
Lost & Found 

a sermon delivered by the Rev. Scott Dalgarno on September 15, 2019 

based on Luke 15:1-10 

 

Some years ago a squad of Chicago police were in the midst of a drug investigation 

when they were shocked to find nineteen children living alone in a two-room apartment. 

It was a terribly unsettling incidence of child neglect and abuse. The conditions in the 

two room apartment were squalid beyond description: piles of soiled diapers, rotting 

food, mounds of filthy clothes. As they entered the apartment one little boy was trying to 

create a semblance of order by moving the rubble into a discrete pile with a broken 

shovel. 

 

Chicago was transfixed by the tragic details for weeks.  Years later on the tenth 

anniversary of the event, the Chicago Tribune published on its front page a picture of 

three beautiful children in blue caps and gowns, graduating from elementary school. 

The joy-filled boy in the middle, Anthony Melton, was one of the nineteen neglected 

children discovered by the police all those years before. 

 

The follow-up story told about five of the nineteen, all brothers, who a decade before 

had been adopted into foster care by a woman named Claudine Christian. Children’s 

Services officials were concerned about keeping the brothers together while their 

biological mother served a jail term. Claudine Christian agreed to take the five for three 

months.  

 

When they arrived, ages two, five, six, eight, and nine, in her neat bungalow in a rural 

area outside Chicago, the boys didn’t know what mealtime was because they were 

accustomed to forage for food.  They didn’t know about utensils and ate with their 

fingers.  

 

Claudine purchased new bunk beds for them but they wouldn’t get in them. Instead they 

slept on the floor in a huddle, covered by a blanket. It was a catastrophe to begin with. 

The boys fought a lot and destroyed household items. Claudine’s husband, already 

unhappy, gave her a choice: the boys or him. She chose the boys. 

 

She set some boundaries, assigned simple chores, set expectations. The boys started 

to go to school. There were plenty of challenges and setbacks. Claudine persisted. She 

took the boys to her church. One by one they were baptized. 

 



School kerfuffles and behavioral challenges continued, but the boys began making 

small gains.  They participated in extracurricular activities and sang in the choir at the 

church. 

 

At the end of the account, Claudine recalled those first harrowing weeks when the five 

little boys slept together in the center of their bedroom floor, despite the new bunk beds, 

in a jumbled pile of bodies under a comforter. Sleep was always fitful, broken by 

persistent nightmares. 

 

Here’s what she said: “They would wake up in the middle of the night, and I would run 

into the room and I would gather two or three at a time and just hold them and rock 

them until they could sleep again. I would say, ‘I love you, I love you, I love you.’  

She said, “You just say it until it sticks. You can’t play with these words when it comes 

to the hearts of children.” 

 

Just say it until it sticks. 

 

One day, 2,000 years ago, a young man talked about God in terms of the tenacious, 

strong, amazing love that occasionally graces and blesses human life. It was not 

common then or now to talk about God in these terms.  

 

To speak of God as creator, as law giver, as enforcer, as punisher -- those are terms 

everyone understood and still understand. But the young man, Jesus, reached deeply 

into the history of his people to remind them of their own unique alternative way of 

talking about God – as a caring shepherd 

 

“The Lord is my shepherd, I shall not want,” a psalmist wrote. 

“He maketh me to lie down in green pastures.” 

 

And when their ancestors were held in captivity in Babylon, exiled 600 miles away from 

their home, a prophet spoke words of comfort and assurance. The people were 

convinced that their suffering was the Holy One’s punishment for their sins. The prophet 

spoke, saying, God will feed his flock like a shepherd: he will gather the lambs in his 

arms, and carry them in his bosom. 

 

Remembering that particular portrait of a tender God, Jesus, a young rabbi from a little 

Galilean hill town, was associating with people no self-respecting, religiously observant 

person would be seen with in his day: sinners, tax collectors, prostitutes.  

 



As a result, religious officials began to grumble. 

 

Well, religious people always grumble about a love that has room for sinners, a love that 

reaches out to include the excluded. 

 

So they grumbled, and he heard it, and he told them a series of little stories to teach 

them a God concept that was apparently new to them.  It was his subtle way to try and 

convince them to quit grumbling about who God decides to let into the kingdom and to 

start enjoying the gift of the Good Shepherd’s love, an issue that is still very much at the 

heart of the life of his church 2,000 years later. 
                                                                                                                                        
The religious authorities of his day expected Jesus to take another approach;  say he 
was going to redeem these whores and tax collectors! Make ‘em straighten up, be more 
responsible and middle class, like you and me. 

But no, he told them that God loves to party with sinners.  He told them parables about 
a party thrown after a woman found a lost coin and another one after a shepherd found 
a lost sheep.  He followed those with the really big one … the party for the prodigal son! 

Jesus didn’t speak of his work in terms of a code of ethics that we must follow or a set 
of rules that we must obey. Instead he said that his goal was a party where all the sinful, 
the lost, and the wayward are invited and celebrated as equal members. 

And that’s good because even the best of us, even those who have been in Jesus’s 
sheepfold for a long while, are capable of wandering.  

For some of us the wandering occurred in our youthful, wild-oats days. But why beat up 
on ourselves for a few of our youthful indiscretions? Right?  I mean, look, we grew up 
eventually; we became mature, bought an SUV and came to our senses. 

Of course, wandering can occur any time in our lives.  Any time at all. But, please note 
this: the focus of these parables is with the seeking shepherd and the searching woman. 
The lost sheep didn’t do anything to be found except to be lost. The coin was a purely 
passive spectator in the woman’s searching.  

I mean, look, these are not stories about how a lost sinner came to his senses, realized 
the error of his ways, repented, and turned back home.  No, these are stories about 
God. The one who tells these stories is the same one who did not wait until we came to 
him. Our story goes this way; in Jesus, God came to us.  

The point is this: everybody here this morning is here not because of what we have 
done but because of what God has done. 



Okay, maybe your lostness was not so dramatic, your indiscretion, not so terrible, but 
none of us gets included in “the kingdom” because of who we are—we are here 
because of who God is.  

And because God is the searching shepherd, the seeking woman, both of whom persist 
in the search for what has been lost until they find, it’s always homecoming Sunday 
here. Every time.  

Jesus says clearly that he was sent “to the lost sheep, the people of Israel” (Matthew 
15:24), but the more we get to know him, the more we discover that his gathering goes 
beyond the bounds of those who happen to be gathered in the Christian community:  
“I have other sheep that don’t belong to this sheep pen” he says elsewhere. 
 (John 10:16). 
 
Is it any wonder that Jesus’s last words to his disciples after his resurrection are a 
commission to get busy gathering people in his name? “Therefore, go and make 
disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of 
the Holy Spirit, teaching them to obey everything that I’ve commanded you. Look, I 
myself will be with you every day until the end of the age” (Matt. 28:19–20). 

The church, therefore, is always the fellowship of the reunited.  It’s always about coming 
home.   
 
More than once I’ve reminded us of how our Amish brothers and sisters handle the 
problem of disunity in their family units.  You will remember that it has to do with 
members of the family who are missing.  Each and every mealtime the family will set a 
place for a son or daughter who is gone for any reason, even for those who have 
willingly abandoned the family.   
 
Nobody else sits in their place. Nobody else uses those dishes or utensils.  They are 
waiting there for that person from the beginning of the meal to the end.  This is repeated 
three times a day, so that person is remembered regularly and always with the placing 
of each fork, each knife, every plate, or bowl, or spoon.   
 
And here’s the most important part: the missing person knows very well this is 
happening, every mealtime, as well.  That is one powerful ritual.   
 
Friday we had a memorial service in this room for Tom Nissalke,  former coach of the 
Utah Jazz basketball team.  Tom was a shepherd of sorts.  He took very seriously that 
he was coach not just of the basketball talent of his players, but of their characters. 
   
He told me once about how he helped one of his players find himself when he woke up 
in a very dark place.  But that wasn’t enough for Tom.   
 
 



No, Tom called the fellow every year after that, for the rest of his own life, in fact, and on 
a specific day in order to celebrate with him, to tell him how much he meant to him still, 
long after their coach / player relationship was over.  Tom Nissalke was someone who 
took shepherding seriously. 
 
You know, there is no more important calling on earth. 
  

I want to end with a story about a remarkable woman, Mary Ann Bird, who wrote a 

personal memoir, The Whisper Test. Mary Ann Bird was born with multiple birth defects: 

a cleft palate, disfigured face, crooked nose, lopsided feet, and deafness in one ear.  

 

As a child, she suffered not only her physical impairments but emotional damage 

inflicted by other children: “Oh, Mary Ann, what’s wrong with your lip?” was one of the 

milder things they’d say.   

 

Worst of all, she said, was the annual hearing test, when the teacher would call each 

child forward to the front of the classroom. The child covered one ear, then the other, 

and the teacher whispered a simple phrase: “The sky is blue,” or “You have new shoes.” 

Mary Ann could not hear in one ear and did everything possible, including cheating, to 

minimize attention to her disability. She hated the whisper test. 

 

One year her teacher was Miss Leonard, whom every child loved. The day came for the 

dreaded hearing test. Mary Ann cupped her ear. Miss Leonard leaned forward. Here’s 

how Mary Ann remembered the moment.  “I waited for those words which God must 

have put in her mouth, those seven words that changed my life. Miss Leonard did not 

say “the sky is blue” or “you have new shoes.” What she whispered was, “I wish you 

were my little girl.” (Testimony, pp. 85-86) 

 

You just say it.  You say something just like that ….until it sticks. 

 
Remember Claudine Christian …. "[Those five little boys] would wake up in the middle 
of the night, and I would run into their room and I would grab two or three at a time and 
just hold them and rock them until they could sleep again. I would say, `I love you. I love 
you. I love you.' You just say it until it sticks. You can't play with those words when it 
comes to the hearts of children. You have to mean it and know it for yourself." 

 

One great day Jesus said,  “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 until he 

finds it? When he has found it, he lays it on his shoulders and carries it home.” 

 

Thanks be to God 


