
God, the Party Animal

Who among you having a hundred sheep and losing one of them would not leave the
ninety-nine and go after the lost one until he finds it? And when he does find it, he sets it on his
shoulders with great joy and, upon his arrival home, he calls together his friends and neighbors
and says to them, ‘Rejoice with me because I have found my lost sheep.’ ...

Or what woman having ten coins and losing one would not light a lamp and sweep the house,
searching carefully until she finds it? And when she does find it, she calls together her friends
and neighbors and says to them, ‘Rejoice with me because I have found the coin that I lost.’ In
just the same way, I tell you, there will be rejoicing among the angels of God over one sinner
who repents...

…The Lost Son said to his father, ‘Father, I have sinned against heaven and against you; I no
longer deserve to be called your son.’ But his father ordered his servants, ‘Quickly bring the
finest robe and put it on him; put a ring on his finger and sandals on his feet. Take the fattened
calf and slaughter it. Then let us celebrate with a feast, because this son of mine was lost, and
has been found.’ Then the celebration began. (See Luke 15)

When you picture God the Father, what mood is he in? In the Fifteenth Chapter of Luke, Jesus
answers that question.  He tells three parables to show us what God is like.  In all three stories,
God is said to be like a person who is exuberant over finding what was lost: a lost sheep, a lost
coin, and a lost son.  What’s striking about these stories is God’s mood of ecstatic joy.  All three
parables end in a party!  So, here’s my question to you: when you picture God the Father, do
you picture a divine party animal?  Maybe you should!  Most of us picture God as an angry
father on the good days and a sulking and brooding one on the bad.  But Jesus tells us that the
Father is joyful and itching to throw a party.

Did the shepherd spank the found sheep?  Did he yell at it, saying “You’re a bad sheep; prove to
me that you’re sorry and have learned your lesson?”  These are the sorts of things that we say
to someone who was lost and wants to return to our fold.  We are not joyful but angry.  We want
them to suffer a bit before we let them back into our good graces.  So we assume that God is
this way with us.  But the shepherd in the story embraces the sheep and places it on his
shoulder.  He joyfully and unreservedly returns the sheep to the fold.  I wonder if Jesus used the
metaphor of the lost sheep because sheep get lost without meaning to.  Perhaps that’s true
about us most of the time, too.

But sometimes humans do know better and they consciously choose a bad path, do they not?
Won’t God demand retribution in those moments?  This is the most shocking thing about the
third parable.  When the rebellious son who consciously betrayed his father returned, he gave
his father every opportunity to punish him for his crimes.  He expected the father to never call
him “son” again and to treat him as a hired hand.  But the father would have none of that.  He
put a ring on his finger and sandals on his feet.  And then he threw a party for him.



Let’s pray that you and I can perceive the Father as happy with us as the prodigal father is with
his son.  Let’s pray that we can imitate the father when bringing the world’s lost sheep back to
the fold.  We pray that we may do so without judgment or scorn, but with great joy.  Let the
celebration begin!
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