“Lost & Found”
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Surely you caught that all six of our scripture readings for today were about the same thing, lost people. We have all been lost at one time or another. We all know how it feels to be lost and it isn’t fun. I can’t remember my first experience at being lost but I would be willing to bet it was in a department store with my mother. I do remember being bored out of my mind. Like all children I would quickly get bored hanging around waiting for her to find something she liked and I would start looking around for something fun to do. Zipping in and out of the clothes racks was fun. But when they tower over you those same racks quickly become a maze, and first thing you know you are as lost as a goose in high weeds (as my friend and brother Doug Haskell would say).  And how wonderful it felt with mom found me!

I vividly remember one time a few years ago driving somewhere and suddenly realizing I didn’t have a clue where I was or where I was going or why I was going there. I experienced memory vertigo, panic ensued, and then, mercifully I remembered it all and was O.K. again, but it was a terrible feeling. My heart goes out to people suffering from Alzheimer’s Disease or Dementia who regularly become lost to their world.

Lost and found can occur in a lot of different ways. Not too many months ago we had someone on our prayer list who had been diagnosed with terminal cancer. Two weeks later another round of tests couldn’t detect one iota of cancer cells. Was it a lab mistake or a miracle? We don’t know, but I can guarantee you that the person diagnosed with cancer and then found completely without cancer went through a significant “lost and found” experience which must have changed their life.


Some of you have felt lost when your marriages failed. No fault or at fault, you felt like a failure, carried some guilt and wondered if you would ever be able to enter into another commitment. And then along came that one in a million person and changed your life. You were lost but now you feel like you have found meaning again.

Charles Colson, chief counsel to President Nixon, fell from the loftiest places in the White House because of dishonesty. He went to jail. Rock bottom! But in that depth of despair God introduced Colson to Christ, and it changed his life. He began a dynamite ministry to inmates and has written some of the finest books on Christian living. He was lost because of his sins, but found and saved.

Being lost and being found is an experience we have all had, and it is in those terms that Jesus talks about the Kingdom of God and the importance of helping lost people find God’s grace.

In Luke 15 Jesus describes three kinds of lostness, incremental lostness, lost by carelessness, & lost by choice. Sheep can get lost because they just nibble themselves lost. Sheep keep their heads down and eyes on the nice juicy grass and can nibble themselves right out of the protection of the flock and shepherd and into danger. They are such stupid creatures … kind of like people. We can do that too! All it takes is to take our eyes off the shepherd and begin to give more and more time to nibbling something else. I have done it and I’ll bet you have too. Something, some new thing or new person, catches our attention. Slowly, but steadily that new thing takes more and more of our time. And first thing you know we don’t have time to be the person God wants us to be, or read our Bibles, and Sunday becomes a critical day for our new thing. We loose our way and our blessing. We just nibble ourselves right out of the flock.

The second kind of lostness that Jesus talks about is carelessness. The woman lost a valuable coin. How can we become careless? Many years ago I worked with a team of nine people. One of those people was what my dad would have called a “rounder”. I don’t know where that term came from but what he meant by “rounder” was a person who lived a wild and crazy lifestyle. From dad it was at once a criticism and compliment since he had been a rounder in his younger years. In the work environment my rounder friend was very professional, easy to get along with and funny. I liked him! But outside work, and sometimes at work, he used his personality to manipulate people, and especially manipulate women. He was amazingly good at it! At work he helped me a lot. In time he began to invite me into his lifestyle. I knew better, I had been raised better than that, my Christian morals didn’t fit into his lifestyle, but I liked him. I let my guard down and began to blunder into a way of life that took me farther and farther away for my church and my Lord. I was careless with my choices! Have you ever done that? It is easy! Satan is subtle.

The third kind of lostness Jesus talks about is lost by choice. The young son rebelled, he was bored with what he had and tempted by something that looked much better. He chose to be lost! He knew exactly what he was doing. He thumbed his nose at God and at his parents and at his society and struck out for what he believed would be a better place and better life. But he was wrong and it cost him dearly.

All of the readings we have done today reveal one or more of these kinds of lostness; incremental, carelessness or choice. But here is a truth that rises out of all six scriptures, our true home, no matter where we are or what we are doing, is in God. Our real home is with God. We were all created to be at home with God. No matter how lost we are, no matter what we have done, no matter why we have wandered, our home is with God, and we will never be truly happy until we come back home.

Adam and Eve were never truly happy after they chose the world over Eden and God. When they chose their way over God’s way that is what they did, they chose the world over God, and they were never happy again. To leave the presence of God is to become homesick. We may not know we are homesick. We may just know that something in our life is missing, something isn’t right. We will look for the lost in things and in relationships and in work and in play, but we will never be satisfied, because those things are not what we are missing. We are lost from home.

When my brother Mike died I went to Memphis to take care of the funeral arrangements. I stayed in the Residence Inn Suites in Memphis. Two beautiful rooms, each with a big screen television, coffee pot and everything else you could possibly need. The bed was better than my bed at home. But I was lonely! I was not home.
This world, this neighborhood, your neighborhood has people who are lonely, lost, wandering. They may not know what is missing. They may not know because they have never been in a relationship with God. Adam and Eve at least knew why they were lonely. It is your responsibility to help them to know, to show them God’s love. If you know and they don’t, isn’t it up to you?

That is the other thing about these three stories of Jesus, all three of them tell us that God is aggressively looking for us. The shepherd went looking for the lost sheep, the woman turned the house upside down looking for her coin, and the father never stopped watching for his son. 

Not long ago I was watching television and came upon a man and his wife being interviewed outside of Jerusalem. The views of the city caught my attention and I listened for a while. The man, who spoke English with a strong New Yorker’s accent, explained that he and his wife had first come to Israel on a vacation several years ago. He said that when he stepped off the plane in Israel he knew he was home. He had never been there before, he wasn’t a particularly religious man, but his heart told him he was home. They sold everything they had and moved to Israel.

A lot of people who live around us are lost. They are searching, they don’t know what they are searching for but they know something is missing, they just don’t know it is them that is missing from the Father’s table. Many of them are like the elder brother in Jesus last story. They don’t know they are lost. They didn’t nibble themselves away from God because they were never in his flock to begin with. They didn’t walk away from God’s family because they were never in the family to begin with. Nevertheless they were created to be in God’s family. Somebody needs to help them find their way home!

Jesus says to us today, since you are going into all the world anyway, why not take the good news with you. Tell them about me. Show them the way home. They may be eternally thankful.


Amen.
