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 Whether we realize it or not, most of us have grown accustomed to 

calculating odds.  The odds of winning the lottery for example are about a billion 

to one, whereas the chances of rain during Memphis in May are about 99 to 1.  

And these days it looks as if the chances of my Cardinals winning the National 

League Central Division are at least even money.  In many respects, we live our 

lives calculating the odds – being extra careful to observe the speed limit where we 

have seen police officers waiting with radar guns in the past, though perhaps not as 

scrupulous in those stretches of highway where there would be no place for them 

to hide.  We recognize that we will win some and that we will lose some and, for 

the most part, we try not to let that bother us.  As long as we guess correctly most 

of the time, we figure we are ahead. 

 

 The people of Jesus’ time calculated the odds as well.  They knew, for 

example, that ninety-nine sheep are more valuable than one – and that leaving the 

ninety-nine – risking the loss of the ninety-nine in order to search for one lost 

sheep was fool-hearty at best.  They certainly knew the value of a coin and would, 

if possible, search to find a lost one – in broad daylight.  But remember that oil for 

a lamp was expensive – and lighting a lamp, spending real money just to find one 

lost coin – that didn’t make a lot of sense to them either.  So these parables that 

Jesus told must have struck them as strange.  Surely this shepherd, this woman 

with coins, could calculate the odds as well as anyone else – why would they risk 

what they have?  Why not just cut their losses?  That’s what you and I would do, 

isn’t it?  Aren’t we lucky that God isn’t like you and me? 

 

 You see, we may cut ourselves off from God by our sinful lives, but God 

never cuts his losses.  He never abandons his lost children.  He continues to search 

for us – in mercy and love.  Too many times in our lives, we have been that lost 

sheep, that lost coin, that prodigal son, not worth the trouble in the eyes of the 

world – but worth everything to the God who created and sustains us. Having been 

rescued from slavery by the power of the Most High, we heard in the first reading 

from the Book of Exodus that the people of Israel abandoned the Lord God and 

made for themselves a false god – a god in the form of Baal, the fertility god of the 

Canaanites.  The Lord God would have been perfectly justified in cutting his losses 

with this stiff-necked people, yet he relented at the fervent prayer of Moses.  In the 

second reading, St. Paul reminds us that he was not always the Apostle to the 



Gentiles.  He had been a blasphemer, an arrogant sinner.  He had persecuted the 

early Church.  Yet he had been treated with mercy – not only by God, but 

eventually by the Church that he persecuted.  They were skeptical at first, but were 

ultimately won over by the depth of Paul’s conversion.  And therein lies the lesson 

for us. 

 

 We know that God will treat us mercifully.  We know that there will be joy 

in heaven when we repent.  We are especially grateful that God will welcome us 

back with open arms.  But do we welcome one another?  Will we rejoice when a 

brother or sister sinner repents – or will we continue to hold their sin against them?  

Jesus invites us to rejoice with the angels in heaven when a sinner returns, but how 

often does our sometimes righteousness become self-righteousness instead?  As 

grateful as we are for the abundant mercy of God, we are often remarkably stingy 

with our own mercy.  We’ve calculated the odds, we tell ourselves – that person 

isn’t likely to repent – why reach out to them in the first place?  God may seek out 

the strays and the lost, but why should I waste my time on someone who won’t 

respond anyway?  If we are to be the Body of Christ on earth, if we are to accept 

our role as a disciple, then we too must seek out the lost.  We too must welcome 

the stranger.  We too must be instruments of God’s love and mercy and 

forgiveness.  We undoubtedly see ourselves in this gospel.  Sometimes we are the 

prodigal son who seeks forgiveness and is grateful to be welcomed home.  

Sometimes we are the merciful father who generously runs out to bring back the 

lost.  But all too often, we are the elder brother – the cynic who has calculated the 

odds – the elder brother who is always ready to judge, but incredibly reluctant to 

forgive.  Our readings today remind us not only of God’s mercy, but of our own 

need to be merciful.  Everything I have is yours, the Father tells us, can we not 

rejoice that one who was lost has been found? 


