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[1
st
 reading: Exodus 32:7–14] 

[Psalm: Psalm 51:1-10] 

[2
nd

 reading: 1 Timothy 1:12–17] 

[Gospel: Luke 15:1–10] 
[Chaplain John Connolly] 

[Liturgical date: Pentecost 17C]  
[Location: USNA] 

Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ.  Amen. 

I have always been the kind of person who enjoys the journey much more than I 

enjoy the destination.  For instance, I like painting not so that I could end up with a 

picture but because I like to paint.  I like riding my bicycle not to get to any particular 

destination, but because I enjoy riding my bike.  Some of the most enjoyable trips that 

my wife, Emma, and I have ever gone on are not the ones with a particular destination 

in mind, but long rambling trips that seemingly have not particular destination.  I guess 

all of that is why I enjoyed my role as Scoutmaster so much. 

For more than a decade I served as the Assistant Scoutmaster and Scoutmaster 

for Troop 24 in Charlotte, NC.  I had the honor and privilege of leading a group of 

absolutely incredible young me, who are now even more incredible.  One is a pastor 

himself in West Virginia and another is the vice president of his corporation in DC.  

Whenever our troop went on our monthly excursions it was normally a hike – actually 

putting packs on our backs and hitting the trails for miles at a time.  Our home became 

the mountains of NC, SC, and VA. 

One particular hike we took, I only took the older boys because it was a 

significantly more challenging trail.  We hiked a portion of the Appalachian Trail just 

south of Waynesboro, VA.  Our hike was on a nearly 20 mile circuit that also included 

the Mau-Har trail, and had earned the nickname “Three Ridges Trail,” because it 

comprised 3 fairly strenuous ridges. 

We began the hike along a stream bed, which was fairly moderate and easy.  

Since this was only the older boys in the troop I was a bit more comfortable with their 

capabilities and allowed them to spread out down the trail and hike at their own pace 

as long as they stayed in front of me and behind the Assistant Scoutmaster, Mark.  
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Periodically, we would stop and regroup and count noses before heading to our next 

stop point – what could go wrong.  This worked quite well, for a while. 

As lunch time was nearing I told the boys that our next stop would be the Harpers 

Creek Shelter.  That was the last stop before we rejoined the Appalachian Trail and the 

elevation took off with something that would rival an Apollo Mission launch. 

I had hiked the majority of the day with Brad who stood about five foot nothing 

and wore about a size twelve shoe.  Brad hiked along at somewhat of a lumbering 

pace, but he and I tremendously enjoyed just walking and chatting with one another.  

As he and I approached the designated shelter I expected to hear a bunch of very 

boisterous Boy Scouts occupying the shelter, but instead all I heard was the sound of 

silence; complete and total silence – not even the other leader, Mark.  Just in case you 

are keeping score, that is not what your average Scoutmaster looks forward to on any 

trip – so Brad and I waited.  Then, we waited some more.  Then, I began to reflect on 

the gospel reading that we enjoyed for today where Jesus spoke of a shepherd who 

had 100 sheep and lost 1, and left the other 99 to go find the 1.  The funny thing is that 

Jesus never mentioned anything about the shepherd who lost the 99 and kept the 1, so 

a cold sweat began to ensue.   

So, I instructed Brad to wait in the shelter and not go anywhere.  I had seen a 

small animal trail that spurred off the main trail a few hundred yards back, and I had a 

suspicion that had confused them some.  I headed back and found the animal trail, 

then continued down the animal trail for another few hundred yards until it petered out.  

At that point, sitting in a ditch and eating lunch I found my entire troop.  One thing I 

often found myself asking my boys as Scoutmaster on a regular basis was, “Why? 

Why did you think that was a good idea?”  This was no different, and “Why didn’t you 

cry out or something?” 

Their answer still gets me to this day.  They told me, “We knew we were lost, and 

we knew that you would find us.”  They placed a huge amount of faith and trust in me, 

and that is still an overwhelming feeling. 
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But, what about us?  How much faith do we put in the Shepherd of All?  Last 

week, Chaplain Gore spoke to us about, “Reengineering the Soul”.  In a crowd like this, 

however, full of engineers, physicists, chemists and others, how willing are we to allow 

God to reengineer us?  I mean, how much trust and faith do we have that THE 

Shepherd will engineer us correctly?  Often, we don’t trust that he will guide us where 

we feel like we ought to go.  As an engineer myself, I definitely understand this.  It is 

really hard because I want to take control.  I really want to solve the problems myself. 

Chaplain Gore also spoke in our e-letter this week about how we often have no 

clue about how lost we really are.  We really don’t know, from an engineering 

perspective, how broken our system is.  We could conceivably be drowning, and not 

even realize that we are in the water. 

I have a younger brother.  Now, I call him Stephen, but I imagine most of you 

would call him Gunny.  As a teenager, Stephen was never the most proficient swimmer 

you would ever come across.  And, all the Marines will appreciate this – in part, at 

least, he joined Marines because he thought that their swim test was easier than the 

Navy’s.  I would say that after 22 years in the Corps he discovered the fallacy of that 

assumption.  I, on the other hand, was a Search and Rescue swimmer during my 

enlistment; so it is quite safe to say that I have always been relatively comfortable in 

the water.   

Not long after I graduated from SAR School, Stephen and I went to visit some 

friends who had a home on Lake Norman in NC when Stephen was probably about 14 

years old.  At one point he was playing with on a raft with a beach ball near the shore 

line, and trying to grab hold of the beach ball.  Unfortunately with each attempt to grab 

the beach ball it rolled further away from him, and into deeper water.  Finally, he 

abandoned the raft and kept chasing the beach ball, further and further out into the 

lake.  I watched this unfold from the shore and recognized quickly that no good would 

ever come from this scenario.  So, quietly I entered the water and swam up behind 

him.  About the time that he realized, quite literally, that he was in very deep water, I 

was right behind him.  I turned him around, and assisted him back to shore.  
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The sheep that Jesus spoke of in our gospel reading are really no different.  They 

really have no clue about how big of trouble they are getting themselves into because 

the grass seemed so good.  When your head is down and you are focused on the 

sweet grass you can’t even see that the “Big Bad Wolf” is standing right beside you to 

devour you.  You are simply chasing the sweet grass into deeper and deeper water. 

You and I are no different either.  We wander around under the false notion that 

we are actually the shepherds, and engineering our own futures.  The reality, however, 

is that we are the sheep, with no clue about the fact that we are heading into greater 

and greater danger.  BUT, this is where the Grace of God comes in. 

The Grace of God is often better explained as God’s Riches At Christ Expense 

(GRACE).  God seeks us out before we ever even realize that we are lost.  The 

Children of Israel and really all of creation had no clue 2000 years ago.  The world 

seemed just fine.  Sure, the Romans are little annoying, but generally speaking 

everything seems to be just fine.  They were blindly following the laws while all along 

they were moving further and further away from God.  The general sentiment was that 

as long I as I obey all these laws then in essence I control God.  Christ jumped in, 

swimming up behind us, as we swam into deeper and deeper water. 

God’s desire has never been blind obedience to any set of laws, but instead a 

relationship with God.  God desires that we love God and that we love our neighbor.  

And yet, our response as the sheep, we crucified the shepherd who came to save us.  

Even in that, however, The Shepherd, Christ, loved us, forgave us, and redeemed us 

with his own blood. 

So now, 2000 years later, how would you say we are doing?  This is a very tough 

question for me.  I really want to say that we are doing well, but are we?  Today, fifty 

years ago, in Birmingham, AL the 16th St Baptist Church was bombed, killing 4 little 

girls inside because of hatred over the color of their skin.  Earlier this week we 

remembered the horrors that were perpetrated on 9/11 where over 3000 people were 

killed because of hatred over faith.  Each day, around our nation, around our world, 

and unfortunately – even around our Academy, people are still abused, taken 
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advantage of, assaulted, etc. all over race, religion, gender, or any of a number of 

other things that tend to divide us.  Each day, we still fail to love as God first loved us.  

And yet, The Shepherd, still stands ready – seeking after even us; we, who are lost, 

and do not even realize it.  He is continually ready to welcome and redeem us, the 

ones who crucified The Shepherd.  It begs the question, at what point do we stop?  At 

what point do we simply stop trying to engineer our own futures, and sit down in 

whatever ditch we have found ourselves in and wait?  At what point do we have faith 

that The Shepherd will find us, redeem us, and guide us home?  At what point do we 

trust this shepherd to reengineer us as we were intended, in his image? 

God’s grace means that he seeks us out before we ever even know that we are 

lost.  It means that he invites us to join him on his journey where there is redemption, 

and love, and forgiveness.  It means that even when we turned our backs on him and 

crucified The Shepherd that he still wants to be with us, the lost.  But, this shepherd will 

never force his way into our lives.  Instead, he invites us to his eternal life.  He never 

forces us to join him on his journey, but instead invites us to follow his lead. 

Let me encourage you, trust this shepherd because he knows this path – he has 

walked it.  He has suffered its treachery and knows its dangers.  He is the one who 

knows the way, because he is the way, and the truth, and the life. 


