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In the movie “Wild,” based on the book: “Wild: [From | _ost to [Tound on the [acific
(_oast | rail,” actress Reese \/\/itherspoon portrays the real-life Cheryl Strayed,
who spent three months hiking the Appalachian trail. Reeling from her mother's

death and struggling from addiction to heroin, she sets out alone on an 1,100-mile

trek in search of answers, in search of seH;cliscovcrg, in search of hca]ing.
]n her memoir, 5tra9€d reflects on her earlg state of mind, saging:

“| was a terrible believerin things, but | was also a terrible nonbelieverin
things. | was as searching as | was skeptical. | didn't know where to putmy
faith, or if there was such a Placc) or even what the word faith meant, in all of

its ComPlexitg, Evergt]ﬂing seemed to be Possiblg potent and Possiblﬂ fake.”

| ater, ]ooking back on her Pilgrimage, she says, «d Fina”y come to understand
what it had been: a yearning fora way out, when actua”g what | had wanted to find

was a way n.

Seeking a way out. Seeking a way in. We are a society that does nothing if not
seck. Seeking likes on [Facebook and ]nstagram. Seeking notoriety on You | ube
and Tic] oc. Seeking success in our careers and in academics. Seekiﬂg better

Fitness, better conicidence, better re]ations}nips.

[t seems we are a Peop]e obsessed with seeking. And if our nation’s $ 1 o-billion
selLimProvement industry is any indication, we do far more seeking then actual

Fiﬂdiﬂg. We appear to be, in some ways, Perpctua”g lost.

[t's W!’19 today’s Parables n Luke about seeking and Finc}ing may csPcciang

resonate with us: A wan&ering sheep. A single lost coin. | wo Parab]es that
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immec{iatel}j Prececle the infamous Froc[igal Son Parable——a well-known trilogy

about things lost and things found.

Jesus’ Parables invite his listeners to become a part of the story. And how | relate
often depcnds on what’s going on in my lhce——depending on the time and the

S€ason.

[Tor example, in years past, as a well-established member of St. John's in [ llicott
City, | found myself shaking my head over the overflowing church at Christmas
and [ aster each year. Strangers walking in who | was fairly certain only came
twice a year: people jockeying for seats and socializing with family members, as if at

a reunion.

| would comp]ain to my husband Matt about this, and he would rePIQ that we don’t
know what one person might hear, what might }jring them back, that it was not our

Place tojudge. The response at once silenced my FPharisee-like grumbling.

Other times, |'m more like one of the 99: gathered in community and Fe”owship and
Feeling comfortable in my flock. Familiar faces, wclcoming spaces, the camaraderie

of shared mim’strg.

Put occasiona”g Pm that One: wandered off, both in small ways and big ones. |t
may be an overwhe]ming sense of distraction from the busgmess of career and
ministry and Familg obligations. Orit may be the one brief but imPortant moment

that | fail to see Christin my fellow human bciﬂg.

Our sequence hgmn, “Comc thou Font of Everg Blessing,” spcaks both to

(God’s seeking and our Propensity to wander:
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Jcsus 5oug/n‘ me when a stranger
Wano’cr/ng from the fold of (God
f 7’6 to rescue me from C/anger

/nfcr/oosca/ [is /Drccfous blood..

..[rone to wander, [ ord [ feel it
Frone to leave the (Go0d [ love
[Tere’s my heart, oh take and seal it
Seal it for | hy courts above

Frorxe to wander, Lord ] feelit. Frone to leave the God ] love.

Like me, you may easi19 relate to various aspects of these well-familiar Parablcs.

So what fresh Perspectives can we take away this morning?

Sometimes we can discover new insights bg ]ooking at the gaps in the story—at the
information that’s notprovided. For cxample, we don’t rea”y know what causes the

sheep to return to the flock.

Jesus says the shepherc] carried the lost 5}166P on his shoulder, which almost
imPlies a clegree of Passivitg on the sheep’s part. But we know (God has given
humanity free wi”, which since the dawn of time we’ve been excrcising—often to

self-destructive ends.

We see this reflected in our reac]ing from [~ xodus, which speaks to the |sraelites
as a “stiff-necked People,” having acted Perverselg, worshipping idols, quick to

turn aside from the way God commanded them.

We see this too in the violence of our world todag, as well as in our self-absorbed

and over~consumptive ways. This morning, csPcciallg, the 21 anniversary of 9/11
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reminds us of the evil human beings are capab]e of imqicting. [ndeed, as Mother
Marcia Prcached last week, we are absolutclg free to make choices about how we'll

live our lives.

50 it follows that to be {:ound, we must open ourselves to God’s sccking. ]n other

words, the sheep must reveal itself to its searching shepherc{, a”owing itself to be
found and carried back to the flock.

What makes us turn back to the shepherd’s voice? \What is it that draws us to
God, the seeker?

To shed some ]ig}ﬁt on this, we might consider three things our readings today

reveal about God’s nature.

First, (iod’s love is tireless. [1e spares nothing togoin search of us—a shcpherd
who leaves an entire flock behind in the wilderness to find one lost sheep. A
woman who disrupts her cjailg routine and sweeps throug]ﬁ the entire housc, to find

a single lost coin.
g

]n todag’s Epist!c, Fau] too SPcaks to the tireless love of God, who strcngthcncc{
him,juc{ged him Fai‘c}*ncul, and aPPointh him to his service, even though he was

“Formcrlg a b]asplﬂemer, a Persecutor, and a man of violence.”

Fau‘ says, “But ] received mcrcg.‘.anc{ the grace of our Lord overflowed for me
with the faith and love that are in Christ Jesus. The saying is sure and worthg of
full acceptance, that (Christ Jcsus came into the world to save sinners—of whom |

am the foremost.”
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FPaubs testimony throughout his years of ministry assures us no matter what we've
done or what we will do, no matter how many times we wander and become lost, in

his tireless love for us, (5od Continuaug, Pcrpetua”g, eterna”g seeks us out.

Begond this exhaustive Pursuit, (God’s love is also radica”y inclusive. | uke tells us
Jesus eats with tax collectors and sinners—those who in his time were c{cspisec[
and outcast. Our Parab]es this morning dePict (God as a shepherd, someone on
the lower economic rungs of socicty. What)s more, (30d is c{epictcc{ as a woman, at

the bottom of the social Pccking order.

Throughout his ministry, Jesus taught time and again, through words and actions,
that (God loves aflhuman bcings, without exccption, (God seeks us a”, (God

welcomes us a”, (God rejoiccs over us all.

[Finally, our readings today speak to (God’s love being restorative—for the entire
community, for his (Church in the world, for the whole Body of Christ. [n seeking
out those who've wandered and become lost, (God’s concern is not with
punishment or bringing people to face judgement. [t's about restoring the
community—bringing the Dody of Christ to its full glory.

(od’s love is tireless. lt is inclusive. And itis restorative. And so, created for this
kind of love, we find ourselves resPonding to the Shephcrcl’s voice—open to

returning to the ﬁock, to live in sacred communitg with each other.

A few weeks ago at our Parish fair, one of the children in line behind me for the
food truck asi(cc{, “Who runs this church?”

] spent a moment trying to discern the intent behind his qucs’cion before | replied,
“\/\/c”, Father Manng’s the rector. fﬂe’s rcsponsiblc for the church.”
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T he child Persistec{, “But who’s /n c/mf“gc ofthe church?”
Tl‘:e Parishioner stanc{ing beside me wisclg answered, “(God’s in chargc?”

As the child considered her response, | added, “(God /s in charge. Put everyone
here helps run things. The Peop‘e own this church.”

The People own this church. Every single person seated here or watching online
is an owner of this church. T he church whose website states, “\We are a (Christ-
centered, vibrant, multicultural, agirming Parish‘..\/\/e haPPilﬂ welcome all People,

without exception.”

Feople are seeking: seeking (5od, secking !ove, seekimg welcome. Fow will we the

Church welcome them?

Todag is the start of a new church program year, with many new and exciting
things going on. New staff mem})ers, anew Fami]g service, a new—or rather an old—
location for our 8am service, now in Old Brick. Well be e]ccting new vestry
members. \We've }Degun new Fc”owship and formation oPPortunities, and
interesting o{:lcerings like Theologg on TaP. Whg? Pecause we choose to

welcome. To welcome each othcr, and to welcome all those sccking a taste of

God’s love.

T he kind of welcome reflected as well in our sPiritual life theme for this year, “Be
One Body n C}‘nrist, belonging to each other.”

With the school year ramping up and 9out}1 sports in full swing, amid our busgness,
we can get distracted. We can end up minc”esslg wanc{ering. We can miss our

invitation to God’sjogful }Janquct.
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We can insulate ourselves with friends and familiar people, and sometimes
unknowingly snub those not on the inside. \We may raise our eyebrows at those on
the invitation list. We forget to ROV to the party, or we RSVF and dor’t show
up. Or we show up grumbling—having been left with the other 98 in the wilderness,
having carefully followed the rules like the Pharisees, having been long-seated at
the banquet table, we forget to rejoice. We neglect to experience the kind of

welcome and hospitalitg (God wishes us to receive and to give.

Putin the words of our sPiritual life tlﬁeme, we were created as one Bo&g in
(hrist, to belong to one another, to sit beside each other at (God’s banquet table.
And we could think of this party as more of a Pot~luc§<——evcryone brings something
to contribute. Wc are both guests and co-hosts of God’s great }JanquctJ ca”cd,
according to ourghcts and talents, to Participate in the ministries that uP]hct the
Bodg, called to extend the same radical welcome that (God gives, in his tire]css,

inclusive, restorative love.

threver we are in our ]ives, mired in sin, wandering in the desert, Fceling righteous
and holg, busy and distracted, isolated and abscnt, seeking or sought, lost or
found, (God extends us an open invitation to the party thatincludes a”, that feeds

all, that rejoices over every beloved and Precious child of God.

T}‘sere’s a Place set for each of us at the table. Jesus wants to Partg with you and
with me. What kind of guests will we choose to be?



