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Luke 15:1-10

“Lost”

I am just now watching the final season of “Lost” on DVD. And I like it. I thought last year’s season was confusing and pardon the pun----lost at best. But I like this year. I like the theological implications. So, if you know the ending, don’t tell me. That is like someone telling you that in the Hitchcock thriller Psycho Anthony Perkins is his own mother. Ooops!

This morning we have the lost coin, the lost sheep, and of course the lost sinner (see Paul’s letter to Timothy: “The saying is sure and worthy of full acceptance that Christ Jesus came into the world to save sinners of whom I am the foremost”.) Lost, lost, lost. I understand the woman losing the coin and frantically going through her house looking for the solo lost one. I really do. I hate losing something, and when I do, I tend to focus on only that which I have lost putting everything else aside. I retrace my steps from when I last saw or possessed that which I have lost. And I remember my mother’s old adage regarding things that have been lost: “Well, it just didn’t get up and walk away.” 

All of us have lost things----keys, eyeglasses, a piece of clothing, a ring, a necklace, a book and on and on. And when we realize that we have lost it, we frantically look everywhere until we find it. And we become more and more irritated until we do find it. Call me a child of the current age but the worst thing for me to lose is my phone. If I can’t find it, I call it continuously straining my ears to hear it ring. And, of course, usually the ringer is on vibrate so I have to have a dog’s ear in order to hear it. So, look, we all can relate the woman who lost the one coin and sweeps the house until she finds it. 
I have a little harder time relating to the one lost sheep leaving the 99 behind. First of all, the 99 left behind are not left protected. In the Greek, they are left out in the wilderness unprotected from harm. So, the risk of losing them is pretty steep. In addition, economically it makes no sense to go after one. 99 sheep will soon enough make more sheep. Risking those 99 is not good business and is just plain irresponsible. 

What’s a sheep worth anyway? Before you risk the 99, you’d better know what the one is worth. The scriptures are well aware that animals have a value. Matthew and Luke may disagree on the value of a sparrow, but not that there is a price for them in the market. (“Aren’t two sparrows sold for only a penny?” Matt 10:29, whereas Luke 12:6 declares that “Five sparrows are sold for just two pennies.”) Apparently the value of a sparrow may fluctuate, according to time and place, buyer and seller. 

I was thinking about this recently when I heard a news report which tried to understand how much a pelican is worth. This comes as the U.S. and state governments calculate how much to make BP pay for the damage caused by its oil in the Gulf. 
In the U.S., it’s illegal to trade in pelicans, so we can’t get a “market price.” If you ask people how much they’d pay to prevent pelican deaths, you get numbers all over the map. Since it costs, on average, $500 to clean an oil-covered pelican, we know a pelican must be worth more than $500. A trained pelican for film work rents at $4,500 a day, and thus can earn its owner many thousands over its lifetime. A dead pelican, contaminated with oil, is worth less than nothing – you have to pay to dispose of it with other chemical waste. So, what’s a pelican worth?

What is one human life worth? Nothing if you have already given up on them. And yet everything if you are that one human who is lost. I have a story for you this morning about one such human life.
A few years ago, a very dear clergy friend of mine with whom our families have been close for several years asked if I would officiate at the wedding of his daughter. Without hearing the details, I immediately said that I would be honored. Knowing that he lived in Atlanta, I figured the wedding would be there. But not so! Because he was the rector of a 2,000 member church in Atlanta in which his daughter had grown up, he was faced with the dilemma of who to invite. Certainly the situation was ripe for hurt and disappointment by those not invited. So, he and his wife decided to have the wedding on the big island (Hawaii) and invite 40 people. “Would you mind,” he asked, “doing the wedding in Hawaii?” “Well,” I paused, “I would prefer San Bernardino. The smog is very pretty in June. But if I have to……..sure I guess so.” 
To my surprise one of the chosen 40 was another clergy person whom I had known from my early days in the priesthood from Atlanta and whom I hadn’t seen in years. And the reason I hadn’t seen him in years was not just because of distance, but because he had been stripped of his priesthood and had fallen into a state we call disgrace. And since disgrace is the opposite of grace, which we all know is a free gift and not earned, there is really no way to then to “earn” your way out of the state of disgrace. There is no way out unless we are let out. And who is going to do that? So, I guess there is a hell after all. It is called disgrace.

At one time this fellow and I were pretty good friends. He was the rising star in the Diocese of Atlanta. He was sociable, theologically sound, smart and witty. On his way to being a bishop one day, the next step was when he was called to be the dean of the cathedral in the Diocese of New Jersey under the tutelage on the famous (or infamous) Bp Jack Spong. Soon the dirty stuff started to rise to the surface. He was accused of misappropriating funds and inappropriate same sex misconduct. After an ugly ecclesiastical and secular trial, he was found guilty, stripped of his priesthood and removed from society in general. Over the course of years, I hadn’t seen or talked to him since all this had happened. And then, there we were sitting next to one another at the rehearsal dinner.

So, what do you say? “So, how’s it going? What’s been happening in your life since we last saw one another? How about them Lakers?” I don’t know how it started, but we began to talk. And he said several important things. First was that the Church talks a lot about forgiveness and love but that it is selective in doling it out. Sexual misconduct---especially same gender sexual misconduct----is an unforgivable sin. Over all the years of this fellow’s tribulations our mutual friend (father of the bride) was the only clergy person to keep in contact with him. Without so much as a scale or red spot on his skin, he was a leper.
He related all this without any anger. He said that he had let go of that a long time ago. And here is where theology enters. Here is where our gospel reading about lostness fits in to everyday life. Scripture is useless unless it is applicable to our common everyday lives. He said that after he was deposed (deprived of one’s privilege to perform ministerial duties) and disgraced he tried and tried to find his way out of the wreckage called his life, which, by way, he didn’t blame on anybody else. It was his fault. Always in the past he said that he would go to God in prayer or read Scripture or seek some way to pull himself out of whatever situation, doldrums, depression or problem he had. I guess what he was saying was that every time he was lost, he was able to find a way out. But not this time. And what he came to realize was that seeking is not always about pulling yourself up by your own bootstraps. Instead, he realized that seeking is also the willingness to be found. Sometimes the only way out of our lostness in life is to realize that someone is seeking us and we need to be found by them. But to do that, you gotta know that you can’t save yourself---find yourself. Someone has to grab you by the hand and help you, but you have to let them do it.

We might imagine ourselves as the shepherd looking for the sheep or as the woman looking for the coin. We might imagine that these parables encourage our searching, so that we might find what we have lost. But in fact the parables do something else. They make us not the searchers but the lost object. Like the sheep and the coin, we are found. We are found in a way that is not dependent on our seeking but only on our being sought. Neither the lost coin nor the lost sheep does a blessed thing except hang around in its lostness. The entire cause of the recovery operation in both stories is the shepherd’s or the woman’s determination to find the lost. Therefore on the strength of the parable, it is precisely our sins and not our goodnesses that most commend us to the grace of God. Thus, if we badger ourselves with the dismal notion that sinners must first forsake their sins before God will forgive them, that the lost must somehow find itself before the finder will get up off his rear end and look for it-----we carry ourselves straight away from the obvious sense of both stories. Paul tells us that Jesus died for us while we were yet sinners and NOT repentant, sorry-for-what-we-have-done-good Christians.
These parables of lostness are far from being exhortations to repentance. They are emphatically not stories designed to convince us that if we will wind ourselves up to some acceptable level of moral and/or spiritual improvement, God will then forgive us. Rather, they are parables about God’s determination to move before we do. In short, these parables are about God’s determination to make lostness and death the only tickets we need to enter into the big party at the end of the day.
Note that in the scripture lesson it is the lost who come to the party and in neither case are the unlost in on the party. Thus, neither lostness nor deadness nor repentance is in itself redemptive. God alone gives life, and God gives it freely and fully on no conditions whatsoever.

This puts confession in a totally different light than we expect. It is not at all what we thought it was. Confession is not the admission of a mistake which we have fully recognized and corrected. Instead, confession is the admission that we are dead in our sins----that we have no power of ourselves either to save ourselves or to convince anyone else that we are worth saving. It is the recognition that our whole life is finally and forever out of our hands and that if we ever live again, our life will be entirely the gift of some gracious other.

Thus, the truly found person is the one who realizes their own lostness. You can’t be found unless you realize you are lost. And you can’t find yourself (as much as Ram Das, Timothy Leary and Werner Erhard said you could). The same principle applies to life and death. You can’t truly live until you have died. This is the basic message Christian message and not doing good.
And once we see that we are lost, then we can make the choice to be found. But, again, we can’t be found if we don’t know that we are lost. I know this sounds like a circular argument and perhaps a bit too heady and not very practical, but once you accept that you are dead, then real life begins.”

Let me put it to you this way. A few months ago I was down on the Santa Monica pier. One of the things they have there is a trapeze school. Kind of a peculiar location for the school, but it gets a lot of free publicity by virtue of all the foot traffic. I stood for awhile watching as the instructor was attempting to teach a teenage girl to swing on a trapeze with her back to another trapeze. The point was for her to let go of her trapeze, turn around grab the other trapeze coming at her from the other side. Not only does this require certain athleticism, but it also requires you to trust that the other trapeze is going to be there when you have just let go of one and are left suspended high in the air above the ground. 

This seems rather simple since we have seen professionals do it with ease. But to this young girl it was not simple. “Let go, let go,” shouted the instructor. Well, for the first few times she couldn’t. When she finally did, she attempted to look over her shoulder prior to letting go which caused her to overturn, miss the bar and fall to the net below. I could see that she was frustrated and scared. And, of course, all of this in front of a growing crowd of onlookers. 

“Go on. Get up there and try it again,” shouted her instructor. She did and failed again, and I could see tears welling up in her eyes.

It is tough to let go of all the things that bring us security even when they don’t work. We try them over and over again which is the definition of insanity: continuing to do the same thing over and over expecting different results. I believe in angels…………not necessarily the floaty kind with wings, but the true definition of an angel---a messenger of God. God uses ordinary people to come to us bringing God’s message of love and forgiveness. These people, unaware that they are the messenger, reach out a hand when we are spinning around lost in our lives. They find us, but are we willing to be found? Well, we can’t be found and can’t see the outstretched hand of God through another person unless we see that we need their help.  And the signs that show we recognize our lostness are the willingness to let another in, to let them see you for all that you are and the willingness to trust them when they say they love you and care about you in your troubles. And if you can do this, then the greatest sign of being found is the realization that you are dead. You certainly can still be wounded, but once you are dead then you can’t be killed again. And then a new world opens up. You were lost but now are found, blind but now you see.
We are not the shepherd or the woman. We are not the finders; we are the lost object. We are the one lost sheep and the lost coin. But be cheerful because being a lost sinner is the only way to get into the party. God finds us in the desert of death not in the garden of improvement. So, open up to your lostness. Because the only way to be found is to realize that you are lost in the first place.
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