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It’s a terrible feeling to lose something which is so very important or meaningful to you, isn’t it- whether we’re talking about a wallet, a set of keys, or perhaps some precious heirloom?  You feel helpless, exasperated, and foolish all at the same time.  You look and look and search some more- returning to places you’ve checked three or four times already because you can’t take no for an answer.  You refuse to allow yourself to give up and believe that something so important to you may be misplaced or worse, lost for good.  A few weeks before I left Syracuse to come to Waterloo and become your minister, two friends of mine bought me a round-trip ticket to London as a going away gift where we planned on spending the week together.  The night before we were to take off for Kennedy Airport in New York City, Tom called to make sure that I had my passport on hand.  I assured him I knew exactly where it was and that I’d be ready and waiting when he and Terry pulled up the next morning to get me.  After he hung up, I went to the small built-in safe in my bedroom where I kept such valuable items as my birth certificate and the deed to my home only to discover that it was not there as I had supposed.  With my anxiety quotient rising by the minute, I tore apart every room in the house but alas, without any luck.  I knew that without that passport, there was no way the airline would ever allow me to get on that plane.  I spent virtually the entire night revisiting places I had searched over and over again, going through assorted bags and boxes and drawers until I painfully had to concede that I probably would not be going on this much-anticipated trip with them.  
At six the next morning, my friends had arrived and as Tom bounded through the front door, he exclaimed, “Dave, let’s go.  We can’t be late.”  I then had to give him the awful news that I couldn’t find my passport and it looked like they’d be going to England without me.  Unwilling to take no for an answer, he said, “Let’s let a fresh set of eyes look for it.”  The first place he visited was up in the attic where there was an assortment of travel bags stacked one on top of another.  I said, “Tom, don’t even bother.  I’ve been through them four times already.”  Well, he continued ANYWAY and he didn’t just open each one up and take a cursory look inside, he had to twist each bag and crush it in his hands convinced that such things as money and jewelry and even passports often find their way into hidden pockets and compartments that eventually get forgotten about.  Within a minute, he exclaimed, “David, I think I’ve got something here.”  He then proceeded to unzip a secret pocket that had been built into the bottom lining of one of the bags, a valise I had used months before on an overnight trip to Canada, and, like Harry Houdini, he extracted my U.S. Passport from it.  The excitement and joy I felt in that moment was indescribable.  In a matter of minutes, I went from being one of the most despondent persons on the planet to one of the happiest as something so important as my visa had been recovered in the nick of time.
Well if having misplaced such objects as wallets, keys, and even passports can create such agita within the human breast, then how much harder is it when that which is lost happens to be a living, breathing entity such as a cat, a dog, or even another human being?  My grandfather died from Alzheimer’s back in the early ‘70s but in the final decade of his life, he was constantly wandering away from the nursing home to which he’d been confined and the police would have to be summoned to go find him and bring him back again.  My grandmother told me she died a thousand deaths every time it occurred.  It was all so very sad.  
But such stories don’t always have to end on a down note.  A few years ago, I had dinner with Dr. Jana Childers, who was then the dean of the seminary I had attended.  She had come to speak at the Hasting’s School for Presbyterian Pastors which I have gone to almost every summer I have ministered here in Iowa.  During the course of our conversation, I mentioned to her that I had spent a couple of years at a Christian college in Santa Cruz, California called Bethany before coming to San Francisco Theological Seminary.  At the mention of Bethany, I saw her eyes light up.  “Bethany!  I used to go there all the time.  I was raised in that denomination and my aunt was the manager of the school bookstore there.”  “Your aunt isn’t Darlene Little?” I asked.  “Why YES,” she said.  “Did you know her?”  “Of course I knew her- EVERYONE knew Darlene.  She was one of the sweetest, most wonderful Christian ladies you’d ever want to meet,” I replied.  “By the way,” I asked.  “Whatever happened to her husband, your uncle.  I remember him having some form of dementia which caused him to get disoriented and we would all have to scour the campus until we located him.  Then Darlene would come and ever so patiently and tenderly escort him back home.  Though he didn’t appear that old, I suspect he was suffering from early Alzheimer’s or something like it.  Is he still alive?”  “Oh, yes,” she said.  “My uncle is VERY MUCH alive.  The curious thing about his condition was that after many years of praying for him, one day his affliction mysteriously disappeared and he was completely fine after that.  He never got lost and we never had to go searching for him again.  The doctors have never been able to figure out what caused it but we are convinced that WHATEVER it was, God healed him of it.  It was a real miracle.”
Our New Testament text from the fifteenth chapter of Luke contains two parables about lostness: a lost sheep (which is the focus of our study this morning) and a lost coin. These two are then followed by perhaps the most POPULAR parable Jesus ever told- the story of the prodigal son.  All three describe the joy of finding something both precious and important- the first, the joy of a shepherd at the recovery of a lost sheep; the second, the joy of a woman at finding a lost piece of money; and the third, the happiness of a father in receiving home the son he had lost.  In them, we are presented with that which informs not just all of Christ’s teachings and ministry but, even MORE, reveals the very heart and core of who he is as a person- that Jesus, unlike the Pharisees and Sadducees, has a special sympathy for those who are lost or discarded in this world and he rejoices beyond measure when they are found.  The lost and the lonely, the forlorn and the forsaken- THESE are the ones he is concerned most about, the ones he had come to seek and to save in the FIRST place.
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In our story, Jesus tells of a man who has a hundred sheep.  When one of them becomes lost, he risks leaving the ninety and nine in order to find and rescue the one which had wandered away.  Upon his return, he calls together his friends and neighbors to share with them his great joy.  It is a simple story yet profound in its implications.  To begin with, comparing our exalted God to a common, ordinary shepherd would have been considered quite scandalous to the Jews.  Jehovah was far too great, far too majestic to be equated with an occupation so low and demeaning.  You see, the job of shepherding was anything BUT easy or glamorous.  We picture them in clean clothes carrying cute little lambs on their shoulders when in fact shepherds were generally among the poorest of the poor, a group stuck on the lowest rungs of society.  In fact, they rarely owned the sheep they tended.  Rather, they were like "temps" who minded sheep in the countryside on behalf of sheep owners who probably lived nearby.  
In addition, to the Pharisees and Sadducees, shepherds were considered religious outcasts.  Because they were always out in the field, caring for their flocks, they were never able to fulfill all the requirements of worship demanded by their laws and traditions.  They could not go to the Temple to offer sacrifices at the proper time and were unable to observe the Sabbath as properly prescribed or any of the OTHER festivals and feasts which were required of all Jews.  Hence, they were looked down upon and deemed “sinners” by them despite that Abraham and Moses and David--their three greatest ancestors--all were shepherds.  Thus to equate God with that of a shepherd would have been considered BLASPHEMOUS by them.
It must be noted that the sheep in the parable is not lost because it is BAD.  It becomes lost because it does what sheep quite naturally DO- it is SO preoccupied by the process of eating, moving from one patch of grass to another, that it forgets where it is in relation to the rest of the herd.  It has wandered too far afield so that it eventually finds itself beyond the careful gaze of the shepherd.  Thus, having lost its guide and lacking all sense of direction, it cannot find its way back to the fold.  
Isaiah 53:6 declares, “All we like sheep have gone astray; we have turned every one to his own way.”  Like sheep, WE frequently stray as well.  The book of Hebrews offers by way of a similar analogy a word of warning to those Christians who don’t pay attention to what they speak or how they live when it says, “Therefore we must pay attention to what we have heard, lest we drift away from it.”  The point here is that if we become careless and unmindful about our Christian commitment, we can by slow degrees drift away from our moorings in Christ, the same way a boat does when it is not securely tied to the dock.  Once untethered from its berth, it can slowly drift out to sea where it then can easily become lost.  
Before taking up my pastorate here, I had a 25-ft. sailboat which I used to sail on Onondaga Lake in Syracuse, N.Y.  Like all sailors, I always had to pay close attention to the weather for if a major storm moved into the area, I then had to go down to the harbor and make sure it was safely and securely lashed to the dock, checking to see that the bumper guards were properly in place so as not to damage the wale or side of the boat.  That same kind of care and vigilance is no less required in our CHRISTIAN life, an attentiveness about our faith commitment which if taken for granted or left to chance could prove disastrous to our spiritual lives.  Such a duty as coming to church and worshiping God with the rest of the saints can never merely be an OPTION if we’re ever going to become the mature Christians God desires us to be.  Neither is attending Bible study or engaging in private prayer or learning to share our faith with others as these are vital spiritual disciplines which when exercised, build up our faith and keep us close to our Lord.  If NOT, we can EASILY drift away from him and never even realize it- carried from one lame excuse to another, increasingly distracted by the wide and growing number of diversions that compete for our attention until our spiritual sympathies and religious commitments dry up and God winds up becoming more of an AFTERTHOUGHT than a forethought in our lives.
However, if this parable highlights how deceptively easy it is for sheep to get lost, on the OTHER hand, it emphasizes just how remarkable the SHEPHERD is and how deep his love runs for those in his care.  Notice how among the large mass of sheep that make up his flock, the shepherd is able to detect if one of them is missing.  That he is aware when one of them is gone can be credited to his sense of devotion and responsibility for those in his charge- so MUCH so that he even knows each one of them by name.  As Jesus said, “I am the good shepherd; and I know my own and my own know ME.”  To the good shepherd, a sheep is not merely a commodity to be bought and sold on the open market; it is far from being a package of lamb chops or skeins of woolen yarn.  Rather, it is one of God’s blessed creatures and the shepherd’s responsibility is to care for each one and protect it as though it were one of his own children.  Each is unique and therefore precious in his sight.  If a sheep is not among the security of the group and beyond his watchful scrutiny, panic sets in and he will do what he has to do and go wherever he has to go in order to find it and return it home safely.  
In fact, the shepherd’s love for each of his sheep is SO great, he is willing to risk leaving the other ninety and nine to go in search of the one which is lost, even though he knows that by doing so, he places the REST of the flock in a very vulnerable position.  After all, the sheep are out in the wilderness where wolves and other animals of prey look upon sheep as easy pickings.  There is also the possibility it could ALREADY be dead.  Yet love is willing to assume such risks because it loves indiscriminately- no one sheep is loved more than any of the others.  Nor does the shepherd waste any time or spare any expense in trying to find it. His love is enduring and persistent for he refuses to suspend the search until the lost one is found, regardless of the dangers to his OWN life.  As Jesus also said, “I am the good shepherd; and the good shepherd lays down his life for the sheep.” 
And when the shepherd DOES locate the one which had gone missing, he doesn't punish it for simply doing what sheep do by nature.  Rather, he REJOICES because it has been found safe and sound.  And since the lamb is probably too weak and too scared to walk on its own, the shepherd shows further sympathy towards it by hoisting it upon his broad shoulders and hurrying back with it to the rest of the flock.  His joy will be complete only when they are all reunited.

What a beautiful image of God’s love does the Bible provide for us here.  To the lost sheep of Israel, Christ was a Good Shepherd in every way.  He never had any regard for anyone’s age or sex, nationality or economic status.  He had only to perceive that person’s need and then he would attempt to meet it any way he could, whether it involved restoring sight to the blind, enabling the lame to walk, healing lepers, or delivering them from their demons.  He was constantly drying their tears, calming their fears, and making those who were despised feel loved.  He refused to rest until those who were lost were found and made safe and whole once again.
In the same way, he remains a Good Shepherd to each of US.  The picture the Bible paints is of a world in which ALL of us are “lost” in some way or another- even the “holiest” among us as the Pharisees clearly showed.  It doesn’t mean we are immoral or evil or just plain bad- only that we’ve found ourselves separated from one who never stops loving or looking for us and we now have trouble finding our way back to him.  The fact is that ALL of us have wandered away from the safety and security of the fold, ALL of us have found ourselves in trouble at one time or another and did not know what to do or how to get from under it.  If any of us has ever been caught for a crime, regardless how petty; if we have ever lost our job; if we have ever grown hopelessly in debt; if we have ever faced divorce; if we’ve ever lost a loved one; if we have ever been involved in a personal scandal or been enslaved by a variety of addictions, then know that this message is meant for US- right NOW, this very MORNING!  
And this is our hope and consolation, that if the Bible shows how ALL of us are represented by that one lost sheep, it ALSO paints for us a picture of God as the Good Shepherd, of one who will not rest until he has sought and saved those who are lost.  It is a picture of Jehovah unlike any the world has ever seen as no OTHER religion promotes such a lord as this. Other religions may speak of God's power and holiness and beauty but NOWHERE do they speak of such LOVE- ANYWHERE!  The portrait the scriptures present is not of a WRATHFUL God, not of a VENGEFUL God who the minute we break a law or wander too far afield strikes us down or writes us off and forgets about us.  Rather, it is of a SHEPHERD God who loves us with an EVERLASTING love- so MUCH so that he will leave the ninety and nine to find us and bring us safely home.  He does for us what we could not do for ourselves and OUR response to such love can only be to submit to him and love him in return and then share the joy he feels in finding us.  
My friends, how we "image" God is most important, for how we envision him will influence the way we ultimately relate and respond to him.  If we think of God as a “divine policeman” who will issue us a summons or send us off to jail for the slightest infraction, then we will look upon God as a stern judge and our relationship with him will be characterized by more fear than joy and certainly little Christian freedom.  If our image of God is that of a "grand old man," the white-headed geriatric seated on his gold throne, then we’ll think of God as too "old-fashioned," as one completely out of touch with many of the problems we currently face.  Thus, we’ll wind up ignoring him entirely.  But if we regard God as the GOOD SHEPHERD, as one who loves us with an everlasting love, as one who leaves the ninety and nine to locate and return that which is lost, then we will never have any reason to FEAR him but instead, EVERY reason to COME to him and remain CLOSE to him REGARDLESS of whatever problems or needs we might have.  Now you know why there are so many paintings of Christ the Good Shepherd hanging on our church walls, or why so many of our sanctuaries are adorned with stained glass windows depicting that very same scene- because it is an image that greatly comforts us, one that will win over our hearts and command our love like few others ever can while revealing to us the TRUE heart and nature of our God.  This it will do for US if we allow this same image of Christ the Good Shepherd to no less adorn the walls and sanctuaries of our HEARTS and our MINDS this morning.  Let us pray…
Almighty God, Everlasting Father, Dear and Wonderful Shepherd, draw each of us close to you this morning that we might find the rest we all so desperately yearn for- rest from our worries, rest from our sorrows, rest from our anger, rest from our jealousies, rest from our loneliness, rest from our guilt, rest from our despair.  Even though we walk through the valley of the shadow of death, we will fear no evil for you assure us that you are with us; with your rod and your staff, you comfort us.  Help us to believe this and live our lives by this truth.  In the name of Jesus Christ, the Good Shepherd, we pray.  Amen.
