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I like Saint Paul’s letter to Timothy from the second reading, because in some ways I can relate to what 

Paul is saying, and his letter reminds me of my journey to the diaconate.  Paul says that he was a 

blasphemer and a persecutor and arrogant – foremost among sinners.  But the Lord called him to serve 

anyway.  The reading says that Jesus strengthened Paul and considered Him trustworthy in appointing 

him to the ministry. 

 

Over 10 years ago, Fr. John and I were talking one day after Mass.  I was drawing closer to retiring from 

the Air Force, and Fr. John asked what I planned to do after retirement.  I told him I wasn’t sure, because 

air traffic controllers aren’t in very high demand in central Wisconsin.  Then Fr. John threw a curve ball 

at me and said, “You should become a permanent deacon.”  I didn’t even know what a permanent 

deacon was.  But like Paul, I was painfully aware of my own sinfulness and so I knew that whatever it 

was, I wasn’t cut out to be one.  I laughed and said, “I’m not deacon material.”  And Fr. John didn’t 

mention anything about it again…  For now, I’m going to leave my story there, and get into the parables 

in the Gospel. 

 

Unlike Paul in the second reading, who was keenly aware of his own sinfulness, in the Gospel the scribes 

and Pharisees seemed keenly aware of other peoples’ sinfulness.  They didn’t like that Jesus hung around 

with tax collectors and sinners.  It’s almost as though they might have been jealous of the attention that 

Jesus was giving them, when they, the righteous ones, always seemed to be at odds with Him.  And so 

Jesus teaches them through the three “lost and found” parables in today’s Gospel, with the first two 

laying the foundation and third one building on the other two. 

 

The first is the parable of the lost sheep.  In the parable, a shepherd leaves 99 of his sheep to go off 

looking for the one that is lost.  And when he finds it, he celebrates its return.  Although the meaning of 

the parable is pretty obvious, Jesus nonetheless explains that there is more rejoicing in heaven over the 

return of one sinner who repents than over 99 righteous people who have no need for repentance.  I 

think He also might have been taking a jab at the scribes and Pharisees, who obviously saw themselves 
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as righteous people who had no need of repentance.  Through the parable Jesus explains exactly why He 

is hanging out with tax collectors and sinners and not the scribes and Pharisees.   

 

Just in case they didn’t get the message, he reinforced it with the parable of the lost coin.  In that parable, 

a woman lost a coin, searched high and low for it, and rejoiced when she found it.  Same message, 

different parable.   

 

By now you’d hope that the scribes and Pharisees would understand that in the parables Jesus was the 

shepherd and the woman; the sheep and the coin are the sinners He seeks; and the rejoicing that takes 

place after each are found is the joy that reverberates through heaven at the return of a sinner.  In case 

you didn’t notice, though, there’s an element that’s missing from the first two parables.  Neither the 

sheep nor the coin were active participants in their return.  They were simply found.  And so Jesus tells 

the parable of the prodigal son. 

 

In that parable, a son has had his fill of doing the will of his father and is ready to live his own life.  He 

heartlessly asks the father for his share of the inheritance, then heads off and squanders it on a life of 

sin.  Eventually, he comes to his senses.  He swallows his pride and returns to his father, acknowledging 

his sins and begging for forgiveness.  This parable, then, adds the element of repentance.  Unlike the 

sheep and the coin who were simply found, in this parable the son recognizes himself that he is lost and 

seeks the father, once again inclined to do what the father wills for him.  But the father has also been 

seeking his son’s return, and is so elated that he runs out to greet him and then throws a party that rivals 

those in the other parables. 

  

Besides seeking, finding, repenting, and rejoicing, the third parable also demonstrates mercy.  The father 

in the third parable had every right to turn the younger son around when he came back and to tell him, 

“hey, you made your bed, now you lie in it.”  But he didn’t.  He forgave his son, even though the son 

might not have deserved it. 
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So now I want to jump back into my story.  Like I said, Fr. John never mentioned the diaconate again.  

And I never thought about it again, and went about doing my own thing…but the Holy Spirit would stir 

inside me; infrequently at first, and more persistently over time.  Whenever that happened, I quickly 

chased the thought away.  But the Lord does not give up, and after five years I finally caved and said to 

Him, “Alright!! If you’re calling, I’ll come.  But you do know who you’re talking to right?”  I felt the same 

way all through formation; that I wasn’t worthy of being called to serve as a deacon.  I really struggled 

with that in the final few months before ordination.  But finally, like Paul in the first reading, I recognized 

that I was being called by the grace of the Lord, not because I deserved to be ordained.  I still know I’m 

not worthy to serve as a deacon, and I’m still painfully aware of my sinfulness, but I trust in the Lord’s 

grace, and love, and mercy, and so I will do what He wills.  So I can identify with Paul, and I can identify 

with the son in the parable who rejected his father but then was welcomed back when he came to his 

senses.  I am a sinner, but the Lord keeps welcoming me home, keeps sending me to do what He has 

called me to.  

 

Now, I just shared part of my story, but my story is your story too.  We are all being called by the Lord.  

He has called each of us to a certain state of life and given us gifts to help us.  But He didn’t do that just 

so we could make a good life for ourselves; the vocations He has called us to and the gifts He has given 

us are also meant to be used in service of the Lord.  The apostle Paul said that Jesus came into the world 

to save sinners.  We are all sinners in need of saving, but the Lord calls us to serve anyway.  As He did 

with Paul, and as He is doing with me, the Lord uses sinners to help Him save sinners.  Whatever our 

state in life is, we are called to witness to Jesus Christ so that others who are lost can be brought to the 

Lord.  When others see us living authentic Christian lives, we show Jesus to them, and might help to plant 

a seed that inspires them to seek the Lord, like Fr. John did with me.  Will we fail at times, run off, do our 

own thing, and squander the gifts He has given us?  Sure we will.  Because we are sinners ourselves.  But 

when we fail, we need to follow the example of the prodigal son and turn back to the Lord, asking for 

His forgiveness, love and mercy.  And when He sees us coming, He will run out to meet us. 

 

 


