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Luke 15:8-10 (NRSV)   Or what woman having ten silver coins, if she loses one of them, does not light a lamp, sweep the house, and search carefully until she finds it?  When she has found it, she calls together her friends and neighbors, saying, “Rejoice with me, for I have found the coin that I had lost,” Just so, I tell you, there is joy in the presence of the angels of God over one sinner who repents.

Have you ever lost anything?  Perhaps your driver’s license?  Isn’t that infuriating?  You know it’s around somewhere.  You had it out in the house.  But now you can’t find it.  And you look and look in every conceivable place, but it eludes you.  So after two weeks of constant worry and feeling like a sneak because your driving around with no license, you break down and go over to the Secretary of States office and apply for a new license.  You pay the price, and by and by your new license arrives.  You feel relieved.  Finally, you’re legal again.  You can drive without fear of being stopped and caught without the mandatory license.  You go about your business.  And then, the very next day, while you are looking for something else, behold!  - your old license!  It was there the whole time, right under your nose, but you couldn’t find it!  Now you have two licenses.  You think: “Now if I lose one, I’m good to go!”  Has anything like that ever happened to you?

My daughter Buffy owns a cat.  He is black.  We named him “Snowball.”  Snowball is an indoor cat.  Naturally, he dreams of being an outdoor cat.  Though provided with all the luxuries a cat could want, he feels like he is being held prisoner.  Now prisoners sometimes have a obsessional devotion to one thought - escaping.  This is the case with Snowball.  He spends his days plotting and planning how to escape into the great unknown, the playground that exists in the great woods behind our house.  Much of his time is spent lying on the sill of a window facing the wooded area that constantly beckons him.  The security and safety of the indoors is lost on him.  He is oblivious to the constant supply of nutritious food that appears on the kitchen floor each day.  Not a meow of gratitude is offered for the constant attention I give to insuring that he has a clean litter box.  No, all that occupies his thinking can be summed up in one word – escaping!

Now, about a year ago, on a warm summer night, someone opened the back screen door and left it ajar for about 15 seconds.  We are all scrupulous about keeping the door shut lest Snowball escape.  Well, now the door is ajar and lurking just out of sight is Snowball.  It was the opportunity he had been longing for, dreaming about, praying would one day appear.  And 15 seconds was plenty of time.  All at once he remembered that he possessed the speed and agility and sneakiness of a cat - and in a flash - he was out.

Everyone was instantly overcome with worry.  Snowball is without claws to defend himself.  Coyotes lurk in darkness each night.  He might get hit by a car.  We sprung into action.  Four flashlights appears and for the next two hours four people searched diligently.  If they were paying attention, neighbors and passers by could see beams of light in the woods and hear voices calling out in the summer darkness “Snowball!  Snowball!”

No bush, or tree, or clump of debris went unexamined.  The searching, the calling, went on for two hours!  Then, my next door neighbor arrived home from one of his bar hopping outings.  Usually, all is quiet in the neighborhood that time of night, so he was surprised to hear the commotion in the woods behind our houses.  He walked into the backyard and peered into the darkness.  All that could be seen were the beams of light and the disembodied voices calling out in the sultry summer evening “Snowball, Snowball!”

And then he said it!  He articulated what most of the other neighbors were probably laying awake in bed wondering!  He said it with the abandon of one whose inhibitions are loosened by alcohol.  With a loud, clear voice he shouted into the darkness of the woods - “What the hell is going on out there?”

Like ghosts suddenly materializing, one by one, we emerged from the woods to reveal our identities.  Seeing us lessened his sense of alarm and softened his tone.  He rephrased the question, “What in the world are you guys doing out in the woods at this hour?”  Not wanting to miss the opportunity to express my twisted sense of humor, I immediately replied, “Well you see, we decided to have some quality family time and someone suggested “hide and go seek.”  So, we were just having a little family fun.”  The ever serious Buffy would not let that stand and explained that our cat had finally escaped and we were looking for him.

“Well,” the neighbor replied with his best imitation of a sober person.  “Did you look under the deck?”  We all just looked accusingly at each other as if to say without words “I thought YOU looked under the deck!”  In a moment, four flashlight were shining beams of light from four angles into the underbelly of the deck.  There he was.  Disoriented by the lights!  Unsure of which way to bolt!  He froze just long enough for Buffy to grab him in triumph and escort him back into the safety of the house.  My neighbor was walking away shaking his head as he went.  I heard him mumble something like, “I can’t believe they didn’t look under the deck!”

I went swimming in Elizabeth Lake recently.  I was already in the water when I realized that my keys were in my bathing suit pocket.  I thought of placing them on a nearby dock but instantly worried that they would get knocked off into the water and lost.  My often flawed sense of reasoning kicked into gear and I thought, “What safer place for my keys than in my pocket!  After all, my pocket is deep and they are heavy enough whereby gravity will do it’s job and keep them securely in place.  So I swam and romped and played and floated on my back.  It was a fun time and wonderfully refreshing.

But all good things must end and it was time to get out.  As I was emerging from the placid waters I happened to remember my keys and patted the outside of my pocket so as to reassure myself . . . and I stopped dead in my tracks . . . my eyes widened . . . a sense of dread overtook me . . . for my keys were NOT in my pocket.

My mind passed over any ruminations about how this could be the case and went straight to evaluating where in the water those keys might be.  I had swam and played within a wide swath.  Lacking Al Shulte’s capacity for calculating statistical probability, I could only vacillate between hope and despair at the prospects of the search.  And still I literally plunged into the task and began a patterned grid search to the best of feeble abilities.  I could tell by the expressions on the faces of those observing that they were skeptical that my search would yield the lost keys.  As I searched, my hopefulness in finding my keys began to fade.  “I’ll give it half and hour,” I thought.  To search every square inch of the area I played in would have taken hours with no guarantee that even an extensive search would be successful.  “I’ll find them,” I called out with a tone of voice that betrayed my pseudo-confidence.  I could feel the pity of those around me, “poor man,” I imagined them thinking.  “He has lost his keys.  He’ll never find them.”

All of a sudden, within minutes of beginning my search, my hands reached down into the soft sediment of the lake bottom and felt the unmistakable form of keys!  Eureka!  I had found them!  They had been irretrievably lost.  But now they were secure in my hands.  I emerged triumphant.  Wonder was the reaction about me!  I said something cocky like “I knew I’d find them.”  But everybody knew I was lying.  No matter.  I had found them.  Joy prevailed.

Consider how we might search for a coin, a driver’s license, a cat, or our keys.  Remember the anxiety of loss.  Remember the frantic nature of the search.  Remember the joy when that which was lost is found.

Then, there are times when you are the coin.  You are the license.  You are the cat.  You are the keys.  There are times when we feel lost.

Here’s the good news.  You are important - you are precious to God.  God seeks you out in your lostness and offers a way home - a way toward love, forgiveness, community, peace of mind and heart.

God cares about you and is happy when you feel loved and accepted and cherished.

This is the gospel.  This is the good news.  Our God is not passive but actively engaged in our spiritual journey.  God rejoices with us in our victories and walks with us in our difficulties.

Live your life, with all its up and downs, aware of the presence and love of God in your life.  Friends and family will be there for you, comfort you in your moments of lostness.  Your community will provide solace and help along the way.  Only, put your trust in God.  God will not be content to leave you where you are, but to find you and move you to a better place on life’s journey.  God is always working toward the good with those who love God and concern themselves with God’s purposes.

I believe God rejoices each time a person is able to sing those famous words as their own: “Amazing Grace how sweet the sound, that saved a wretch like me, I once was lost, but now I’m found, was lost but now I see.”  Amen. 

