Have you ever been lost? Maybe you’ve taken a wrong turn in an unfamiliar city, or you’ve misplaced your car keys when you were already running late. Maybe you’ve lost your phone—and for a few minutes, you feel like you’ve lost your whole life. We all know that sinking feeling: something important is missing, and I don’t know how to get it back.
Today’s Gospel is about lostness—but not just the kind that happens on highways or in junk drawers. Jesus is talking about a different kind of lostness: the kind that happens to us, deep inside our lives of faith.
Luke sets the scene: once again, Jesus is in trouble for keeping company with the wrong people. “All the tax collectors and sinners” are drawing near to listen to him, and the Pharisees and scribes begin to grumble: “This fellow welcomes sinners and eats with them.”
In response, Jesus tells two parables.
In the first, a shepherd leaves ninety-nine sheep to search for one that is lost. He searches until he finds it, lifts it onto his shoulders, carries it home, and calls together his friends and neighbors to celebrate.
In the second, a woman loses one of her ten silver coins. She lights a lamp, sweeps her house, and searches carefully until she finds it. Then she calls together her friends and neighbors: “Rejoice with me, for I have found the coin that I had lost.”
For years, I misunderstood these parables. I operated under the assumption  the lost sheep and the lost coin referred to people “out there” — you know, outside the faith, outside the Church, outside God’s care. But that is not what the stories say.
The sheep already belongs to the shepherd. The coin is already the woman’s own. These are not strangers being brought in for the first time; they are precious possessions that have gone missing. These are parables not about the lost “out there,” but about the lost in here — the churchgoers, the Bible readers, the bread-and-wine receivers. These are stories about lostness inside the fold.  These are stories about us.
And that means something important: being found is not a one-time event. Lostness is not confined to those who have never met God. It happens within the life of faith. We don’t cross over once and for all from being lost to being permanently found. We lose our way again and again, and thank God, God finds us again and again. Lostness is not a failure; it is part of the life of faith.
But what  exactly does it mean to be lost?
It can mean many things. It can mean losing our sense of belonging, our capacity to trust, our awareness of God’s presence, our will to persevere. It can mean finding ourselves in times where illness clouds our days and God’s goodness feels absent. It can happen when death arrives too soon for someone we love, shaking our faith to the core. It can happen when a marriage ends, when a child’s choices break our hearts, when addiction or anxiety or bitterness takes hold.
Sometimes we get lost close to home — even within the very walls of the Church. Prayer turns to nothingness in our mouths. Scripture feels flat and lifeless. Sitting in the pew feels uncomfortable and foreign. Sermons drain rather than feed us. The bread and wine that once nourished us leave us strangely empty.
When that happens, we are truly lost — so lost that the shepherd must wander through wilderness and shadow to find us. So lost that the woman must light her lamp and sweep every corner to recover what has gone missing.
And these versions of lostness are not trivial. The shepherd’s search is not a performance; the woman’s sweeping is not an act. What is lost is genuinely lost, even to God — and God searches with real urgency.
Think about that. The Creator of the universe contends with real stakes when it comes to our lostness. God searches. God persists. God lingers and does not let go. God crosses hills and valleys for the one missing lamb. God turns the house upside down for the missing coin. And when the lost is found, God’s joy is uncontainable — the whole neighborhood is invited to join the celebration.
I will confess: this is not how I usually imagine God. I struggle to picture God as a shepherd so determined, so love-hungry, that he will leave the ninety-nine to climb cliffs and push through brambles for the one. I struggle to imagine God as a woman bent over her broom, peering into shadowed corners for the smallest glint of silver. I struggle to believe God seeks the small, the stubborn, the hard-to-find.
Perhaps the most scandalous part of these parables is not that we get lost, but is what they reveal about God: that God is a seeker. A finder. One who will not stop until the lost is restored.
If Jesus’s parables are true, then God is not necessarily where we expect — not safe in the fold with the ninety-nine, not polishing the nine coins already secure. God is where the lost things are. God is in the wilderness. God is in the shadows. God is wherever the search is fiercest. Which means that if we want to find God, we must be willing to go where the lost are. We must be willing to acknowledge our own lostness and consent to be found.
That is not easy. For many of us, it is hard to believe we are worth finding — that we are not expendable. It is hard to believe we are loved enough to warrant a long, persistent search. It is hard to trust that God will not give up on us, that God’s joy will be so great at our restoration that heaven itself will break into celebration.
Yet that is precisely what Jesus is saying. These parables are addressed to insiders — people unwilling to acknowledge their own lostness. Jesus insists that lostness can be a gift. In her book An Altar in the World,  the Rev. Barbara Brown Taylor writes that lostness can make us stronger at the edges and softer at the center. Lostness teaches vulnerability, empathy, humility, patience. It reveals who we truly are — and who God truly is.
The 13th-century Sufi poet Rumi wrote, “What you seek is seeking you.” That is true, and this is grace. But perhaps even truer is this: what we cannot or will not seek still seeks us. God searches for us when our lostness is so deep, so tangled, that we cannot even pretend to look for God. And still, God finds us.
So the next time you lose your keys, or your phone, or take a wrong turn on the road, remember this: if God is willing to search with such persistence for us, then none of us is ever too lost to be found. Our misplaced lives, our wandering hearts, our fractured faiths—they are never beyond God’s reach. And when God finds us—and God always does—the celebration is real, the joy is overflowing, and heaven itself rejoices.
That is the promise. That is the good news. And that is amazing grace.
In the Name of the One who loves us into freedom, and frees us into loving.  Amen.
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