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The first time I got lost was at the Hopkinton State Fair. I was probably about six 
years old; I don’t remember for sure. What I remember is that I was enthralled by the 
tractors. They were big and loud and powerful. Their rear tires were twice as tall as me and 
that tread looked like handholds and footholds begging to be climbed. 

Actually, I didn’t get lost. My parents did. We were there looking at the tractors and 
then they wandered off. I don’t remember how we got reunited. I suspect I got escorted to a 
tent where lost children and lost parents were reunited. I have a vague memory of my 
parents being angry at me and a much stronger memory of me being angry with my 
parents for wandering off. 

More recently, maybe a decade ago, I got lost on a train in France. I suppose I wasn't 
lost, technically. I was simply on the wrong train – though it sure felt like I was lost. I had 
arrived at the Lyon train station early enough to grab some lunch before my train to 
Geneva left. I was paying attention to the clock as I ate something light and, when it was 
approaching the time for my train’s departure, I went to the appropriate platform. It wasn’t 
long before a train pulled in and I hopped aboard. By the time the conductor got to me and 
looked at my ticket, we were plenty far from the Lyon train station. 

The conductor spoke no English and my French is next to nonexistent. He did 
manage to communicate that I was on the wrong train. Once I learned that, I wasn’t even 
sure that I was headed in the correct direction. God love him, the conductor wrote down a 
name on a piece of paper and he somehow managed to communicate that it was the name 
of a village and that I should get off there and wait for a train to Geneva. At least that’s what 
I thought he was miming. For the next three days, which actually was probably less than an 
hour, I watched the names of towns appear on an LED display over the aisle on the train 
car, looking for a name that matched the word on the piece of paper that conductor had 
handed me. 

Like I said, I wasn’t technically lost. It just felt like I was lost. The train was chugging 
along, moving from one village to the next. Miles of France that I wasn’t paying any 
attention to were passing by outside the window. The train was moving and all I could do 
was go along for the ride. I had no control. All I had was a piece of paper with a name on it 
that I could not pronounce and the hope that I had understood the conductor’s miming 
correctly, that this French word would appear on the LED display and, when it did, I should 
disembark. All I had was piece of paper and some hope – and a heavy dose of anxiety. 

You’ve probably figured out how the story ends. Eventually, the French name did 
appear on the display, and I disembarked. I found a train schedule there on the platform 
and, sure enough, a train headed to Geneva would come before too long. I breathed a deep 
sigh of relief and sat down on a bench to wait. 

http://bible.oremus.org/?ql=495446407
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In many ways, the metaphor of the Dark Wood and the metaphor of being lost both 
point to the same reality. Awakening in the Dark Wood can happen when our life feels 
separated from God, as if we have wandered away from God or that God has wandered 
away from us. This is what I hear as having happened to the author of Psalm 42. “As a deer 
longs for flowing streams, so my soul longs for you, O God.… When shall I come and behold 
your face?” Even the people around the Psalmist recognize this sense of isolation, this sense 
of abandonment, this sense of being lost, asking, “Where is your God?” 

“I can remember when we were close,” the Psalmist says (if you don’t mind me 
paraphrasing). “I remember leading a multitude of people into your house. We were 
shouting and singing. It was a festival. When I remember, when I see in my mind’s eye that 
glorious day, I wonder why I am now disquieted, upset, despondent. But I am despondent. 
It seems that you have forgotten me. Have you forgotten me? 

“And still, I believe that this is temporary. The permanent is with you, O God. And so 
I will grab hold of hope and trust that someday, once again, I will praise you.” 

There are all kinds of experiences that can lead us into this sense of lostness. The 
death of a spouse or a child. The loss of an ability. The sense of losing control over one’s life 
or an aspect of one’s life. The lack of a sense of direction. All these experiences can lead to a 
sense of being lost. And if you’ve had any of these experiences (and I suspect most of us 
have, to one degree or another), you might think me a fool to say that getting lost like this 
can be a gift. 

And yet, I think it can be. I think getting lost can be a gift. 

When I was a kid, I was told that if I ever got lost in the woods, I should hug a tree. 
Not knowing if this is still considered the best advice, I checked out what the US Forest 
Service says, and their advice isn’t very different. Their advice is to STOP. “S” stands for 
stopping to give yourself time to get grounded and to keep from panicking. “T” stands for 
thinking about how you got to where you are. “O” stands for observing whatever is around 
you (landmarks, trails, blazes, etc.). And “P” stands for planning. “Based on your thinking 
and observations, come up with some possible plans, think them through then act on one of 
them,” their website says. “If you are not very, very confident in the route, then it’s always 
better to stay put. If it’s nightfall, you are injured, or you are near exhaustion, stay in 
place.”1 

I trust the Forest Service’s advice when it comes to being physically lost. However, 
I’ve found that trying to apply their acronym of advice to being spiritually lost doesn’t 
work. The being still part is important for both kinds of being lost, but I don’t think we can 
think and plan our way out of being spiritually lost. That’s hard not to do – at least it’s hard 
for me. When I’m feeling spiritually lost, I want to do something about it. At least give me a 
name on a piece of paper and an LED display to watch. But doing something is not how we 
get rescued when we’re spiritually lost. 

And, paradoxically, this is where one of the gifts of getting lost comes from. This first 
gift of getting lost comes from following this advice: Don’t just do something, stand there. 

 
1 “If You Get Lost,” U.S. Forest Service, https://www.fs.usda.gov/visit/know-before-you-go/if-you-get-lost 
(accessed 7 August 2021). 
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Or sit there. Or breathe there. Being still and letting go is the first way getting lost is a gift. 
Listen to the wisdom in David Wagoner’s poem, “Lost.”2 

Stand still. The trees ahead and bushes beside you 
Are not lost. Wherever you are is called Here, 
And you must treat it as a powerful stranger, 
Must ask permission to know it and be known. 
The forest breathes. Listen. It answers, 
I have made this place around you. 
If you leave it, you may come back again, saying Here. 
No two trees are the same to Raven. 
No two branches are the same to Wren. 
If what a tree or a bush does is lost on you, 
You are surely lost. Stand still. The forest knows 
Where you are. You must let it find you. 

The second gift of getting lost is, of course, being found. 

When we are lost, we want to get unlost, and so we struggle to do it ourselves, or we 
seek advice that we think might fix or save us – as if that is what we truly want and need in 
our lostness. But, as Parker Palmer pointed out, “The human soul doesn’t want to be 
advised or fixed or saved. It simply wants to be witnessed – to be seen, heard, and 
companioned exactly as it is.”3 And that’s what the Spirit does when it comes and finds you. 

As I’ve thought about this, I keep coming back to things I’ve learned from people 
who are in recovery. Anne Lamott has been clean and sober for 35 years. During those 
years, she’s written a lot, much of it having to do with sobriety. One of the more profound 
things she ever wrote is this sentence:  “I do not at all understand the mystery of grace – 
only that it meets us where we are but does not leave us where it found us.”4 

Of course, just because grace (or the Spirit) comes and finds you right where you 
are, and does not leave you there, instead transforming you, healing you, it doesn’t mean 
that your life will be all peaches and cream from that point forward. We can find ourselves, 
as Brené Brown so wonderfully put it, to be “a turtle without a shell in a briar patch. 
Everything in the briar patch is poking me and jabbing me. It hurts.”5 What we think we 
need in a situation like that is a new shell, when what we really need is a new way of living 
that doesn’t require such a heavy shell.  

When we awaken in the Dark Wood and realize we are lost, yet again, in the briar 
patch of life, we need the gifts of getting lost: first, the gift of being still and letting go; and 
then the gift of being found by the transforming Spirit, by God’s amazing grace. 

Amen. 

 
2 David Wagoner, “Lost,” Traveling Light: Collected and New Poems, © 1999 by David Wagoner; posted on 
Gratefulness, https://gratefulness.org/resource/lost-david-wagoner/ (accessed 7 August 2021). 
3 Parker Palmer, “The Gift of Presence, The Perils of Advice,” On Being, https://onbeing.org/blog/the-gift-of-
presence-the-perils-of-advice/ (posted 27 April 2016; accessed 7 August 2021). 
4 This is quoted all over the place; I don’t know its original context. 
5 Brené Brown, “What Being Sober Has Meant to Me,” Brené Brown, 
https://brenebrown.com/blog/2019/05/31/what-being-sober-has-meant-to-me/ (posted 31 May 2019; 
accessed 7 August 2021). 
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