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Although we need to be reminded of our Covenant with God, God never forgets his covenant with us.
“Tony, Tony, turn around. Something's lost that must be found.”  Do you remember that prayer?  Me neither.  I'd never heard it until this week.  But if you are from the Roman Catholic tradition you might remember it as a prayer to find things that are lost.  It is a prayer to St. Anthony of Padua who is the patron saint of lost things. Legend has it that Anthony was the son of a wealthy family who left them to join the order of St. Francis and become a poor priest..  As the story goes, Anthony had a book of psalms that, in his eyes, was priceless. There was no printing press yet. Any book had value. This was his book of psalms, his prayer book. Besides, in the margins he'd written all kinds of notes to use in teaching students in his Franciscan Order. A novice who had already grown tired of living a religious life decided to leave the community. Besides going AWOL, he also took Anthony's Psalter! When he went to his room to pray and found it missing, Anthony prayed it would be found and returned to him.  Supposedly the thief was fleeing through the forest when he was met by an angel who told him to return the Psalter to Anthony and go back to the monastery.  He did and was accepted back.  Soon after Anthony's death, people began praying through him to find or recover thing they had lost.  “Tony, Tony, turn around.  Something's lost that must be found.”

Maybe I'm getting to the age when I need this prayer more and more.  Too often now I hear myself saying, “Erin, where are my (fill in the blank)?  I just had them?  Have you seen them?  Did you put them somewhere?  They must be around somewhere.”  Invariably the comment comes back from my loving wife, “Are you looking with your eyes or with your mouth?”  Or even worse, she'll say to me, “Are you looking with your man-eyes again?” somehow assuming that the male of our species is somehow impaired when it comes to finding things that are lost.  Especially when they are right in front of us.

The people of Israel had lost something.  They had lost their faith in God and had gone after easier, more attractive gods. But when they were oppressed by the Philistines they came to the prophet Samuel asking him for help.  But they had lost their faith, lost the sense of who they were, of who they belonged to.  Were they still the people that God had led out of Egypt and into the wilderness to make a covenant with them on Mount Sinai?  Were they still the people that God led through all those years into a land flowing with milk and honey?  Is that who they were?  If they were, then they needed to find what was lost, they needed to find themselves as the people of God.  They needed to renew their covenant with God.  That's what Samuel asked them to do. “Direct your heart to the Lord, and serve him only, and he will deliver you.” and then they raise an Ebenezer in gratitude for God's help.  Ebenezer is Hebrew for “Stone of Help.”  It is raised as a testimony, a witness to how God has helped the people.  It is supposed to be a reminder of their recommitment, of the covenant they have with God.  It's supposed to remind them of where to find what it is that they had lost.  It's supposed to remind them to be faithful.  Every time they travel on that road, every time they pass Mizpah and see that stone, that Ebenezer standing there, they are supposed to be grateful for all that God has done and to remember the covenant they have made with God.

Do we have reminders like that?  We're going to use some stones to raise an Ebenezer today, but what are they supposed to remind us of?  We weren't there at Mt. Sinai, except in some far off symbolic sense, right?  Do we have a covenant with God?  In a few minutes we're going to sing that old hymn about the Ebenezer, “Come Thou Fount of Every Blessing.”  Come thou fount of every blessing, tune my heart to sing thy grace; streams of mercy never ceasing, call for songs of loudest praise.  That's the first verse.  Before we raise a stone of help and blessing, we are reminded that God's grace always comes first.  God loves us first.  With fountains and streams.  Get the image?  Water.  Baptism.  That's the beginning of our covenant with God.  When you were baptized you were brought into the covenant family of faith.  We made a covenant with God.  So when we were baptized or confirmed we acknowleddged Jesus Christ as Lord and Savior.  And then as an expression of that faith, we promise, in the words of the baptismal service, “to be Christ's faithful disciple, obeying his word and showing his love.”  The pile of stones are our part of the covenant.  The steams of God's grace have flowed over us and so in grateful response, this is the covenant we make with God.  And we make a covenant with each other too.  We promise in our baptism to be part of the covenant community.  The final question when we are baptized or when we confirm our baptismal vows is that we promise to be “a faithful member of this congregation, to share in its worship and ministry, through our prayers and gifts, our study and service, and so fulfull our calling to be a disciple of Jesus Christ.”  As we place theses stones, like Samuel raising the Ebenezer, it should remind us to be faithful.  How are you being faithful, how are you showing your gratitude?  Taking a turn teaching?  Helping with a mission cause?  Singing with the choir?  Supporting the adult study?  Or have you “done your bit?”  Has God done his bit?  Or is God still giving?

These stones are also supposed to remind us that God is faithful.  Zip read for us the parables of the Lost Sheep, the Lost Coin, and the Lost Son.  In these parables the figure representing God is first a shepherd, then a woman, then a disgraced father.  These are three offensive images of God to the people of Jesus' time.  No one would think of God in that way, but the point Jesus is making is that we need to think about God in new ways.  And think about God as the Shepherd or God as the Woman with the broom.  Both are looking for something that was lost.  How long will they look?  When will they give up and think that it's just lost and they will never find it?  When is it time to stop looking?  Listen to the words of the parable: “does not he leave the 99 and go after the one that is lost until he finds it? Does not she light a lamp, sweep the house and search carefully until she finds it?”  When is it time to stop looking?  Never.  How long will God keep searching for us, no matter how long we hide from him?  Forever.  When will God give up on us?  How about never? None of us.  None of us will God ever give up on.  No one.  Ever.  That's how faithful God is.  That's what the cross tells us. That's what an Ebenezer is supposed to remind us of.  Our covenant with God but also the covenant he makes with us.  He will never give up on us, never stop searching for us, never stop looking for us waiting for us to return home.

Some of us are here today because of what we have lost, or because we feel lost.  Many of us today remember what and who we lost 15 years ago today in New York or Washington or Shanksville, Pennsylvania, or other places around the world in the years since.  We lost our innocence, or sense of being safe, our belief in the essential goodness of humanity. But did we lose our faith that day or in the difficult days since then?  Did we lose our trust in a God that we thought was always there for us?  Tony, Tony, turn around, something's lost that must be found.  Maybe it's us that needs to be found.  Have we lost hope, lost faith?  Lost self-esteem, perspective, trust?  Have we lost our ability to give of ourselves to another because we've lost our trust?  Have we lost our optimism that things are going to get better?  

What did you lose? Have you given up on finding it again?  Have you given up on finding the real you again?  Maybe that's why you're here.  To find something.  Or maybe you're like the group of kids playing Hide and Go Seek and you're like that one kid that hid too well.  When the other kids looked and looked but you hid so that nobody could find you.  And you began to worry that the other kids had gone on to do something else, that they had given up. And you start to think to yourself that maybe you shouldn't have hidden so well, that maybe it's time to get found.  Maybe that's why you're here, you don't just want to find something, but you want to get found.  Remember that God hasn't given up.  He never will.
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