted the qualities and nobility of the human race, the nuclear age forced us to take an honest look at ourselves and ask ourselves, “Do we have the wisdom to survive as a race, or are we going to destroy ourselves and the planet as well?” 

We must consider our vast power over nature in our minds when we read passages like the one from Jeremiah. While we might be tempted to think of God as the great destroyer, the one who makes the land desolate, that lays the cities to ruin, such catastrophe is more likely to be the result of our actions and God’s decision to give us such power. It will likely be our idolatry, our self-glorification and our disregard for God that will lead to our ultimate demise. God is not the one who brings disaster upon; we do it ourselves. We are quite good at destroying what God has created for us.

God, on the other hand, is the only one capable of rescuing us from self-destruction. This is what Jesus hints at in his parables today. We find Jesus enjoying dinner with those who society deems undesirable – sinners and tax collectors. And in a series of parables Jesus describes God as a rather poor shepherd who leaves 99 sheep to rescue one single lamp, as an eccentric woman who turns her house inside out to find a lost coin, and then as a foolish father who gives his son more than what he deserves and welcomes the son home after he’s squandered the money on wild living. Jesus shows God to be concerned with saving while we are obsessed with destroying. And while we’re prone to divide the world along lines of good and bad, always counting ourselves as the good and the other as the bad, Jesus, who spends an inordinate amount of time with the “bad,” portrays God as the one who would go far out of his way to rescue a single lost soul, which should come as some very good news to us.

Thus repentance should not be seen as something we ‘do’ to secure favor with God; in all three of the parables Jesus uses in Luke 15, the ‘lost’ object does not exhibit remorse, confess wrongdoing, or promise to turn a new leaf. Even the prodigal son returns to the father not because of shame but because he’s starving. If there is anything that we ‘do’ when we repent, it is more to open us up to God’s presence. Once this is done, it is God who does the actual ‘finding,’ who welcomes us and draws us in. 
I think this process is well-illustrated in this recording of a 911 call made in August.
 In the recording you hear a school administrator conversing with both a police operator and a gunman who has come into a school intent upon killing innocent children. In fifteen minutes, Antoinette Tuff is able to calm this very disturbed young man into giving her his gun and lying on the floor with hands behind his back as police are allowed into the building. It was Antoinette’s selfless interest in helping this man that allowed her to gain his trust. As the man is lying on the floor waiting to be arrested Antoinette tells him:

“It's gonna be all right, sweetheart. I just want you to know that I love you, though, okay? And I'm proud of you. That's a good thing that you're just giving up and don't worry about it. We all go through something in life.”
“We all go through something in life.” God knows this, and God wants to help us get through it. God wants to tame our anger, extinguish our fear, and bring peace to our lives. He seeks to find the lost, wherever they may be, and bring them safely into his fold. May we as his church celebrate this together! 
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