
 
 

  

 
 
Sermon for Sunday, September 15, 2019 

 
RISK AND REJOICE 

 
Years ago, a biblical scholar named Walter Wink took our usual approach to Bible Study and 
turned it on its ear. Rather than digging into the meaning of the Greek or Hebrew, rather than 
propping up scripture passages with thick theological thinking, Walter suggests that instead we 
just read a Bible passage, and find ourselves in it. Specifically, we are invited to put ourselves in 
the place of all the characters, the places, the objects and the events of the story. So, let’s take 
our story for today and do just that. 
First of all, we meet the Scribes and the Pharisees – the , let us become a Pharisee for just a 
moment, because in the social fabric of today’s world, Ladue Chapel is a mover and shaker kind 
of place. According to the story, the Pharisees are grumbling – grumbling about this radical 
itinerant rabbi named Jesus, who is spending all his time with the riff raff, the sinners and the tax 
collectors, eating with them, loving them, giving them preference, and breaking cherished 
religious tradition. I wonder if we can find ourselves grumbling with these Pharisees? 
Maybe some of us are having a hard time with changes in worship that encourage us to 
participate and engage with others? 
When I served as the Interim Pastor at Second Presbyterian Church in the city, some of the older 
members were appalled at the younger members who wore blue jeans, T shirts and had tattoos. 
And when I served at Webster Groves Presbyterian Church, those who worshiped at the 
traditional service at 11am could not understand why the 8:30 crowd could possibly put up with 
a praise band and a screen in Fellowship Hall. 
I think we all have a judgmental Pharisee hiding somewhere in our soul, wondering why 
everything can’t be the way we want it to be. 
But now, let’s move on. Let’s put aside our Pharisee self, and see if we can identify with the lost 
sheep. Have you ever been lost? Or are you lost now? Have you lost your faith? Or your 
purpose? Or your dreams? Or your joy? Has your heart or soul wandered away from the safe, 
predictable flock of family, or job that has sustained you and protected you? Have you lost your 
way in the wilderness of aging or anxiety or anger or broken relationships? And are you willing 
to admit that you are lost, and that you cannot find yourself, all by yourself?  
I think it is healthy when we tell each other our stories of being lost, because we can discover the 
reality that none of us escapes the trials or the wilderness of life. It was during my third year of 
college. I lived 3000 miles from home. My first love had just dumped me. My sister’s marriage 
was falling apart. My mother was becoming mentally unstable. My father was being pushed out 
of his church because he dared to preach against the Vietnam War. And with independence and 
young adulthood stretching before me, I had no clear path forward. So, for a while, I lost myself. 
I crawled under my quilt, skipped classes, and stopped eating. I needed to be found, because I 
could not find myself. And, found I was. The concern and compassion of my friends, and the 
wisdom of the college chaplain coaxed me out of bed and straight into a counselor’s office. And 



 
 

I have never been that lost since. Looking back, it was that experience that helped me become 
someone who recognizes lostness and encourages found-ness whenever I can. 
Of course, it is not just individuals who get lost. Communities, and families, and churches can do 
the same. In the 1950s and 60s the Presbyterian Church was at the peak of our social power – 4 
million members, elders and pastors at the center of government and business, education and 
civic leadership. New churches were springing up everywhere, and young families poured 
through the doors. After all, back then it was socially significant to be a church goer, and 
besides, there was nothing else to do on a Sunday morning. In 1956, Dwight D. Eisenhower was 
baptized at National Presbyterian Church in Washington DC while he was President. And in the 
1960’s, during the Civil Rights era, Stated Clerk Eugene Carson Blake joined prominent pastors 
like your own Eldon McKee, who marched in Selma, and gave a prophetic voice to our 
Presbyterian brand. 
Today, in 2019, the PCUSA has lost 70% of our members since 1965, churches are closing left 
and right, and the average age of Presbyterians is 68. And we Presbyterians are not alone. Close 
to 60% of young adults under 35 consider themselves NONES – no religious affiliation – not out 
of anger – but because they simply aren’t interested in an institutional expression of spirituality. 
And so, we who love traditional church have lost something – safe predictable worship, 
influence in society, respect for our leaders, and a set of values no longer embraced by a 
fractured, hurting culture.  
The recent survey that 300 of you filled out suggests that Ladue Chapel is what is called a 
“settled” congregation – secure in important ways, but expressing average satisfaction and low 
energy in comparison to other congregations. Now, settled can bring comfort and predictability, 
but it also raises the question – what are we settling for? And what are we missing? Yes, in some 
ways, we mainline Protestants are lost in the wilderness of a changing world, and we cannot find 
ourselves, all by ourselves. But of course, we don’t have to. That is the point of our scripture for 
today. 
So, let’s keep moving through our scripture story. We have looked at ourselves as scribes and 
pharisees – those suspicious and annoyed by unconventional ways. We have identified with the 
lost sheep – lost and yearning to be found. But there is one more character in today’s scripture 
story that we need to become. We need to crawl inside the skin of the shepherd – yes, crawl 
inside the God character in this story. Why? Because you and I are created in the image of God – 
and so, we are not only the lost ones. We are also created to be God’s search and rescue team in 
a world where others are lost. 
Some people would say that the shepherd in today’s story was foolish. What decent rancher 
would leave 99 sheep all alone, in order to rescue one wandering lamb? Hopefully he locked the 
99 up, and got a helper to stay with them. But we don’t know that, and we don’t need to. What 
we do need to know is that when one of us is missing, part of God is missing – and God will 
search and search and search until we are found – until the lost parts of our faith are found – until 
the lost energy and purpose of a congregation is found. Because that is who God is. And that is 
who we are, as God’s partners. We are called to search and search and search until God’s 
purposes and dreams for all of creation are found.  
What strikes me most about this story this time around is the risk that God takes to find the sheep 
– the risk of rocky paths in the dark, the risk of hungry wolves eating him or the lost sheep, the 
risk of losing his other 99 sheep, and yes, the risk of failure - failing to find the lamb. But that is 
the kind of God we have – a God who takes great risks to find us and calls us to take risks to find 
others. 



 
 

In all the coverage of Hurricane Dorian last week, one image has stuck with me. On that 
decimated outer Bahama island, there was a blind father who picked up his crippled adult son, 
and carried him down slippery steps, through raging flood waters filled with broken trees – 
carrying him all the way to safety. This father was both foolish and risky, and yet we know from 
God, that saving a precious child is what love calls us to do. 
All of this identifying with multiple images in scripture can be confusing – but it can be 
liberating too. We are like the pharisees and scribes when we find ourselves grumbling about 
change - resisting the radical call and welcome of the gospel. But at other times we are invited to 
identify with the lost sheep – acknowledging that  we are people who are spiritually hungry and 
emotionally needy – lost disciples, discouraged by the wilderness of change and challenge 
around us, but willing to be found, yearning to be found by new purpose and new hope. 
But let us not forget that we are also called and created to be like God – to be the ones who take 
risks, and diligently, persistently search - for lost dreams, for lost people, for lost values, for lost 
spiritual vitality, for lost communities of faith. And because God is with us and in us, we WILL 
find what we are looking for. And when that happens, according to Luke, we are invited to throw 
a party. 
Because, my friends, that is where this story ends. The whole community rejoices because the 
lost sheep has been found. Yes, being found is such a relief – and such a gift – that it creates the 
opportunity to party – to share intimacy and joy and celebration and community. 
Last week I enjoyed the fellowship and the food of Rally Day. But I must admit that when it was 
over, I had a vision of a future Rally Day. Balloons and pony rides and a bounce house and 
games - out on the front lawn, not just the side lawn – so the whole community can see us – 
maybe with a bluegrass band. And ahead of time we will blanket the community around us with 
invitations – not because we want new members to help pay the bills, but because we want to 
welcome the stranger, the seeker, and maybe some neighbors who are spiritually lost – yes, 
meeting neighbors who don’t know that a wonderful place like Ladue Chapel is eager to 
welcome them amidst the wilderness we all share. 
Today Jesus invites us to recognize any lostness we might feel. Jesus invites us to become those 
who seek the lost and the lonely. But most of all, Jesus calls us to rejoice together, as we 
discover new vitality and purpose for our lives. 
May it be so – for you and for me.  Amen            
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