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Lost. Being physically lost these days is almost impossible, as long as you
have a smartphone and some kind of map app. Gone are the days of paper
maps and asking directions. Ben and I have driven to many new places
following the sweet voice who gives direction through the speaker. I’ve
mentioned her before in a message because she is often my companion.
She is so kind, speaks multiple languages, yet always knows that we need to
hear from her in English. She will give us notice that in half a mile we will
need to turn right. In 1,000 feet there is going to be a street that will move
us closer to our destination. She even reroutes us when there is going to be
a major delay, or when we miss the turn, or when we stop to get gas. She
takes into consideration every choice we make, calibrates the route, and
gets us to our destination in the most timely way possible.

The only problems I have had with this disembodied voice has been when I
have chosen to ignore her. Has anyone else just thought, “Oh, I’ve got this,”
and turned off the GPS only to discover you didn't “have that?” Or had the
experience that her planned route seemed so wrong that, even as you
followed it, you became increasingly certain that she didn’t know what she
was talking about? Especially in a strange city or on a remote road—anxiety
grows and I wonder where I am. But, so far, I’ve never been really lost.
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Somehow or another, this strange friendly voice knew exactly where I was
and took me where I told her I wanted to go.

But there is another definition of lost that I invite us to think about this
morning. It is more existential than literal. You may know physically where
you are. My goodness, you are right here. Right now. In this place. You are
well aware of your location. Yet, your mind is wandering. You wonder if
anyone sees you, knows you, cares that you are here? You think you have
done all the right things, that you have checked all the boxes for success,
but something is still missing.

This type of lostness is often unspoken. We don't like the label. We can find
it offensive. Lost soul? No thank you. But lost in our thoughts? Lost in our
complicated life? Lost purpose? Lost enthusiasm? Lost generosity? Lost
hope? But honestly, we’ve all been at least a little lost sometimes, haven’t
we? Even In the midst of living our Christian faith, we can wander off and
find ourselves feeling increasingly disconnected from God, from one
another, and from our true selves.

In the passages from Luke we are reading today, we find Jesus, the master
storyteller, sharing three parables about lostness. The third is called the
prodigal son, and is perhaps one of the most known parables. Today
though, our lectionary asks us to focus on the first two–known as the lost
sheep and the lost coin. Both are lost physically. Both are you and me
existentially. These parables describe the way we feel when we wander
away or find ourselves alone in the darkness, away from the place, the
community where we truly belong.

Let's set the stage once again for this time with Jesus. Remember that the
author, gentille Luke, is a non-Jew who came to faith after the life, death,
and resurrection of Jesus. Luke is passionate in his gospel that his readers
come to understand that Jesus, the son of God, brings salvation to all. From
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his angel-proclaimed birth in Bethlehem to his encounters with the
marginalized throughout his life, Jesus brings people in.

People may choose to walk away. They may decide that the cost of
discipleship is too much for them. They may want to stay in the status quo
even if it means the oppressed stay oppressed, the sick stay sick, and the
religious leaders of the day use the words of God to confine, rather than to
liberate. People may choose to stay put, but Jesus persistently offers
another way.

The kingdom of God has come in Jesus. He will continue extending love,
compassion, and mercy to all. He will speak truth despite everything;
despite what he knows is waiting for him when he reaches Jerusalem. When
the crowds dissipate, when he is betrayed, denied, tortured, and crucified,
Jesus always continues to love.

The Gospel of Luke chapter 15, in the Message version, opens with these
words:

1-3 By this time a lot of men and women of questionable reputation
were hanging around Jesus, listening intently. The Pharisees and
religion scholars were not pleased, not at all pleased. They
growled, “He takes in sinners and eats meals with them, treating
them like old friends.” Their grumbling triggered this story.

To whom does Jesus address the story? The people around him. Men and
women of questionable reputation and those displeased Pharisees and
scholars. He is speaking both to those just now beginning to understand
that they are included in the kingdom of God and those who have long
believed they have a lock on God’s favor. Being lost can happen to anyone.

Jesus begins his story:
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4-7 “Suppose one of you had a hundred sheep and lost one.
Wouldn’t you leave the ninety-nine in the wilderness and go after
the lost one until you found it? When found, you can be sure you
would put it across your shoulders, rejoicing, and when you got
home call in your friends and neighbors, saying, ‘Celebrate with
me! I’ve found my lost sheep!’ Count on it—there’s more joy in
heaven over one sinner’s rescued life than over ninety-nine good
people in no need of rescue.

8-10 “Or imagine a woman who has ten coins and loses one. Won’t
she light a lamp and scour the house, looking in every nook and
cranny until she finds it? And when she finds it you can be sure
she’ll call her friends and neighbors: ‘Celebrate with me! I found
my lost coin!’ Count on it—that’s the kind of party God’s angels
throw every time one lost soul turns to God.”

In 1951, theologian Howard Thurman—an American author, philosopher,
theologian, mystic educator, and civil rights leader—gave a sermon about
the parable of the lost sheep from the sheep’s perspective.

I read Thurman’s beautiful words recently, when Richard Rohr shared them
in his devotion that I read each morning. Knowing that I would soon be
preaching from these passages, I received them as a gift. I offer that gift to
you today:

A sheep was enjoying his grass… and then when he started feeling
chilly, he didn’t recall, but the only thing that he remembers is
that suddenly he became aware that he was cold, and there was a
throwback in his mind, and he realized that he had been cold for
some time. But, the grass was good. Then he looked around, and
he discovered that he was alone. That everybody had gone. That
is, that all the sheep had gone. And he began crying aloud.
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And then the shepherd, who had many sheep, missed him when
he got back to the fold, and he left his ninety and nine… to try to
find this sheep that was lost. And Jesus says, “God is like that.”
Nothing heavy and theological about that. Very little that is
dogmatic, technically, about it. Just that here is a shepherd who
loves his sheep, and one of the sheep in doing the most natural
thing in the world—and that is to eat the grass—did it with such
enthusiasm and over a time interval of such duration that he
didn’t know when the shepherd called, and he was lost.

And why was he lost? He was lost because he was out of touch…
with the group that sustained him, the group that fed him, that
gave him a sense that he counted. That’s all. And as soon as he
was out there alone, he said, “I’m just here by myself. Nothing but
me in all of this? And I want to feel that I count with the others.”
There’s a certain warmth in that. There’s a certain something that
is creative and redemptive about the sense of community, about
the fellowship.

Thurman speaks of the pain of being separated from our communities:

Insulation is something that is spiritual… there’s something inside
of me that pulls up… the drawbridge… Sometimes I do it because
I’m afraid; sometimes I do it because I’m clumsy and awkward,
and I don’t quite know how to establish a relationship or
relationships with my fellows that can float my spirit to them and
bring their spirit to me.

Now, Jesus says that God is like the shepherd, seeking always to
find those who are out of community with their fellows, and when
they have found it, when they have found their community with
their fellows, then all the world seems to fit back into place, and
life takes on a new meaning…
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The lost sheep. The searching shepherd. And the cry of anguish of
the sheep was the voice of identification that the shepherd heard.
That is how God is, if we let him.

The sheep is just doing what sheep do. Grazing and moving to where the
grass seems most abundant. Moving alone, step by step, away from the
flock. Away from the bleating and warmth of the rest of the sheep. Until
finally the lone sheep begins to bleat, to cry as it becomes aware that it is
alone, out there in the wilderness.

Sound familiar? We do the same thing. There is more than one way to be
lost. Thurman describes it as insulating ourselves; pulling up a drawbridge
to separate us from the people with whom we are meant to share this
world. It is easy to put our heads down and keep moving forward after the
greener grass that we believe will answer our need for more. We grab
possessions, we seek power, we push our way into the next place, and we
don't realize that in doing so we get more and more lost.

We can—and do—begin to fear the world around us. It holds too much
uncertainty, too many unanswered questions, too much pain and violence.
So we build walls and insulate ourselves as much as possible from it all. We
believe it is safer here. It is better here.  A rock feels no pain. I touch no one
and no one touches me. Until we notice we are not in a fortress, we are just
alone on an island, surrounded by a moat. And it's lonely. We know where
we are physically, but we are still lost. And we cry.

We get frustrated with the other sheep in the flock. They are loud and they
always seem to be hogging (can sheep hog?) all the good grass. They’re so
sure of themselves, always know what they are doing, they have direction,
they stick together. They are annoying. So we sometimes walk away. At first
appreciating the silence, at first enjoying moving at its own pace. But it gets
cold, even through the wool. We begin to recognize that we are not meant
to be away from the flock. And we cry.
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There is more than one way to be lost. Let me read Thurman’s words again:

And why was he lost? He was lost because he was out of touch…
with the group that sustained him, the group that fed him, that
gave him a sense that he counted. That’s all. And as soon as he
was out there alone, he said, “I’m just here by myself. Nothing but
me in all of this? And I want to feel that I count with the others.”
There’s a certain warmth in that. There’s a certain something that
is creative and redemptive about the sense of community, about
the fellowship.

The cry of the sheep is heard by God. And friends, the cry of the sheep must
also be heard by the community of God, the body of Christ, the church. You
and I are the 99 God is trusting to receive the one.

When God, by the power of the Holy Spirit, draws someone into our midst,
sometimes they are carried in on divine shoulders because they cannot put
one foot in front of the other. What will they find? Will they find welcome?
Will they find celebration? Will that person find a flock full of people who
knew that they were incomplete without them? A flock that  cannot help
but rejoice at their arrival?

Or will they find themselves still alone? Will we allow that person to leave
our company and feel more alone than they were before? Friends, we are
the community called by God to celebrate, welcome, include anyone and
everyone. And not just in this place.

Those who follow Jesus are to go and do as he does. Go and search as the
good shepherd searches. Light a lamp as the woman on her knees strains
her eyes. And rejoice with the same enthusiasm when what was lost is
found.
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I am absolutely certain that if you are searching for someone who is feeling
lost, you will find them. They may not raise their hand and identify that way.
As a matter of fact, I would be surprised if they did. They may have put up
walls and insulated themselves across a drawbridge. But, if you will
listen,—not talk, listen—you will hear the cry of their heart.

What do you do then? Be with them for a bit. Let them know they are of
value by your presence in their life. Show them that they are more than
enough just as they are by offering your time, talent, and perhaps treasure.
We are called to reflect the love of God; it’s the Spirit's job to move their
heart. And if and when they are ready—not on your time but on
theirs—walk them here, or to another community, a body of Christ where
there will be acceptance, welcome and rejoicing that they have come home.

Let me speak to those of you hearing my voice today. You are welcome
here. You are important. Of value. Loved by God. If you have wandered. If
you have put your head down and have not looked up in a long time and
find yourself alone. You do not have to stay lost. It would be my great
privilege to talk to you, to spend time with you, and to introduce you to a
whole flock of people, when you are ready. Please email me at
lori@thedowntown.church.

Hear the words of Howard Thurman once again: And Jesus says, “God is like
that.” Nothing heavy and theological about that. Very little that is dogmatic,
technically, about it. Just that here is a shepherd who loves his sheep, and
one of the sheep in doing the most natural thing in the world—and that is
to eat the grass—did it with such enthusiasm and over a time interval of
such duration that he didn’t know when the shepherd called, and he was
lost.

There is more than one way to be lost. And there is a shepherd who loves
his sheep who persists until all who are lost—in any way—are found.
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