“Finding the Jesus You Thought You’d Lost”
Luke 2:41-52

I guess it was about 23 years ago that it happened.  My daughter, Merritt, was just a baby and had started walking.  I was the minister of a small church just outside of Charleston, South Carolina, on an agricultural Island.  After worship, everyone would go downstairs for fellowship and refreshments.  It was a small church, and everyone knew everyone else, so no one kept a constant eye on their children.  I guess we sort of figured that in a church every adult was a parent to every child.  That’s part of the meaning of Baptist.
But after several minutes of fellowship and mingling, Zoe Anne took a moment to scan the room to put her eyes on Merritt, but she didn’t see her.  This was not unusual, because Merritt has always been a social child.  At this age, she was known to go up to almost any adult, take them by the hand, and lead them on some adventure.  So, Zoe Anne quickly went around the room asking, “Have you seen Merritt?” while trying to hold back her anxiety, but Merritt was not to be found.

About the time she had exhausted asking everyone in the room if they had seen our child, Zoe Anne came to me.  With near panic in her eyes, she said, “I can’t find Merritt.  I’ve looked everywhere.  Go look down by the river.”  Now I knew what those words meant.  There was a story that lived in the anxious memory of every parent that lived in our small little village.  Decades ago, a young child had wandered down to the river and had fallen in, and in its quick current, the child had drowned.  So, when Zoe Anne said to me with near panic in her eyes, go look for Merritt down by the river, I knew what she meant.  I took off running in my coat and tie.
Fortunately, this is about as dramatic as the story gets because Merritt was soon found upstairs in the Sanctuary.  She had wandered up there by herself.  She was comfortable in her heavenly father’s house and went off exploring.  Fortunately, our story had a happy ending, but for a few anxious moments, Zoe Anne and I experienced every parent’s terror of losing a child.  So, I guess I can sympathize with Mary and Joseph, at least in a small way, when they too thought they had lost their child, only to find him in his father’s house.
Mary and Joseph were obviously very observant Jews.  According to Luke’s gospel, they had Jesus circumcised on the eighth day after his birth, just as the Law of Moses commands.  When the time came for the purification according to the Law of Moses, they brought Jesus up to Jerusalem to present him to the Lord.  And every year, they followed the Law of Moses and made a pilgrimage to Jerusalem for the Passover festival.  And they traveled to Jerusalem as usual for the Passover the year when Jesus was 12 years old.
After the festival was over, they turned around with all their kin and closest friends and started the journey home.  Much like my small little church, I’m sure that every adult sort of parented every child on the journey.  And the children probably ran in packs, playing games and going off on adventures while everyone traveled home as a large group.

But at the end of the day, it was time for Mary to scan the group of travelers and put eyes on Jesus.  But Jesus was not to be found.  Trying not to panic, I’m sure Mary quickly went about the group of travelers asking, “Have you seen my son?”  But no one had, not for any part of the journey.  And perhaps the moment came when Mary went to Joseph and said with strained panic in her voice.  “I can’t find Jesus.  I’ve looked everywhere.  We need to go back to Jerusalem.”  Now Joseph would have understood the larger meaning of those words.  Jesus would have been perfectly safe among the group of travelers.  But a 12-year-old boy, all alone, in the dark alleys of Jerusalem would not be safe at all.
They were already a day’s journey away from Jerusalem, so it took another day for them to return.  And they spent all the third day looking for Jesus, searching in every alley, going down every street, certainly asking everyone they passed if they had seen their child.  For 3 days their son was missing, and I’m sure the thought was well in their heads that they might never find him.
Eventually, they went to the temple.  Perhaps they simply went there to pray for God’s help or for God’s comfort in the loss of their son.  But that’s where they ultimately found Jesus, in his father’s house.  “Child, why have you treated us like this?” his mother asked.  “Your father and I have been searching for you in great anxiety.”
But Jesus replied, “Why were you searching for me?  Did you not know that I must be in my Father’s house?”  Now the Greek words used here could also be translated, “Did you not know that I must be about my Father’s business?”  And when you combine the two possible translations together, that is exactly where Jesus was and exactly what he was doing.  He was in his father’s house, the temple, and about the business of studying scripture with others, drawing closer to his neighbors by drawing closer to his heavenly father.
Now, this response of Jesus must have come to his parents as a bit of a jolt.  If my 12-year-old son responded to me in this way, I might have had words with him.  But it’s important to understand what Jesus was truly saying in this passage.  Jesus was not referring to the temple as his heavenly father’s house in the same way we refer to the church as our heavenly father’s house.  Jesus is not saying that he is a child of God in the same way we speak of a baby in baptism.  Jesus is saying he is the Son of God.  His parents went off in search of the Jesus they thought they had lost.  But they found an unexpected Jesus in his father’s house going about his father’s business.
Interestingly, this story will repeat itself over and over again throughout the Gospel stories.  John the Baptist will send out his disciples looking for the Messiah he thought he had lost.  Jesus didn’t quite fit the mold of the hell-fire and brimstone preacher John the Baptist had anticipated, so he sent two of his disciples out to ask Jesus, “Are you the one who is coming, or are we to wait for another?”  And Jesus replied, “Go tell John what you have seen and heard: the blind receive sight, the lame walk, the lepers are cleansed, and the deaf hear, and the dead are raised, the poor have good news brought to them.”  Jesus wasn’t lost; Jesus was about his father’s business.
The Pharisees will send out their investigators to go find Jesus, to see if he is indeed the Messiah or if he has lost his way in his teaching.  But when Jesus doesn’t fit the mold of their understanding of God’s Messiah, they plot to kill Jesus.
Peter metaphorically went out in search of Jesus when he thought that Jesus was lost in his thinking.  Jesus had been speaking of the necessity of his crucifixion, but that didn’t fit Peter’s understanding of a Messiah.  And even when Jesus’ prediction came true and he was arrested, Peter eventually assumed that Jesus was so lost that Peter ran away and deserted him.
There is even a story where Jesus’ own family goes out to find him.  They thought that Jesus had lost his mind.  His ministry didn’t fit their expectations either.  But Jesus responded, “Who are my mother and brothers?”… “Whoever does the will of God is my brother and sister and mother.”
Even today we often go out in search of the Jesus we think we have lost.  Sometimes we go out in search of the Militaristic Jesus.  It’s amazing how many wars have been fought with both sides claiming Jesus as their defender.  Sometimes we go out in search of the Political Jesus who agrees with all our hot-button views.  We have no need to listen to the views of others because, of course, Jesus agrees with all our views.  Some of us go out in search of the Self-Righteous Jesus who upholds our moralistic views of religion.  From our pious point of view, we sit at the right hand of God along with Jesus, judging of the whole world.  Or in times of crisis, we look for the Magical Jesus.  We pray to Jesus to solve all our problems, but once our problem goes away, so does our interest in Jesus.
But the problem with looking for the Jesus we expect to find is this: Jesus won’t allow himself to be typecast into any of our predetermined stereotypes of what we think a savior ought to be.  You see, Jesus isn’t lost; we are.  Like Mary and Joseph, and John the Baptist, Peter, and Jesus’ own family—none of us, not one of us, understands the totality of the nature of Jesus, our Messiah, our savior, God’s only begotten son.
But folks, if we come here each and every week to his father’s house, and study scripture together, drawing closer to our neighbors by drawing closer to our heavenly father, then we might learn a thing or two about the nature of his father’s business.  And when Covid restrictions begin to be lifted, we can join Jesus in being about his father’s business—serving breakfast with Greensboro Urban Ministry, and Hot Dish and Hope dinners, making sandwiches for the Interactive Resource Center, or simply bringing a food item each week and placing it in our food collection basket, or inviting someone to come into your father’s house where they might find a home.  For you see, in searching for Jesus in this way, we might be found.
Let us pray:

“I once was lost, but now I’m found.  Was blind but now I see.”  Help us, O Lord, to let go of all our predetermined stereotypes of who you are and the type of savior we need.  In our search for Jesus, open up our hearts to be found.  Amen.

David A. Cagle

1st Sunday after Christmas
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