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 There was once a young couple who talked to a church member 

about joining the church. The church member hadn’t met the 

husband before, and he asked what church he was transferring from. 

  After a pause, he replied, “I am transferring from the Country 

View Golf Course.”  His honesty was impressive. 

  Seen on a church signboard in northern Minnesota during 

summer vacation: “Sure, you can worship God with a fishing pole in 

your hand, but when was the last time a walleye told you, ‘Your sins 

are forgiven’?” 

  And finally, a young girl once wrote her minister:  “Dear 

Pastor, I think a lot more people would come to your church if you 

moved it to Disneyland.” 

 Each of these anecdotes reflects the competing forces that are 

often at odds with church attendance.  While golfing, fishing, and 

Disneyland are fun and soothing to our souls, they do exemplify the 

forces that can squeeze the church out of people’s lives. 

 Add to that another reality that makes coming to church 

difficult:  in a Reformed understanding of worship, we don’t gather 

here primarily to receive.  We gather here to respond to the grace 

given us in Jesus Christ by offering what we have to God. 

 We sing, we listen for God’s word, we give our money and our 

prayers in response to what God has already done for us.  It should 

not be about what we get out of worship; it should be about what we 

give to God. 

 In this day and age, that whole line of thinking is just another 

nail in the church’s coffin.  We have all these competing forces that 

are more fun and exciting and then throw in the fact that church 

should be about what we give and not what we get…and wow, does 

the church really have a chance today? 



 How can the church of Jesus Christ survive and thrive if it isn’t 

always fun and exciting and if it requires us to give more than we 

receive? 

 One would not think to turn to the parable of the lost sheep for 

answers to this question.  On the surface, it would seem to have little 

to do with church life and church growth.  But in looking carefully at 

this story that Jesus tells, it might just provide the key to 

understanding how vital the church has been and continues to be in 

the lives of the faithful. 

 In the parable, Jesus says, “Which one of you, having a 

hundred sheep and losing one of them, does not leave the ninety-

nine in the wilderness and go after the one that is lost until he finds 

it?  When he has found it, he lays it on his shoulders and rejoices.  

And when he comes home, he calls together his friends and 

neighbors, saying to them, ‘Rejoice with me, for I have found my 

sheep that was lost.’” 

 The shepherd, in searching for his lost sheep, knows that the 

odds of that one sheep surviving and thriving in the world tend to be 

far greater if that sheep is with the 99 others.  That’s why he does 

everything he can to find it and bring it back among the herd. 

 We all know there are many lost sheep in the world.  Their 

looks and descriptions are as varied as can be.  These lost sheep are 

people who’ve never been in a church before.  They are those who’ve 

been hurt by the church for whatever reason and have a tough time 

going back.  They are those like the tax collectors and sinners in our 

story today whom the establishment deems as unworthy of being 

part of the church, for they look different or sound different or live a 

different lifestyle than we do. 

 These are the lost sheep of 2022. 

 You know though, when we the faithful leave this place each 

week, chances are that at some point before we return, we’re going to 

get lost too.  We may be the people who’ve made church-going a 

habit for all our lives.  We may be the people who’ve never been hurt 

a single time by the church.  We may fit right on in with everybody in 



our congregation because of the ways we talk and look and make a 

living. 

 But we stray as well as anybody—with our words, our 

thoughts, our practices throughout the week. 

 We’re the lost sheep of 2022, as well. 

 The church is important to the lost sheep of 2022 as much as it’s 

been to the lost sheep of every generation past and everyone that is to 

come.  And it’s not because it can entertain us more than golfing or 

fishing or Disneyland can.  It’s because the church community is the 

body by which we become found again.  It’s amidst the worshiping 

community that we are restored, reconciled, comforted, and made 

complete again. 

 Like that sheep in the parable whom the shepherd knew would 

thrive far more easily amidst the others in the flock, so does God 

know that his children are much more likely to find their faith 

surviving and thriving when it’s lived out in a community of other 

believers. 

 When we wander off and Jesus comes looking for us, he will 

likely push us toward a flock, toward a community, toward a place of 

safety, sustenance and nurture. 

 Mikie Lancaster was speaking amidst a group of us this week 

and she talked about the support she has recently received following 

her hip replacement surgery a few weeks ago.  And she also spoke of 

the support her former congregation gave her following the death of 

her husband.  And I saw tears well up in her eyes as she spoke of, in 

essence, being rescued.  To differing degrees, she was lost in both of 

those situations.  And the shepherd brought her back to the herd in 

those difficult moments—brought her back into her community.   

 So often, it is in the church where we find our rightful place. 

 This parable also reminds us that God doesn’t care why we 

wander off or how we get lost.  In the parable, whether the sheep 

wandered off on its own intentionally or unintentionally, the narrator 

portrayed not one bit of curiosity on the part of the shepherd.  On the 

contrary, the shepherd’s singular concern was to find his sheep 



before it suffered harm.  So much so, in fact, that all he does when he 

finds his sheep is lay it on his shoulders and rejoices.   

 God doesn’t care what it is that takes us away or keeps us away 

from the community.  God is simply thankful whenever we return. 

 Nearly 2.5 million weddings will take place in the U.S. this 

year.  Most will not be held in churches.  As recently as 2009, more 

than 40 percent of weddings were held in churches, but today houses 

of worship don’t even rank in the top three preferred wedding 

venues—which are, in order, banquet halls, barns, and historic 

homes. 

 Almost 7 out of 10 weddings take place outdoors, and during 

the peaks of wedding season (October and May), the percentage is 

even higher.   

 What do we make of this—hardly any more church weddings?  

What does this mean for the role of faith in, usually, young newly-

married couples?  Does it mean couples don’t care about faith?  Are 

they like the lost sheep, wandering away from the herd of faith and 

lost? 

 Maybe to some extent, but not necessarily.  Have you seen 

some of these beautiful wedding venues lately?  They are gorgeous, 

and they do reflect the beauty of God’s creation and the beauty of the 

covenant of marriage and the presence of the Holy Spirit in those 

settings.   

 And guess what?  Did you know that there’s another growing 

trend with many of these wedding venues?  More and more couples 

are choosing to rent church pews and have them placed for guests at 

the site of the ceremony.   

 There’s a hint of old-time religion in the seating arrangements.  

Wedding planners are invoking a sense of solemnity through rented 

pews.   

 Although it’s mostly for aesthetics, I wonder if it doesn’t signal 

at least a yearning amidst the couple for what those pews represent—

a loving God who’s always searching and still searching for them.  



 The church is the community in which all of God’s sheep can 

find a home.  It’s the vehicle by which people are included and made 

to feel as though they have a place to be healed, restored, and given 

another chance.  If not here, then where? 

That’s what the church should be—a place that is safe and 

reflects the love that Jesus has for all of us. 

We come to church not to be entertained by Mickey Mouse.  

There isn’t the allure of walleye waiting to be caught, there are no 

prospects here for birdies to be made or holes-in-one to be had.  

Many times, we aren’t going to be able to take something with us 

when we leave—accept one thing:  a place.  The lost, hopefully, can 

find a safe place where we are nurtured and told again and again that 

God loves us. 

We are part of God’s fold and God is rejoicing. 


