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“Lost and Found”

“Rejoice with me, for I have found my sheep that was lost.”

“Shirts in the closet, shoes in the hall, mama’s in the kitchen, baby and all.
Everything is everything – but you’re missing.”

In the far corner of the Village Green in Rockville Centre, New York stands a memorial to the 37 village
residents who lost their lives in the World Trade Center on September 11, 2001.  Every year, it is the scene of a
memorial service that is similar to services in communities throughout the Metropolitan New York area,
communities where everyone was touched in some way by the horrors of that day.  Throughout the year,
families and friends visit the Rockville Centre memorial, which for many is the only place available for them to
remember those they have lost.  While the remains of many of the victims of the 9/11 terrorist attacks were
found and are buried in cemeteries throughout the New York area, many of those who left home that morning
were never found; these families come to the Rockville Centre memorial because they have no place else to go.
“Coffee cups on the counter, jackets on the chair, papers on the doorstep, you’re not there.
Everything is everything – but you’re missing.”

Today’s Gospel lesson features two of Luke’s three parables whose common theme is the joy of finding what
was lost or recovering one who was estranged (this third parable, the Lost or Prodigal Son, is not included in
today’s reading).  The common themes that link the parables are evidenced in the repetition of two words:
“lost” (apollymi) and “found” (heurisko).  Luke sets the scene for Jesus’ teaching these parables by reporting
that “all the tax-collectors and sinners were coming near to listen to him.” (15:1).  Keeping such company
provokes a scandal among the “respectable” members of society, as “the Pharisees and scribes were grumbling
and saying, ‘This fellow welcomes sinners and eats with them.’” (15:2).  The scandal was that Jesus received
such outcasts, shared table fellowship with them, and even played host to them.  To the Pharisees and scribes,
what Jesus is doing only confirmed their suspicions that he was not truly the righteous teacher many of his
followers claimed him to be.

Rather than confronting his critics directly, Jesus chooses to use this moment as an occasion for teaching, using
three parables about lost things or a lost person.  With the opening words “which one of you,” Jesus invites his
audience – both his followers and his critics – to put themselves in the place of a shepherd who has one
hundred sheep in his care.  In contrast to the positive image of shepherds in both the Old Testament and the
New Testament, shepherds had acquired a bad reputation by the First Century as shiftless, thieving,
trespassing hirelings (Jesus purposely identifies himself as the Good Shepherd in John’s Gospel to distinguish
himself from the bad shepherd who “runs away because a hired hand does not care for the sheep.” (John
10:13).  Shepherds were listed among the despised trades by the rabbis, along with camel drivers, sailors,
gamblers with dice, dyers, and tax collectors.  In contrast to such bad shepherds, the shepherd in Jesus’ parable
cares so deeply for the sheep under his care that when one goes missing, he leaves “the ninety-nine in the
wilderness and [goes] after the one that is lost until he finds it.” (15:4).  When he returns the lost sheep to the
fold, this shepherd gathers together his friends and neighbors, inviting them to “rejoice with me, for I have
found my sheep that was lost.” (15:6).  Jesus then steps away from the parable to announce to his audience
that “there will be more joy in heaven over one sinner who repents than over ninety-nine righteous people who
need no repentance.” (15:7).  Jesus’ actions in accepting sinners and eating with them reflects God’s gracious
spirit toward those who were held in contempt by the Pharisees and scribes.  “Because they take offense at



Jesus’ celebration with the tax collectors and sinners, they show that their spirit is far from God’s.  Their
‘righteousness’ does not make God rejoice.” (Alan Culpepper).

Jesus’ second parable centers on a woman who has lost one of her ten silver coins.  While we learn nothing
about her background or financial circumstances, each of these coins is so important to her that she will search
tirelessly before accepting the loss of even a single coin.  She lights a lamp, sweeps the house, and searches
carefully until she finds it.  Like the shepherd, when what was lost has been found she calls together her friends
and neighbors to “rejoice with me, for I have found the coin that I had lost.” (15:9).  Once again, Jesus
concludes parable with a message to his audience that “there is joy in the presence of the angels over one
sinner who repents.” (15:10).  

· “Jesus invites even his critics to join him and all of heaven in celebration of finding the lost … Finding
and restoring the lost gives pleasure to God as well as to all who are about God’s business.” – Fred
Craddock.

We can indeed rejoice when that which is lost has been found – but what is what was lost never will be found? 
There was no joy when the remains of loved ones were found after 9/11, but at least those families had the
solace of laying them to rest in a place they could visit to remember their lives.  But many families will never
find the ones they lost, because their remains have vanished.  For them, memorials like the one on Rockville
Centre’s Village Green is all they have left.

“Pictures on the nightstand, TV’s on in the den.
Your house is waiting for you to walk in – but you’re missing.”

What do we do when what has been lost will never be found?

When all is lost, when all appears hopeless, we turn to the one sure source of comfort and strength: “Lord, to
whom shall we go?  You have the words of eternal life.” These words from our worship service were first
spoken by Simon Peter in John 6:68, followed by the disciple’s confession that “we have come to believe and
know that you are the Holy One of God.”  The hope of these first disciples continues to be the bright and
shining hope for Jesus’ followers today: because we believe and know that Jesus Christ is Lord and Savior, we
know that we are God’s people.  Because we believe and know that Jesus Christ was proclaimed at his birth as
Emmanuel – “God with us” – we have confidence that God’s presence is with us always.  Because in Holy
Baptism we are reborn children of God and members of the Church which is the Body of Christ, we have been
given “a new birth into a living hope through the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead, and into an
inheritance that is imperishable, undefiled, and unfading, kept in heaven for you …” (1 Peter 1:3-4).  Because
we believe and know that “God is our refuge and strength, a very present help in trouble … therefore we will
not fear, though the earth shall change, though the mountains shake in the heart of the sea, though its waters
roar and foam, though the mountains tremble with its tumult [for] the LORD of hosts is with us, the God of
Jacob is our stronghold.” (Psalm 46).  Because we believe and know that we are children of God, we live in trust
and confidence that “neither death, nor life, nor angels, nor rulers, nor things present, nor things to come, nor
powers, nor height, nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, will be able to separate us from the love of God
in Christ Jesus our Lord.” (Romans 8:38-39).

Even if we cannot find those who we have lost, those who have been found and claimed by God in Christ Jesus
will never be lost.

In his pastoral letter to the people of the Metropolitan New York Synod (including many who will never find
those they have lost), Bishop Robert Rimbo acknowledges that “on September 11, 2016, we will mark the
fifteenth anniversary of the horrid destruction of the World Trade Center and we will again confront the raw



wounds that will never be completely healed this side of heaven.”  To families who received the remains of their
loved ones as well as those who will never experience such closure; to persons who gather at gravesides as
well as those for whom community memorials are their only place of remembrance; to all for whom the losses
of that day – and any day – continue to cast a shroud over their lives, the one place where we can turn is the
only place to which we can go: the place where God is present among us, where God comforts us in all our
sorrows so that we can comfort others in the knowledge of a holy and certain hope, where God assures us that
those who have been found by our Good Shepherd and brought back into the fold will never be lost again.

I moved to Rockville Centre fifteen months after 9/11.  The rubble was still being cleared from the site of the
World Trade Center.  Photographs of residents who had died that day were in shop windows throughout the
community.  Everyone spoke of someone they knew who had died: a family member, a neighbor, a high school
classmate, a member of the local fire department.  Funeral directors spoke of their experiences volunteering
on the site, sifting through the rubble to find the smallest fragments of human remains, and the trauma of that
experience that will haunt them forever.  Every community, every neighborhood, every family had suffered
losses; for those who received the remains of loved ones as well as for those who would never find those they
had lost, what they did find was the love and support of the community, the outpouring of mutual comfort that
is the greatest gift we can offer each other at times of loss.  What was found was community in its truest sense,
one in which all persons commit themselves to “bear one another’s burdens, and in this way you will fulfill the
law of Christ.” (Galatians 6:2).

What I learned from my years of living in the midst of this “valley of the shadow of death” that will forever be
New York following 9/11 is that the message with which our Lord has entrusted the Church is needed now
more than ever: that God is truly in the midst of us, that no darkness can overcome the light of Christ that
shines eternally in the midst of us, that “neither life nor death shall ever from the Lord his children sever.”  The
Church has the word that can comfort those who will never find what they have lost with the sure and certain
hope that no one is lost who God has found, no one is forsaken who has been claimed as God’s child, and no
one need fear that anything will separate us from God’s love in Christ Jesus our Lord.  

· “The church is a holy vessel the living waters fill to nourish all the people, God’s purpose to fulfill.  May
we with humble courage be open to God’s will.  We are called to follow Jesus and let God’s Spirit flow
through us.” – ELW Hymn 704.

“Morning is morning, the evening falls.
I have too much room in my bed, too many phone calls.
Everything is everything – but you’re missing.”

At this moment, people gather at the memorial on Rockville Centre’s Village Green.  They gather to remember
those who died fifteen years ago, those who left home on a Tuesday morning never to return again.  They
gather to share their loss, their grief, and their tears.  They gather to remember those who were lost that day,
some who would never be found.  In our gathering, may we remember those who gather in these places; and
may we commit ourselves to being the church who will commit itself to sharing with them the message of
hope that is our great heritage: that all who our Good Shepherd has found will never be lost. Amen.


