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Life is full of mysteries. Some are just simply puzzling, like why are soft drink 

containers round, while milk containers are square? Or why do men’s shirts button 

on the right, and women’s button on the left? And why are gas caps on the right on 

some cars, and on the left on others? All of these are good questions, perhaps 

even great questions about life’s mysteries. But I have one that will top them all, 

ranking up there with where is the lost city of Atlantis and what really happened 

outside of Roswell, New Mexico in 1947. And it has to do with a shoe. 

To this day I stand amazed and mystified when while driving I see on the side 

of the road a shoe. Not a pair of shoes, but one shoe. Immediately my mind begins 

to wander, and the chipmunk on the flywheel begins to run faster, as I try to figure 

out how that shoe got there. Did someone leave a pair by mistake on top of the 

car?  If so, why is there only one shoe, and not two? Was the owner riding down the 

road with his or her feet out the window, and suddenly one fell off? And if one shoe 

fell off, wouldn’t you notice? And if you noticed, wouldn’t you yell stop and go back 

to pick it up? After all, shoes come in pairs for a good reason. One shoe does not 

do you a lot of good. I don’t know, but it seems that as far as lost and found items 

go, finding one shoe is a mystery indeed. 

 The 15th chapter of Luke consists not of mysteries but of three parables, all 

dealing with things lost but ultimately found and recovered. Of all the parables told 

by our Lord, these three rank as some of the most remembered: the parable of the 

lost sheep, the parable of the lost coin, and the parable of the prodigal son. Our 

lectionary today focuses upon the first two. And of these two, I want to center upon 

the first, the parable of the lost sheep.  

Over the last month we have walked with Jesus as he made his way toward 

Jerusalem. We have read his teachings and have learned that everyone did not 

receive his words with joy. The religious leaders did not like what he said, perhaps 

partly for the reason that they often were on the receiving end of his message. And 

they responded the same way we do when someone points out our faults – poorly. 



So they pushed back with criticism and made it personal by attacking Jesus’ 

character. They implied that he was a sinner because of the company he kept. All 

of the gospels show Jesus talking and eating with the outcasts of his time, the tax 

collectors, prostitutes, and sinners. The Pharisees would have agreed with the old 

saying, you are known by the company that you keep. If you are constantly with the 

wrong people, they will soon influence you. But our Lord believed that the sinners of 

his time were the very people that needed to know more about God’s love and 

grace. The Pharisees did not see it that way. And in response to their criticism, 

Jesus tells these parables, beginning with the parable of the lost sheep. 

 This parable is on the surface clear and straightforward. Jesus was a master 

at understanding the life experiences of his audience; they would have all 

understood the significance of a shepherd’s concern over the loss of one of his 

flock. A shepherd returning his flock to their paddock realizes that one is missing. 

He quickly retraces his steps, looking for the lost one. Upon finding the sheep he 

hoists it over his shoulders and returns home, rejoicing that the one that was lost 

has been found.  

 Christ’s parables always present us with the challenge to pick a character 

that we identify with. In this parable we have three choices: the shepherd, the lost 

sheep, or the flock. Which do we picture ourselves to be? Why, the cute and woolly 

little lost sheep. We like being the center of attention, we like being the one who has 

had all sorts of efforts contributed towards our recovery. Being a shepherd? No, 

that is too much work. Shepherds are poor, dirty, and have a distinctive odor about 

them. If any of you grew up on a dairy farm, you know what I am talking about. 

Then maybe the safe and comfortable flock, sleeping the night away blissfully 

ignorant of anything other than their security? Maybe – but more on that later. 

 It is clear that Jesus pictures his listeners as being shepherds. And this 

parable was directed at his critics, those who had accused him of eating with tax 

collectors and sinners. As religious leaders they had been appointed as spiritual 

shepherds to the people, but instead of serving them they had chosen to live 



inwardly centered and selfish lives. What had started as praise and thanksgiving for 

the living God who had acted so powerfully in the history of a small and insignificant 

tribe from the middle east, had helped them defeat and win their freedom from 

Egypt, the superpower of the world, and had given them land to call their own, had 

become nothing more than rituals and laws designed to maintain a religion 

spiritually dead.  

 Good thing Jesus was talking to them, and not to us. But I don’t think we can 

escape so easily. To those he called and appointed to be in positions of spiritual 

leadership, these words are pointed directly at our words and actions. We must 

resist the seduction to become too comfortable with ritual and tradition. We must 

resist the temptation to make decisions based upon what we want, instead of what 

God desires. We cannot allow ourselves to become ministers to only those who 

love us, to minister to certain groups at the expense of the whole. A shepherd must 

care for each member of his or her flock – and especially to those who are in need.  

 In the Christian Church Disciples of Christ we have two positions that have 

come down to us through our tradition as positions of service: the eldership and the 

deaconate. Both are important positions with a rich history of service based upon 

shepherding. Elders provide spiritual leadership in worship as lay leaders, 

welcoming us to worship, praying over the bread and cup. They also provide 

comfort and assistance to their flock, and responding to needs in time of sickness 

and tragedy. Deacons provide spiritual leadership in worship as they collect our 

gifts and distribute the elements of the table. Yet they, too, are to assist the elders 

in meeting the needs of their flock. Upon these two orders the history of this church 

has been written. And upon these two will the future of our church rest. In the next 

two months Olive Branch will once more go through the process of listening to the 

Spirit and discerning which men and women will be lifted up as new elders and 

deacons for the next three years. Pray for this process; give input to the nominating 

committee, as our church listens to the spirit moving in our midst. As Jesus made 

clear, shepherds have an important job to do. 



 But just when those who are not Elders or Deacons thought they were safe 

and off the hook, there is another foundational doctrine we Disciples believe in: the 

priesthood of all believers. We believe that every believer, every person who has 

confessed Jesus Christ as Lord and Savior, is part of his ministry. That means that 

we are all witnesses and workers for Christ and have a job to do. Remember I said I 

would get back to the safe and comfortable flock in this parable? I think that too 

many church members have become way too comfortable, becoming nothing more 

than the 99 sheep warm and cozy back at the stable, completely content to let the 

shepherds go and find the lost sheep. When I was the director of the Refugee 

Resettlement Program and responsible for my small staff of 20, sometimes I 

became a little frustrated over the performance and attitudes of my employees. 

Alright, maybe little is the wrong word; sometimes I saw red, especially when I 

heard a person say when asked to do something, “Its not my job.” Of course it’s 

your job, why else do you think I added that little sentence in your job description: 

“and other duties as assigned.” During my time here at Olive Branch I have 

witnessed the strength and vitality of our congregation, and the wealth of skills and 

talents we enjoy as a community of faith. So maybe it is not true here, but there are 

too many Christians who feel that seeking the lost is not their job. It’s the preacher’s 

job, the elders’ job; the deacons should be out and about – but not me. I want to 

stay here in the stable where it is warm and dry. I don’t want to do that kind of work. 

I don’t know how, I have not been trained, I wouldn’t know where to start, and I 

wouldn’t know what to say.  

 We must have missed that part of the good confession when we said, I 

believe that Jesus is the Christ, the son of the living God, and I accept him as my 

Lord and personal savior – except for duties assigned in the area of evangelism, 

reconciliation, and showing hospitality to strangers, especially those who are lost 

and outside of the body of Christ. Sure would make it easier. But it is not there.  

 We sheep who have been found and are not lost, it is time to wake up. There 

is an entire community out there who has strayed away from the body of Christ. 



They might have once been part of our community of faith, but for various reasons 

no longer seek Christ here. There are people out there who are in desperate need 

of being told that they are loved, and that there is a place for them here at the table. 

There are people out there who are seeking words of forgiveness and desperately 

need to be assured that God’s grace is real. There are people out there who have 

been pushed around, pushed aside, and rejected, who just want a place where they 

will be accepted and loved. They are not here in the stable with us. They are lost 

out there and we need to seek them. It is what we have been called to do. And the 

most amazing part of our work is that God really knows and rejoices when we do. 

Look at what Jesus said: Just so, I tell you, there will be more joy in heaven 
over one sinner who repents than over ninety-nine righteous people who 
need no repentance. 

 If we won’t do it, then who will? If we are not shepherds called by God to 

seek the lost, then what are we? Grumblers and complainers, quick to criticize 

those who at least try to reach out beyond these walls? Or a flock of contented 

sheep, unwilling to open up the paddock door to let others in for fear it will upset the 

balance and the ‘I like things just as they are’ mindset? No, we are not like that. At 

least I pray not.  

 It is mysterious and a little sad to see one shoe on the side of the road. Lost 

and forgotten, no longer good for anything because it has lost its mate and purpose. 

But nothing is more mysterious and sad than seeing a community of faith who has 

lost its brothers and sisters and refuses to seek them out, and in the process 

forgotten its purpose and ministry. For we are called to be agents of reconciliation, 

we are to be the one place in this world where forgiveness and grace exist, we are 

to be shepherds who find the lost, and to gladly accept all other duties as assigned. 

Christ has given us our orders; let us go forth and serve. 

 
  


