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Sermon for Christmas I Year C 2021 
Losing Jesus 

 
Mary had lost Jesus. 
She couldn’t find him anywhere. 
Jesus had gone missing. 
He wasn’t among the friends and relatives who had traveled to 
Jerusalem for Passover and who were now returning home to Nazareth. 
Perhaps we can infer that up until now, Jesus had always been reliable— 
he was where his parents expected him to be, 
when he was supposed to be there but now— 
now, he is inexplicably absent. 
Concern gave way to panic as Mary and Joseph rushed back to 
Jerusalem to search for their missing 12-year-old son. 
 
Can you imagine the agony of his parents? 
Their frantic search through the crowded streets of the large city 
overseen by the Roman Empire  
with soldiers policing the neighborhoods— 
especially the Jewish neighborhoods? 
As a parent and grandparent,  
the losing a child even in a store let alone a large city is terrifying. 
 
But then, thankfully,  
on the third day they finally found Jesus in the Temple— 
sitting with the rabbis immersed in theological conversation. 
Most of us recognize Mary’s anxiety turning from relief and then into 
irritation when she says to Jesus: 
Why have you treated us this way? 
Your father and I have been searching for you everywhere! 
 
Most of us can easily sympathize with Mary. 
After all, 12-year-old boys aren’t supposed to disappear for three days 
without telling anyone where they are going. 
On top of that—this isn’t just any adolescent, either. 
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He is the promised Messiah, the Savior. 
Yet, Jesus is unapologetic. He doesn’t offer any excuse. 
What he does say are the first recorded words of Christ 
in any of the four gospels: 
Why were you looking for me? 
Didn’t you know I had to be in my Father’s house? 
 
Mary and Joseph didn’t understand what Jesus meant by this. 
It wouldn’t be the last time people failed to understand Jesus. 
 
The gospel story for today is quite simply about losing Jesus. 
Mary had Jesus. She gave birth to Jesus. 
She nursed him and raised him, and knew him—better than anyone. 
Then she lost him. 
After an agonizing three search she found him—but he was different. 
Mary was forced to re-evaluate what she thought she knew about Jesus. 
Years later Mary would lose Jesus again. 
 
When at around the age of thirty, Jesus began his public ministry,  
he left Nazareth and moved to Capernaum.  
But Jesus’ family didn’t understand what he was doing  
and wanted to force him to return home. 
Apparently they thought he was out of his mind. 
When they found him in Capernaum and a message was brought to him 
that his mother and siblings were outside wanting to see him, 
Jesus replied, Who are my mother and brothers? 
Whoever does the will of God is my brother and sister and mother. 
For the second time Mary had lost Jesus. 
After seeking and finding him,  
she had to again rethink what she thought she knew about him. 
 
Mary would lose Jesus one more time. 
Again for three days in Jerusalem. 
She would lose him on Good Friday . . . and find him on Easter Day. 
After that Mary would have to rethink Jesus in the ultimate sense. 
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Losing Jesus. 
Finding Jesus. 
Rethinking Jesus. 
This is how we make spiritual progress,  
how we grow and mature in faith. 
Actually, this is the only way we make spiritual progress! 
 
We think we’ve got Jesus figured out. 
We think we know the crowd where Jesus can be found. 
We think we know where we can always locate Jesus. 
Then one day, he’s not there! 
And we go searching for him. 
But so often when we find Jesus after losing him, he’s different. 
That’s when the rethinking  
(which could also be called repenting) begins. 
It’s the way faith deepens and matures. 
 
Kathleen Norris writes about this tendency for us to losing, finding, and 
rethinking Jesus in our life of faith. 
In her book, Amazing Grace: A Vocabulary of Faith, she writes: 
I began to realize that one of the most difficult things about believing in 
Christ is to resist the temptation to dis-incarnate him, 
to not accept him as both fully human and fully divine . . . 
For me, it has meant trying to hear the gospels in a way that allows me 
to reject a simplistic dualism in the interest of a creative tension between 
flesh and spirit, faith and reason, even God and Cesar. 
I often felt a void at the heart of things. 
My Christianity seemed to be missing its center. 
When I confessed this to a monk, he reassured me by saying, 
“Oh, most of us feel that way at one time or another. 
Jesus is the hardest part of [Christianity] to grasp, to keep alive.” 
I told him that I probably felt Jesus’ hand in things most during worship, 
whether I was in church at home, or at the monastery. 
Just a look around at the motley crew assembled in his name, myself 
among them, lets me know how unlikely it all is. 
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The whole lot of us, warts and all, just seems so improbable, so absurd, 
I figure that only Christ would be so foolish, or so powerful,  
as to have brought us together. 
 
In my lifetime, I’ve had the experience of what it feels like to lose 
Jesus—to experience what Kathleen Norris described as our faith 
“missing its center.” 
But just like Mary and Joseph, and Kathleen Norris— 
I find Jesus over and over again just where he said he could be found— 
in his Father’s house—among the priesthood of all believers 
who question alongside me and teach me and bring Christ to me. 
But I find him in the Word and in the bath of new birth and 
in the simple meal of bread and wine. 
In the rhythm of the church year—with the seasons that follow Jesus’ 
birth, ministry, death and resurrection. 
And I have had to rethink some things  
about how I understand Jesus and his church. 
 
Because Jesus is faithful, but he’s not predictable. 
The Jesus we meet in the gospels is full of surprises. 
To assume that the way we once understood Jesus is the way we always 
understand Jesus is a prescription for spiritual stagnation. 
 
We have Jesus. We lose Jesus. 
We seek Jesus. We find Jesus. 
We rethink Jesus. 
 
When she was a guest at a women’s monastery, 
Kathleen Norris was invited to join the sisters  
in an ancient liturgical practice called statio. 
It is a procession into the church to ready oneself to station oneself, to 
take a stand. 
The sisters lined up two by two—like animals entering Noah’s ark, 
Norris observed. 
She writes: 
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I didn’t realize it at the time, but the sisters’ invitation was an 
uncommon act of hospitality, and not being able to amble into church on 
my own to find a choir stall pushed me into recognizing what the sisters 
already sensed, that Christ is actively present in their worshipping 
community. Not as a static idea or principle, but a Word made flesh, a 
listening, active Christ who in the gospels tells us that he prays for us 
and who promises to be with us always. 
 
During these twelve days of Christmas, 
amidst all the things that pull at us,  
we are reminded, called back to where our center is to be located, 
where our hearts belong— 
to celebrate the mystery of God becoming flesh and blood  
and to joyously receive the coming of Christ among us,  
the Word made flesh,  
the Word that gives life and breath and hope to us all. 
 
May we not receive the gift of Christ in vain! 
May we let Jesus grow and become strong in our lives . . . 
And through us in the world. 
May we ever seek to keep Jesus as the center of our faith 
and may we let him continue to surprise us, 
and cause us to rethink what we thought we knew 
so that we might see him and know him well. 
 
 
 
 
 
 


