Robin Hood, City Pushcarts, and a Bag of Warm Eggs
Pastor Walt Lichtenberger







September 16, 2007
Luke 15: 1-10









16th Sunday After Pentecost
June 29, 1997, the day of my ordination, was a joyous day.

It was made extra special by those who were present as I took my vows to be a pastor…

Helping me celebrate were family/friends, the familiar faces of those who watched me grow up. Also present were folks from St. Matthews in Secaucus, where I worshiped for many years;
and folks from Faith in New Providence who were placing their trust in and calling me ‘pastor’.
Standing right next to me was my bride, Katie and two city pastors who served as my sponsors.

The first city pastor, Gerry Rickel, I had known since I was around 8 years old.

Pastor Rickel was my pastor at Bethany Lutheran Church in North Bergen…

He gave me my first communion instruction and took the class to the Cloisters.
Both in class and from the pulpit, Pastor Rickel applied the gospel to everyday living.

Why, I can remember him preaching about shopping carts one Sunday morning.

In the suburbs, folks could push their shopping carts filled with groceries right to their cars.

You couldn’t do this in the city of North Bergen.  
Right outside the local supermarket doors there were concrete barriers.

These barriers posed an obstacle for moms with small children and many bags of groceries.
The city prophet preached against such inequity.

Pastor Rickel continues to preach on tangible justice issues as a city pastor in Baltimore.

The second city pastor is one who is very familiar to this Family of Faith.

At the time, I knew Pastor Mac through his work as Chair of the N.J. Candidacy Committee.

Over these past ten years, Pastor has been a constant support to me…

More importantly, he has been a good role model of how servant ministry is done faithfully.

Early on, he shared with me one of his role models for ministry – Robin Hood.

For nearly twenty-five years of ministry in this affluent community,

Pastor has raised a prophetic voice that has challenged the rich to give to and care for the poor.

Though I haven’t seen him in tights, he is truly a “Robin Hood”.
Over the years, he has fought many hard battles to bring this congregation to where it is today.

What a privilege it is to work alongside him helping to guide this Family along a servant course.

What joy it was ten years ago to have two servant-minded pastors stand up for me…

Looking at their ministry to God’s lost children (both rich and poor), I continue to be inspired…

With the cross at the center of their lives, these servants continue to proclaim God’s love for all.

As they proclaim God’s love, their very lives serve as an invitation to God’s celebration.

This morning’s gospel is all about joining in God’s celebration… 

Jesus invited those he encountered along the paths of his ministry to join in God’s party.

And they came out by the droves.

Unfortunately, not everyone who came was pleased with what they saw or heard.

Ever the teacher, Jesus uses the opportunity of those who grumbled to teach about God’s love.

Using a series of parables, Jesus illustrates how God will not stop until everyone is included.
God is like the caring shepherd and the determined woman who search diligently for the lost.
Yet, these teaching stories are about more than just the search… 

When the sheep is found – the shepherd invites his friends and neighbors to a party.

When the coin is found – the woman also invites her friends and neighbors to a party.

When God finds the lost, it is time to put up the streamers, light the tiki torches, and celebrate!

Heaven rejoices. Heaven celebrates.  Heaven parties when lives are restored to God!
The question that Jesus poses to the grumbling Pharisees & scribes is provocative;
When the lost are brought by God back into the community, and the heavens rejoice,

What will the saints on earth do?

Will the saints join in the celebration?  Or will they look down with self-righteous distain.

How sad it was that the Pharisees and scribes opted to grumble!
How sad it was that they couldn’t imagine a party where sinners/tax collectors were invited.

Their faith perspective was so grounded in needing to earn God’s love.
They couldn’t understand how God could accept those who they labeled as ‘unworthy’.
Sadly, they could not fully share in Jesus’ celebration and they turned away.

Do you know anyone who is so obsessed with getting everything right, they get it all wrong? 

Well, that was the Pharisees and scribes back then and now.

They miss the whole point of Jesus’ ministry… 
The whole point of Jesus’ life, death, and resurrection is that God is merciful.

Brothers and sisters in Christ, let’s us not miss it either!

Mercy not merit wins out as straying sheep, misplaced coins, and lost people are found/returned.

God’s forgiveness and grace win the day and they invite us to God’s banquet, God’s party.

Let me share a quick story of how responding to God’s invitation can change the world.

This summer, Pr. Prois of E.L.C.A. World Hunger visited with me.

He wanted to thank this congregation for our continued support of global hunger initiatives.

After hearing that our Sunday Church School was giving all their offerings to World Hunger,

Supporting a long term project in rural Mexico that buys baby chickens,

He told me what happened when he visited Nuevo Jerusalem.
An initial gift, years ago, of a few baby chicks and the know-how needed to raise them,
Has resulted today in chickens running everywhere in the village.

Chickens are an important renewable source of food and income for the impoverished villagers.

As they were leaving the small adobe houses, Pr. Prois was given a bag of warm eggs.

Thanked for the generosity of the church, 
he was asked if he could give those eggs to ‘those in need’.
The villagers understood that being invited to God’s party meant sharing that joy with others. 
The eggs were passed on to a refugee camp, some miles down the road – joy was shared again.
That’s how joy and celebration in God’s kingdom works!

Those who celebrate God’s good gifts are invited to share them with others.

It was this invite Jesus gave long ago to Pharisees, scribes, tax collectors, and sinners alike...

An invitation proclaimed to me as a child as Pr. Rickel spoke of justice & city shopping carts…

An invitation proclaimed here as my dear Pastor who ever challenges self-interest and greed…
An invitation, God-willing, I will be able to share in my own preaching for years to come...

Come, we are invited to God’s party!
Come, share in God’s joy with others!
The Lord of all hopefulness wants us to be a part of the ongoing celebration.
� This question is posed by Brian Stoffregen in his exegetical work on this text.  See:  � HYPERLINK "http://www.crossmarks.com/brian/luke15x1x10.htm" ��www.crossmarks.com/brian/luke15x1x10.htm� 
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