
The church building where I pastored in Missoula was located on one of the busiest 

streets in Missoula. Many lost souls would show up there, searching for something; 

often time they were not even sure what they were searching for. 

One young man told me he had left his very conservative, private, college in 

Washington, had been driving all night and felt God had led him to this church building. 

He announced he was “there to see the pastor.” You can only imagine the look on both 

our faces when I confidently said “I am the pastor,” and he replied “No. You are a 

woman,” with a look of dismay.  

As dismayed as he was, he still stayed, prayed, confessed, and prayed some more, 

and when he left, I still felt while there was still some torment in his soul, I did feel his 

heart had been changed towards female pastors. 

Others coming down from all night parties, and who knows what else often just needed 

a safe place. After initial introductions, lots of silence, me just being a presence if need 

be, some would ask if they could return; if I thought there was hope for them to change 

their ways. I would always assure them that with Jesus everyone has the ability to 

have the direction of their lives changed. Some returned, others were never seen 

again. 

As I reminisced about these lost souls this week. I found myself wondering, “Did Jesus 

carry each heavy soul on his shoulders to these doors?” Was mercy bestowed? Were 

hearts changed? Did the heavens sing? I wondered if the angels were rejoicing when 

these souls found an unlocked door, and a hopeful, caring face 

The more I reminisced about THEM… the tired, hungover, searching, colorful souls, I 

began to ask what set those souls apart from the souls I encountered on a regular 

basis. The souls that showed up every week to bible study; Sunday school and 

quilting; Even the souls that attend worship each Sunday?  

What set THOSE lost souls apart from the souls right here, right now? 

It occurred to me nothing… absolutely nothing. Nothing set them apart other than t he 

time they came and that they came as individuals rather than with others, as a 

community. 

One of my closest friends in seminary was a woman in her early 50’s. She was raised 

to be a good, south Texas, elitist wife. She was raised to say “Ain’t that sweet,” “Oh 

how nice,” and the ever so universal, “I’m fine… we’re fine,” in a very convincing and 

sincere way. These sweet responses came as natural as her drinking Texas sweet tea 

on a hot summer day. 

As I came to know her, I also came to know how these practiced responses veiled the 

truth. She wrote and published a book “A Tinge of Vulgarity.” I was one of five to 



receive a copy. It tells the story of a young girl taught to say these ever so sweet words 

convincingly, while living a life that was not sweet and no one was fine. 

It is a raw confession of a truth that led her to seminary searching. Once I was allowed 

into her world I was more convinced than ever that Jesus carried her there on his 

shoulders, just has Jesus had carried her to Sunday school as a child; youth group as 

a teen; and worship as a young wife and mother – and now at seminary a 

grandmother, to search even deeper. And I believe, the angels were rejoicing each and 

every time she heard God’s promise, and changed direction to follow the way of Jesus 

rather than the world she was born into. 

Paul, as Saul, was raised to know God’s promise. Saul knew the promise made to 

Abraham, Isaac and Israel… how God, even when each went their own way, even 

creating their own gods,  continued to live into God’s promise to always be our God. 

Yet it took Jesus, carrying Saul’s heavy, hard-hearted soul on his shoulders, to 

Damascus for Saul to change his way.  

Let me remind you, It was Jesus who told Ananais to go to Saul even though Saul was 

known to persecute followers of Jesus’ way; and it was Jesus who gave Ananais the 

power for Saul to see and change direction to live into the promise of God by following 

God’s way of Jesus. . 

Do you see? Do you hear? It was Jesus… all Jesus …. Do you not think there wasn’t 

great rejoicing in heaven on that day? Can’t you just hear the angels sing “Glory to 

God in the highest?” as Saul repented; as Saul changed direction? 

When we gather to hear God’s Word and receive God’s mercy we are often made to 

feel that we are the members of the ninety-nine… or in our case eighty and sometimes 

maybe fifty. We are the ones who are safe in numbers, who Jesus leaves behind to 

tend to one another while He goes searching for that ONE… that ONE lost one.  

And in our safety in numbers we either become like Saul, before his heart was 

changed and think we got it right… so right we tend to use our group mentality to 

overlook, or even look down upon the one. In our group mentality we can even start to 

think that we know what is good for God better than God himself. Sometimes we even 

become like the Israelites who created their own god when Moses didn’t return, and 

think we have to help Jesus to come again and we do this by defending our God who 

does not need our defense. 

We do this when we begin to think we have the right words, the right way of worship, 

the right music… and those others have it wrong. We go our own way, rather than 

God’s way. We fail to see the needs of that ONE who wants to encounter Jesus. 

Believing, however as I strongly believe, that we are only here, together, by the call of 

the Holy Spirit, I have come to hear this story of the lost one in a new way. I have come 



to hear that each one of us is the lost ONE Jesus has carried on his shoulder to bring 

here. And that maybe we didn’t even realize we were lost because we were so busy 

thinking we were part of the ninety-nine. Maybe we are all like the little boy whose 

parents frantically look for at the fair because he is lost yet when he is found he is 

confused. After all he knew right where he was all the time. In his nativity he did not 

even know he was lost. 

Maybe we are so lost we don’t realize how greatly we need to hear those words “You 

are forgiven,” Body of Christ given for you,’ Blood of Christ shed for you;” We fail to 

realize how great the grace and mercy is that Jesus carries us here to receive. And 

maybe it is because of our failure to realize we are lost that we often miss and don’t 

hear the joy… the joy of angels rejoicing when we are found through these words. 

I accompanied a group of teenagers to Pine Ridge South Dakota on a service trip. We 

were there with several other groups of Jesus way followers… ones that let’s just say 

were a lot more emotional than our small little Lutheran group. Several times 

throughout our time together one of my Lutheran teens would lean over during worship 

and whisper… why are they crying… or “can’t they just be quiet during the prayers? As 

these more evangelical teens would shout “Amen!” “Halleljua” and throw their arms in 

the air. 

One evening we were worshiping outdoors at White Clay… if there is a ghetto of Pine 

Ridge it is White Clay. Yet in the midst of this great poverty there was great joy in the 

worship… The other groups were “letting loose”. Waving their arms, singing a joyful 

noise, some were even dancing DURING WORSHIP. There was great joy in that 

place! Joy that no one would have known about if they would have watched my little 

group of stoic Lutherans. It was like they were determined to stand there like good little 

soldiers… they didn’t  even a sway.  

After I asked them about the worship… oh it was great… I loved that song “Oceans” … 

I think one of them even smiled talking about the worship. But where was their joy? 

Jesus had carried them there. They had heard the promise and the promise was for 

them… why did they repress the joy? 

If there is great rejoicing in heaven each time we are found, then surely there should 

be great rejoicing here where the kingdom of God has come near. When we rejoice 

there is a shine on our face, a bounce in our step, music in our ears. When we truly 

rejoice each person we encounter will not help but feel the joy. 

Do we allow ourselves to show joy when we worship? Do we allow ourselves to reflect 

joy in our daily lives in spite of the news, in spite of our neighbor’s politics, in spite of 

what happened September 11, 2001, in spite of the health of our 401K’s? 

Jesus carried us on his shoulders here today in order that we could hear the promise, 

have our hearts changed, and be a part of the joy. There is no better way to show our 



gratitude than to rejoice that we are found. Joy is contagious. Imagine a world where 

all people rejoice rather than live in terror, hate and violence. Imagine a world of joyful 

gratitude. You were lost and now you are found; rejoice and be glad. 

  

 


