About those who left the Church
What do you think? If any man has a hundred sheep, and one of them has gone astray, does he not leave the ninety-nine on the mountains and go and search for the one that is straying? If it turns out that he finds it, truly I say to you, he rejoices over it more than over the ninety-nine which have not gone astray. So it is not the will. 

Mt 18:12-14

Dear brothers and sisters!

Many biblical stories are about people who believed that Jesus Christ brings them God's help and hope. These stories are beautiful because they give us hope for change. They say that each of us can discover what he hadn’t seen and what he maybe resisted. At any age you can start again and become a different person.
But we are also interested in the continuation of these stories. Were those people, who took a path of new life and got baptized, faithful to their decision? Or did they back away when the worries and troubles come? We know from our own experience that it’s easy to get excited, but it’s much harder to endure. Many people eventually cool off in the faith, sneak off from the church and stop claiming allegiance to the Christ.
It happened already in the early Church. A man who believed was a slave and his owner forbade him to associate with Christians. Such a man could escape, but when he had a family and kids, it was a very difficult decision for him. Sometimes it happened that the man who was in the army or served as a government official came to believe. These people had to show their loyalty to the Roman Empire regularly by the sacrifice before the statue of the emperor. What was routine and commonplace to others, meant to betray the Lord for Christians. But not everyone found the courage to leave the Army or give up social status. Others left the church because their parents threatened to disinherit them. In Jewish families often happened that the parents kept the law of Moses and rabbinic rules, while their children got baptized. But then they had to choose – they either inherit the parental home and the field – but they will renounce Jesus Christ or they remain Christians – but then they will beg on the street. And there were people who left the church by themselves because they were outraged by what was going on in there. They observed strict and demanding regulations of rabbis all their life believed that they’re proving their love and loyalty to God. But then the brothers came who said that it's all unnecessary. You can eat and drink what has been sacrificed to idols – everything was topsy-turvy. No wonder that some of them left the Church just because they considered such freedom as a sin.
So the elderly of the first churches had to deal with difficult questions. Can people, who failed in faith or left by themselves, return to church again? Should we search for these people and invite them again, or should we separate from them and let them know that they are traitors and renegades who have no place in here? Some of them were for openness and helpfulness. Others were strict. The Kingdom of God is not for everyone! It's a narrow path and many go into perdition. Faith in Christ must be challenging and binding. Who puts his hand to the plow cannot look back. The Church is not a dovecote, where everyone can come and go when and how he pleases. When Christ went to the cross for us, all his disciples have to be ready for martyrdom and sacrifice.
Also today, many people are leaving the church. In the past it was mostly because of the worry about their jobs. Many were threatened. Our children were threatened that they would not be able to study. Some resisted the pressure; others had to move to the border, others went into production as a punishment. Many, however, separated from the Church and didn’t even get their children baptized. And even today, in freedom, only little of them returned to the church.


Other people stopped going to church because they were and are outraged by how Christians behave. It is known that some people don’t miss any sermon, but in their private lives they are often intolerant and evil, they refuse to forgive others and yet they act like a model of holiness. Many people also left the church because when they expected help in an emergency, no one noticed them. Some people have left the Church because their parents spoiled it. Instead of joy they knew only a duty in the church, instead of loving God, they heard only about strict and punitive judges. Such people then can hear no matter how good sermon, but it says nothing to them. As if they would be immune against the faith.

Many, however, left the Church because of their own sin. Someone has a weakness for alcohol, the other is on the money, else doesn’t leave any skirt unnoticed and it is clear to him that he doesn’t fit into the church, that he simply cannot pray there and doesn’t want to pretend anything.

The question is: what should we do about it? Is Church a selected group, the elite of those who resisted, haven’t betrayed and passed the test? When people apply to college, many of them don’t finish it and give up. When running a marathon race, there is always someone who drops out and doesn’t last. Once, almost everyone was in the church. Today it seems that only those get together who take their faith seriously. But is it a healthy development? Is it cleansing and refinement of a church or should we be worried and hurt about that? A similar question asked evangelist Matthew at the end of the first century and found response in the story that Jesus told them and which can give a clue to many of us. (Matthew 18:12-14)

God's will is that no one is lost. When someone leaves the church, when someone does not show up for a long time - either because he doesn’t have the time or he succumbs to the worries of the world or something between us offends him – we cannot accept it and say to ourselves, "It's enough of us, it's his fault." Church is like a family that should care whether there are five or six persons around the table. In the family each person is equally important. It embraces not only the good guys, but even those who trouble and like to roam. We have the responsibility for each one of them. We cannot renounce anyone. That is why membership in Christ's church cannot be selective. It would be easy to determine the criteria. But the Church is not a boarding school or scout troop. The Church is a fellowship where each blank space and the name in a file is a challenge to try to find such a man and not to stop until he’s alive.
It’s not enough just to have the door from the church open and wait who will find the strength to return by himself. It’s necessary to go and look for the lost and stray folks because we take responsibility for them. We cannot pick and choose who suits us and who don’t. And we must not resign. There are people whom take years to return to church and faith. Many have to go through crises, others must mature – but no one is hopeless. All of them have a chance to be found until the last day. We may not live to see it for ourselves, but we should never stop praying for it. 
It is equally important that each lost and stray sheep knows that someone’s looking for her. It often decides her rescue. Everyone must know that he’s important. That he’s not forgotten and clapped-out. 
Each person who was baptized in our church should be important for us. The man must know that the Church hasn’t renounced him, but he still belongs here, even though he put the Lord God and faith away. It is obvious that no one can be forced to return. We cannot drag them to the flock against their will. We cannot bother them, chase or threaten them. But we can think of them, pray for them, we can visit them and let them know that they matter to us. Sometimes it helps to give these people a task, invite them to work and help them to overcome shyness and embarrassment. It’s not easy at all to come somewhere as new, much less to come back. For many people go to the priest must be much harder than go to the dentist. And they both only want to help.
Those who experienced this must hear: return to the Church is not a shame, but great bravery. Maybe the others will look at me strangely. Maybe they will whisper something. But they have no right to judge me and reject it. Anyone is sometimes lost and wanders off. We are all here only because of our shepherd.


Those who remain faithful to the Lord can feel left out. When they come to church, they usually hear only about how God loves sinners. Not a word about those who are faithful. No praise, no reward. Everything revolves around the sinners and their salvation. Instead of shepherd rejoicing that he has 99 sheep in a fold, he’s worrying about the fact that the one ran away. Isn’t that unfair?
But Jesus says: "No." Those 99 can and should rejoice too that they are all together again! The 99 are not left out. They can rejoice that they have such a good shepherd! After all, if tonight shepherd brought our sister, tomorrow he would certainly look for us if we got lost. Man doesn’t have to be happy just from the fact that he is the center of attention, but also from the fact that a good thing is happening. When the lost and erring people come back on the path of faith, it is a joy and relief for those who don’t think just on themselves. 
Amen
