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Luke 2:1-14 – One in a Hundred

One in a hundred, he knew he was one in a hundred, and I could see knowledge of that painted across his face.  
It was Friday morning, and I was sitting in the library at James Madison Elementary School, listening to fifth grader Zach read from a riveting and somewhat disturbing novel about the holocaust in Denmark. When I looked up to see Dr. Beauchamp painfully pondering his next move against Jaden, his tutoring charge.  Dr. Beauchamp has only taught Jaden to play chess a few weeks prior and already the venerable doctor’s reign as the Bobby Fischer of James Madison was in jeopardy.  Was that sweat I saw seeping along the doctor’s starched white collar, as Jaden was closing in with his queen and rook?

Frankly, I was less interested in my dear friend the doc than I was with Jaden.  The boy, hailing from tougher circumstances than most any of us can even conjure up in our minds, had a look of absolute satisfaction, if not intractable joy on his small, handsome face.  Jaden’s countenance only brightened as one student, then another, then a gaggle, then the whole company of students in the library huddled around the dueling duo to watch Jaden’s next move.  Certainlyly, this was bigger to them than Garry Kasporov moves against IBM’s supercomputer Deep Blue in 1996 and 97.  To think that a diminutive boy from the west side of town was taking on a celebrated physician was a sign to every person in the room – and not least to the preacher spying on the two of them from across the library floor.
Jaden was one in a hundred to be chosen by Doc Beauchamp to rise and play the most intriguing, challenging, and edifying game humanity ever created.  The boy was beaming as brightly as the North Star because he had been singled out, picked as the hundredth.
If we can see that boy, brightly hovering over that chessboard across from the doctor, with a throng of his classmates silently huddled all about him, then we will come to a fuller, more mature understanding of the Christmas story.  The truth of this came to me while reading a 12th Century sermon by St. Bernard of Clairvaux, who asked his medieval Gallic congregation:
‘Why did Christ come to earth?  We shall find the answer without difficulty, since his words and his actions clearly reveal to us the reason for his coming.  It is to search for the hundredth lost sheep that came down hurriedly from the hillside.  He came because of us, so that the mercies of the Lord might be revealed with greater clarity and his wonderful works for humankind. What amazing condescension on the part of God, who searches for us, and what great dignity bestowed on the one thus sought!’

Bernard is right, of course.  We must come to see the Christmas story as more than Jesus making a dramatic entrance onto planet earth to give us a reason to wear don gaudy clothes, devour fattening foods, and over-extend our credit cards.  He came because you and I are the hundredth sheep Christ came to earth to save. That’s why we must see the boy huddled over the chessboard, because he is each one of us.  We, like Jaden, have been sought out for life. You recall the parable:
‘Which one of you,’ Jesus asked the crowd, ‘having a hundred sheep and losing one of them, does not leave the ninety-nine in the wilderness and go after the one that is lost until he finds it? 5 When he has found it, he lays it on his shoulders and rejoices.  And when he comes home, he calls together his friends and neighbors, saying to them, ‘Rejoice with me, for I have found my sheep that was lost.’ Just so, I tell you, there will be more joy in heaven over one sinner who repents than over ninety-nine righteous persons who need no repentance.’ Luke 15:4-7
“Which one of you?”  Well, most of us, as a matter of fact, would stay close to our main investment and let the stray go.  Yet that is not the character or way of God as revealed in Jesus Christ.  He comes to seek the lost – that’s us.  We have become estranged from God; so He comes after us.  This is the ‘good news of great joy’ that the shepherds hear from the angels, ‘to you is born this day in the city of David a Savior, who is the Messiah, the Lord’ (LK 2:10-11).  No more do we have to live in exile from the Lord who made us and loves us.  He’s come to find us in our own wilderness.
Furthermore, Bernard is correct is declaring that the Christmas story reveals “mercies of the Lord with greater clarity.”  We can see through the incarnation and nativity to the very character of God the Father.  His essential nature is to love the hundredth sheep.  Paul states this fact with stark clarity, ‘If God is for us, who is against us?  He who did not withhold his own Son, but gave him up for all of us, will he not with him also give us everything else’ (ROM 8:31-32)? Our own bishop-elect, David Reed, said during his last visit here, “God is too busy rejoicing over what has been found to worry about what has been done by us.  God really does care more about the next time more than he cares about the last time.”  We really are one in a hundred, although we often don’t accept that.
I did, however, meet some of us who accept it – a whole vanload of us about the age of Jaden. Just two Saturdays ago, several of the children choristers, who had just completed four hours of grueling, repetitive practice for Lessons and Carols, jumped right in the Fenton’s van and went around signing thirty minutes of Christmas hymns and songs to our loneliest members.  Those whom we know, who had experienced great heartbreak in the previous months and years and felt lost, were gathered in by the beautiful faces, music, and hugs offered by these children – children in this room.   That’s a picture of what Bernard meant when he preached nine centuries ago,  ‘What amazing condescension on the part of God, who searches for us, and what great dignity bestowed on the one thus sought.’  Is it not astounding that the Lord seeks out the hundredth sheep and “bestows” on him or her the “dignity” – that is the character – of Christ? That’s the message of Christmas.  That’s why Christ came to earth to seek out you and me, “the hundredth sheep”, and then remove our stony hearts and give us his own so that we would, like that vanload of children, seek the lost just like him.
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