
 

 

Well I’d like to start by thanking Chad Butler for posting a story on Facebook that 

finally broke through my sermon-writer’s block this week. 

 

The story was about “college colors” day at an elementary school in Florida. One young 

boy told his teacher that he wanted to wear a University of Tennessee shirt, but he didn’t 

have one. She told him he could just wear an orange t-shirt to school, and that would 

still show his UT spirit.  

 

And this young UT fan in Florida was so hyped up to show off his spirit. For the whole 

week before college colors day, every day the boy would tell his teacher about the 

orange shirt he was going to wear.  When the day finally arrived, he showed up to school 

in a bright orange t-shirt, and he’d also gone the extra mile: he had drawn his own 

University of Tennessee label in black pen on a white sheet of paper and taped it to his 

shirt. He was so excited to show off his work and his pride.  

 

He came into the classroom that morning buzzing with energy. Then lunchtime came, 

and when he returned to the classroom after lunch, he laid his head down on his desk 

and started crying. “Some girls at the lunch table next to his (who didn’t even participate 

in college colors day) had made fun of his sign that he had attached to his shirt. He was 

DEVASTATED.” 

 

His teacher felt so sad and frustrated for him that she wanted to buy him an official U.T. 

shirt to help boost his spirits. But she also shared his story on Facebook, asking for 

anyone with connections to U.T. to try and help her make it “a little extra special for 

him.” Her post was shared on social media thousands of times, and eventually U.T. sent 

the boy a care package full of Vols gear. 

 

Then, an even better thing happened: The University announced it would add the boy’s 

homemade pen-and-paper design to its official t-shirt line, and a portion of the proceeds 

from sale of these shirts will be donated to an organization called STOMP Out 

Bullying.1 Last Thursday UT also announced that it had offered the boy a full ride to the 

school.2 

 
1 “Tennessee Vols add boys’ homemade T-shirt to official store after he’s bullied at school,” WHNT19 News, 6 

September 2019. https://whnt.com/2019/09/06/university-adds-boys-homemade-t-shirt-to-official-store-after-hes-

bullied-at-school/ Accessed 14 September 2019. 
2 Ryan Wilusz, “He’s getting more than his shirt printed – UT just offered the bullied boy a scholarship,” Knoxville News 

Sentinel, 12 September 2019. https://www.knoxnews.com/story/sports/college/university-of-
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It’s a very happy ending to a story about a young kid getting unfairly bullied. 

 

From our perspective, outside of the story, we probably hear about those girls who made 

fun of the kid and his t-shirt and say, “Ugh. Why?” Why couldn’t they just leave him 

alone? Why couldn’t they see his excitement, his pride, and his creativity, and celebrate 

all that with him? Why did they have to be cruel instead? 

 

But if we’re honest, we might remember elementary school and what that world can be 

like. How even young kids have a tendency to make their own class system and rules for 

behavior, to look for ways to prove that they’re the cool ones, to find things to make fun 

of other kids for. We might remember getting teased ourselves, and/or teasing other kids. 

 

And if we’re really honest, we adults might remember that we still do that kind of stuff 

now, just in different ways. We might not really tease or bully so much, but we do look 

askance at people, criticize them, or even isolate them – and sometimes for silly little 

reasons: their hairstyle, the way they dress, the way they talk, the color of their skin. And 

does any of that really matter? In a world that’s already so isolated, why do we almost 

automatically isolate ourselves even more over such little things? Sometimes it seems 

like it’s one of those almost-unavoidable habits of human nature. 

 

I think it was Pastor Howard Mettee who used to say that the two most powerful words 

are: “But God...” This week our Gospel story reminds us: Humans are often in the 

business of isolation, but God is in the business of re-connection. God reconnects us 

with God and with each other not only in situations where we humans have put up silly 

divides; God reconnects us even when there are seemingly good reasons for us to be 

disconnected. 

 

Today’s Gospel reading starts with the Pharisees and the scribes – AKA the good, 

religious people – complaining that Jesus is mixing with sinners. It seems like a 

reasonable complaint at first. If you’re a holy man, a teacher of good religious truth and 

morals, you probably shouldn’t hang out with the big-time sinners. It looks bad. And 

they might corrupt you. It reminds me of the time when Pastor Delmer Chilton got in 

trouble with one of his congregations for spending too much time down at the biker bar, 

though he said he went there as a pastor to get to know folks and invite them to church. 

The good religious folks were just trying to uphold some good boundaries for the sake 

of safety and decency. 

 

 
tennessee/football/2019/09/12/tennessee-bullied-florida-boy-offered-admission-four-year-scholarship-ut-shirt-

design/2292592001/ Accessed 15 September 2019. 

https://www.knoxnews.com/story/sports/college/university-of-tennessee/football/2019/09/12/tennessee-bullied-florida-boy-offered-admission-four-year-scholarship-ut-shirt-design/2292592001/
https://www.knoxnews.com/story/sports/college/university-of-tennessee/football/2019/09/12/tennessee-bullied-florida-boy-offered-admission-four-year-scholarship-ut-shirt-design/2292592001/


So there might have been good reason for those obvious sinners to be isolated from the 

rest of society, and especially from more upright religious folks. But Jesus would have 

none of it. Instead he tells these two parables: about a shepherd who loses one sheep and 

leaved the other 99 behind to go and find the lost one; about a woman who loses one 

coin and goes over every square inch of her house until she finds it again. These stories 

were supposed to explain why Jesus thought it was not just okay but good and important 

for him to be hanging out with those sinners. 

 

What’s really amazing to me about Jesus refusing to let those sinners stay isolated is the 

reason he gives – through those stories – for connecting with them. He doesn’t go the 

religious route and say, “It’s ok. I’m trying to get them to change their ways,” or “Just 

give me time, I’m going to convert them.” He doesn’t go the compassionate route and 

explain how much humans need connection, especially if they are to make changes in 

their life. Instead, he tell us something about who God is. 

 

Just think about those parables again. There’s nothing about how good it was for the 

sheep to be back with the fold, and it matters exactly 0% to the coins whether they’re all 

together or one is stuck in between the couch cushions for three years. But both stories 

end with a party, where the person who’s seeking – the shepherd and the woman, the 

God-figures in the stories – are overjoyed in being reunited with what was lost. And 

Jesus points out twice: There is joy in heaven, in the presence of the angels of God, over 

one sinner who repents. 

 

So yes, there is an underlying hope that these obvious “sinners” Jesus hangs out with 

will change their ways, but that’s not really the focus of Jesus’s stories. The focus is joy 

– God’s joy over being reconnected with the people God loves. 

 

Sometimes we tell the story of Jesus in a way that seems like it’s mainly about us: we 

humans were sinners, so Jesus had to come down here and set us straight. And that’s the 

kind of story that ends up making us focus on things like guilt and fear. There’s this 

video on YouTube where some people have done their own silly voice-overs for one of 

those old movies about Jesus; there’s one scene where Jesus is going around pointing out 

people’s sins; when he gets to one person, he says, “Frank, you know what you did. I 

just can’t repeat it, because I’m Jesus.”3 Sometimes we tell the story of Jesus kind of like 

that, too – like Jesus came to point out our sin and show us how much distance there was 

between us and God...and now if we feel really bad and work really hard, maybe we can 

close that gap between us and God a little bit. 

 

But that’s not right at all. 

 

 
3 Jesus Video #3 by Vintage21 Church in Raleigh, NC. https://youtu.be/pCTAgxsLE3Q Accessed 15 September 2019. 

https://youtu.be/pCTAgxsLE3Q


Today’s reading reminds us that the story of Jesus is first and foremost a story about 

God. Jesus came to us because God wants us.  The story isn’t “We were bad, so God 

came to us,” but rather “God loves us, so God came to us.” 

 

And yes, there’s hope that we’ll change, leave our sin behind, and live life in God’s 

grace instead. But look at how Jesus tries to help that change along: he “welcomes 

sinners and eats with them.” That is, he connects with them; he shows them love and 

grace. He doesn’t fill them with guilt and fear and demand they change “or else.” In fact 

the only people you see Jesus berating for their sin are the religious leaders who think 

they’ve got it all right. To the people who are lost and know it, Jesus first extends 

welcome and connection, with faith that connection will inspire change in their lives. 

And that’s how God connects with us, too: welcome and grace first, and then in that 

connection, God works to change our lives so that we live more like God wants us to 

live – and to help us live in a way that’s better for us, too. 

 

So these stories are first and foremost about God’s grace and God’s unconditional love 

for us. 

 

And they are also a challenge, especially for the “good religious folks”: can we also 

rejoice in God’s unconditional love for others? Can we accept that God crosses our 

social boundaries, and join the party on the other side? 

 

 


