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It seems that we humans spend a good deal of our lives searching for things – 
sometimes successfully, sometimes not so successfully.  Unfortunately, I’m finding 
that the amount of time I spend looking for things is growing exponentially as I get 
older.  This past week I left my bedroom with a book under my arm, and when I 
got downstairs, I suddenly realized the book was no longer with me.  I had clearly 
put it down while doing something that caught my attention on the way, but I could 
not remember where.  I still haven’t found the book. 

It’s not just connected with age, though.  We have about six bottles of hot sauce in 
the refrigerator from this past summer.  This is not because we love hot sauce, but 
because our wonderful son is chronically unable to find the bottles we already 
have in the refrigerator before putting it on the shopping list. 

Today’s gospel lesson is about seeking and finding.  As the reading begins, Jesus 
is surrounded with tax collectors and sinners who have come to hear him.  To the 
ultra-religious Pharisees who also are looking on, these people are the absolute 
dregs of human society.  No Pharisee would even acknowledge their existence if 
he met them on the street.  And in today’s reading, the Pharisees are complaining 
about the fact that Jesus not only welcomes the tax collectors, he eats with them, 
a clear act of both forgiveness and acceptance.  

In response to their complaints, Jesus tells the Pharisees one of the best-known 
parables, the parable of the lost sheep.  Jesus asks them to imagine that they own 
100 sheep and one has been lost.  Would they not leave all the other sheep and 
search for the lost sheep until it was found? The lost sheep is, of course, the tax 
collectors and sinners, and Jesus is saying that God loves them, too.  Just as the 
shepherd must go to where the lost sheep is, Jesus does not wait for the tax 
collectors and sinners to find their way home on their own.  He finds them where 
they are. 

Now, some scholars who are familiar with that time and culture tell us that no 
single sheep was so important that a shepherd would leave the rest of his flock on 
its own in the wilderness while he looked for a stray.  No rational shepherd, 
anyway.  That actually makes sense to me, and maybe it’s true.  If it is true it adds 
power to the point Jesus is making.  God is the shepherd who loves every member 
of the flock irrationally – who will go to any extreme to restore even one wayward 
animal to fellowship.  
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God has no “materiality cutoff.”  God does not think that a 99% success rate is 
“good enough.” God will not stop seeking us until every sheep is safe in the fold.  
To God, there is no such thing as an “outsider” – not sinners, or tax collectors, or 
the poor, or the sick, or the powerless, or even people of other races, nationalities, 
religions, sexual orientations….  Luke himself adds a literary exclamation point to 
the shepherd’s commitment in a way that Matthew, the other gospel writer to 
report this story, does not.  Matthew says there will be rejoicing “if” the shepherd 
finds the lost sheep.  Luke says “when.”   

Jesus then shares a second parable with them: the parable of the lost coin.  Jesus 
tells about a woman who has lost one of her silver coins.  The footnote in your pew 
Bibles says that the coin was probably worth about a day’s wages, so particularly 
in that poor country, the woman has lost a precious thing.   

And as Jesus explains this parable, it has exactly the same meaning as the 
parable of the lost sheep.  The woman represents the endlessly seeking God; the 
coin, a lost soul.  When the woman finds the coin, she invites her neighbors to 
celebrate with her, just as, Jesus says, “…there is rejoicing in the presence of the 
angels of God over one sinner who repents." (Luke 15:10)   

Now, I have to admit that I feel a little lost myself when Luke says that these two 
parables are supposed to be about the very same thing.  I get the first parable 
about the shepherd and the sheep.  Everybody gets the first parable.  The 
meaning is crystal clear. 

The shepherd, God, protects and cares for the sheep, us.  But through ignorance 
or willfulness we tend to wander off.  But the shepherd will always come looking 
for us, hoping that when we hear his voice, we will turn back to him (that’s what 
“repent” means).  And when we do turn back to the shepherd, everyone in heaven 
rejoices. 

But look at the story of the woman with the lost coin.  The symbolism doesn’t 
exactly work.  The coin – that’s us, supposedly – can’t repent; first, because it’s a 
coin and just lies there, and second, the coin has nothing to repent for, because it 
bears no responsibility for the fact that it is lost.  In fact, in order for the coin to 
need finding, the woman, who is supposed to represent God, had to lose it in the 
first place – hardly an example of competent care and protection of cherished 
things. 

Which brings me to another thing that puzzles me.  It’s the fact that the seeker in 
the parable of the coin, the one supposedly representing God, is a woman.  It isn’t 
at all that I have any problem with God portrayed as a woman.  It’s just that if 
Jesus intended the woman to represent God, this is the only one of 31 parables 
where Jesus does that.   
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Matthew’s gospel doesn’t give any additional insight, even though Matthew relates 
the parable of the shepherd and the lost sheep.  Nowhere in Matthew does Jesus 
tell a parable about a woman searching for a lost coin. 

The bottom line is that I think Jesus may have told the parable of the coin in 
another conversation.  Luke decided it went here because he misinterpreted 
Jesus’ meaning in the parable.  I don’t think the parable of the shepherd and the 
parable of the coin have the same meaning.  I think that in the first one God is 
doing the searching.  In the second, we are.  Doesn’t that more accurately depict 
the quest to understand life’s ultimate meaning?  We don’t always sit passively 
and wait for the Truth to arrive.  We have agency, because God gave it to us, and 
God’s grace empowers it in us.  In our spiritual journeys, everyone is at times the 
one who is sought, and at times the one who is doing the seeking. 

This idea has plenty of Biblical support.  The gospels are full of stories of people 
Jesus sought and found, like the “tax collectors and sinners.”  But the gospels are 
also full of stories of people who sought and found Jesus.  An unnamed “rich 
young man” and a Pharisee named Nicodemus each sought Jesus out on his own.  
In the gospel of Mark, the blind Bartimaeus practically chases Jesus down the 
street.  In one story, Jesus goes and finds Zacchaeus sitting high in a tree.  But in 
another, a woman who had a chronic hemorrhage fought her way through crowds 
of men to find Jesus so she could touch his robe.  The lost son whom we refer to 
as the “Prodigal” comes to his senses and comes home to his father on his own. 

And if the woman seeking the coin is supposed to be us, then this suggests a 
different interpretation of what the coin represents.  It is not a lost soul, like the lost 
sheep.  The coin is faith; it is connection with God and God’s kingdom.  The coin is 
hope that nurtures and empowers us.  It is the knowledge that what is missing in 
our lives is there to be found, somewhere.  And that is a precious thing.  And the 
conclusion would still be the same.  There is rejoicing when it is found, as there 
should be.   

Through the years, as I read the parable of the lost coin, I always also wondered 
how it could be so difficult for the woman to find her lost coin.  I mean, here we 
have a woman who is probably living in one room with a floor of pounded dirt.  
How far could a coin go, and how hard could it be to spot on the floor?  We do 
have to remember that she has no electric lights, and the lamp she is using is 
probably not very effective.  But there is another thing we need to know to really 
understand the woman’s situation.  At that time, it was common for people to cover 
the dirt floors in their homes with clean dried reeds and rushes – a sort of early 
carpet.  So, something like a coin could drop right at your feet, and be nearly 
impossible to find in the grasses.  That is the reason why Jesus said that the 
woman would have to “sweep the house.”  She is moving the grasses around so 
she can see what is underneath.  She is, almost literally, looking for a needle in a 
haystack. 
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Finding what is missing in our lives can seem just like that – looking for a needle in 
a haystack.  What we need may be right next to us, but we just can’t see it.  
Maybe you know someone who feels like that.  Maybe you are somebody who 
feels like that.  Just like the woman might be unable to see a coin that is right at 
her feet, we can be unable to see exactly what it is our souls long for, even when it 
is very close. 

The 17th century philosopher Blais Pascal said that each of us has “a God-shaped 
hole,” and we go through life trying to fill it.  And I don’t need to tell you that we try 
all sorts of things to fill up that empty space – our jobs, relationships, sex, alcohol 
and drugs, physical activities, travel… you name it.  But St. Augustine stated the 
answer most succinctly when he prayed: “Lord, because you made us for 
yourself… our hearts find no peace until they rest in you.” 

So, what I think is that Jesus originally told two different parables intended to 
complement each other.  God is looking for us.  We are looking for God, too.  
Together in today’s gospel these parables are more than a lesson in God’s radical 
inclusivity.  They are an expression of hope.  What has been lost can be 
recovered.  What will satisfy us in the deepest recesses of our beings can be ours.  
Didn’t Jesus also say, “seek, and you will find?”   

Our God is a shepherd who cannot tolerate the loss of a sheep – not even one.  
And with God seeking us, we can never really be lost – only more and more 
found.1 

 
1 This beautiful expression of hope was adapted from an Ash Wednesday prayer by Barbara Hughes in 

Women’s Uncommon Prayers (Harrisburg, Pa.: Morehouse Publishing, 2000) 290. 


