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As many of you know I have two young boys at home, Jack, 11 and Lucas, 9. Their father and I have long been separated and he now works in New York City so for the most part it is just the boys and I sharing our day to day life together. Somehow we manage, most of the time, to get where we need to be, more or less on time. But sometimes, as you might imagine, things get a little hectic. I remember one day last summer when I was hurtling from work to get the kids in time for one of Jack's baseball games. Because there were no parking spaces by the time we got to the field, I dropped Jack off about twenty paces down the road from the ball-field with the idea that he could change quickly in the Porto-San while his brother and I found a place to park.
 
The trouble was that there were no parking spaces, and it was a good fifteen minutes before we got back to the field, by which time the game had already begun. Jack's team were in yellow and white shirts. Lucas and I moseyed up to the bleachers, beginning to relax. I greeted a few friends, bought Lucas an empanada from the empanada man who is always at the games, and then tried to see what position Jack was playing. But I couldn't find him. I started to scan the field more consciously then. He wasn't pitching this game I knew, he wasn't at first, or third, he wasn't short stop. He never plays the outfield but I started scanning back there too – no Jack. 
 
“Have you seen Jack?” I asked the parent nearest me. “No,” she said. And then it began. The grip in my heart. My stomach sinking. Where is Jack?!  I finally asked one of the coaches.
 
"I dunno," the coach replied. "He hasn't shown up yet," 
 
Every single awful real life drama movie I'd ever watched flooded my heart then and I became completely fierce with panic. Jack was missing. Word spread fast. Four or maybe five parents came running out to the street with me. But there was no sign of my boy. A cop car pulled up, completely by chance and I remember telling him about the yellow shirt, and then feeling sick because that was just the kind of detail you always hear in these kinds of stories. Then I ran, madly looking for my beloved son, who I'd so thoughtlessly, so casually dropped off and left on his own to get to the field.
 
And then, suddenly, silently, and with absolutely no bru-ha-ha or announcement of any kind, Jack came strolling up the street. It was the most amazing and beautiful sight I've ever seen – my eleven year old boy, still in his regular clothes, with his baseball gear tucked under his arm, ambling towards me as if everything was normal. And oh how I shouted at him then! I hate to admit it but its true nonetheless that instead of running to him, and holding him, and telling him how much I loved him, I started screaming; Where have you been?!? What have you been doing?!? What do you think you've been playing at this past half an hour?!? Instead of screaming back at me, he quietly explained that he’d been looking for me all this time – that he hadn't been able to find the Porto-San that was usually right by the entrance to the field and so he'd gone looking for the car to get changed in instead. Then he started to cry and I took him in my arms, and held him, and apologized, and we cried together, and then went home, both of us exhausted and worn and relieved and sad and happy together. 
 
It's pretty obvious why I thought of this story when I first read our gospel reading for today. If I lost my boy for half an hour and still, a year later, it feels like it happened yesterday, how must it have felt to Mary losing her son for three days – four if you include the one she thought he was with them, in the great crowd of friends and family that had made the journey to Jerusalem together for Passover.   Three days of running around Jerusalem searching for her boy, Jesus. Three days, and three nights, because I imagine they searched at night too. They must have. At some point, Mary must have thought that she knew that he was dead. That he was gone. That maybe if she'd found him sooner, after a day, or even a day and a half, or maybe even after two days, he just might have been fine. But three – three days missing? It couldn't turn out well. He'd gone. Her beloved twelve year old son, Jesus, gone. 
 
And I'm wondering if it wasn't at that point that maybe she decided she needed to pray. She hadn't wanted to before, I'm sure, because even a moment not looking felt like a moment too much. But now, after three days, perhaps she thought it might be worth a shot. Besides, she needed to rest. She needed to think. She needed to at least sit for a time amongst people she trusted and try to put things straight for a moment or two…. 
 
So I imagine her entering the temple, worn, wasted, despairing, with Joseph at her side, a last ditch effort, a fox-hole prayer – and there he was! Her son, whom she thought dead, alive! And then Mary did just what I did – in her relief she lost it: Why have you treated us this way? What is wrong with you? It was all his fault, his disappearing now, because it could be, because he was ALIVE!!!! 
 
Jesus himself was lost and found. Isn't that amazing? He was lost to his parents when he was twelve years old for three days and three nights. And then he was found again. And later on, He was lost to the world for three days and three nights, and then was he found again. And despite the fact that we've been told that He will never be lost to us again, isn't it true that sometimes it feels as if Jesus is lost to us, too? Has this ever been the case for you? That sometimes, especially for some reason at important times in the church year, like Christmas, (or ordinations) for example, His presence just seems to recede? Or maybe it happens when you read the newspaper or see a story on the news that seems to you to be so entirely dark and wasteful and violent that the only explanation seems to be that Jesus must just have up and left us. Perhaps it has happened to you when tragedy strikes closer to home – when it is we ourselves who are affected by the loss of someone we love, or when we suffer from illness, or violence, or injustice.  
 
Isn’t it at least sometimes true that it feels, during times like this, that Jesus just isn’t around?  That he’s gone. And that even if we search and search and seek and seek, we still can’t find him? 
 
Well, we know at least that Mary’s been through it before us. And more than that,  it seems to me that this story is telling us today that we don’t need to worry. Because no matter how it seems to us at any given time, Jesus is always exactly where He should be. Not, perhaps, where we want Him to be -- like Mary who wanted Him right up next to her, visible and clearly the person she thought He must be -- but where He most truly belongs nonetheless, in the dwelling place of his Father, the great and eternally present I AM. 
 
In this story, when Jesus was twelve, He found closeness to this presence, this I AM, in the Jerusalem temple. But later, once He’d lived out the ministry that His father had given him, and once He’d been truly lost and then still more truly found again by us all through his death and resurrection, we are told that the temple moves out from behind the walls of itself, and shifts instead into the center of our very hearts: “Your body is the temple of the Holy Spirit within you” Paul tells us in his first letter to the Corinthians. And again in John, Jesus himself says, “let your hearts be troubled, and do not let them be afraid. You heard me say to you I am going away and I am coming to you….” 
 
The truth is, then, that we don’t need to go around in a mad panic or rage, shouting and screaming after our Lord Jesus Christ when we feel we have lost him. It’s totally understandable if we do – his own mother did after all. And it’s totally OK if we do as well -- Jesus is certainly big enough to hold us gently in whatever states we get ourselves into. But the next time we feel that we have lost him, maybe we could try sitting still instead, and remembering the words he offered to his mother that long ago day when she was frantic with worry and he seemed entirely calm: “Why were you searching for me?” he said. “Did you not know that I must be in my Father’s house?”
 
So he isn’t far. He isn’t lost. He’s right here with us and, more than that, He’s actually searching for us – even as we’re tearing around searching for Him. Just like my son Jack in a way; gently, quietly looking for me in that day-dreamy way of young boys in baseball season, with his clothes all balled up under his arm. Because the truth of the matter is that the time I lost my son, it wasn’t he who left, but me, driving off in the car to who knows where. And similarly if you think about it, it wasn’t Jesus who walked away in this story, but Mary, in a hurry to leave the temple and get back to her day to day life perhaps, too rushed and preoccupied to notice that she’d strayed a full day’s journey away from her son.
 
The truth is that Jesus never leaves. And Jesus never stops longing for you. And Jesus never stops weeping when you weep, or suffering when you suffer. It’s just sometimes we leave him without even knowing it, which is to say, we leave ourselves and don’t notice until we’re so far away we can no longer see Him or hear Him or sense Him even. Sometimes this leaving is not of our choice. Sometimes we’re shocked or horrified out of our center, and sometimes people and systems that are stronger and bigger than us drive us out. But all we need do is return to find Christ in our heart. Because that is where He dwells. Always. In his Father’s house. At home. In our hearts.
