December 27, 2009
A Teenager in the Temple

Luke 2:41-52

Our gospel reading for today forces us out of the manger at Bethlehem and into the Temple in Jerusalem, where we find a young Jesus already making himself known. Next week, we’re back to the infant Jesus with the arrival of the Magi, but for today we have a teenager on our hands. 

I love this story of a young Jesus. It makes him sound so normal – exasperating and frightening his parents like that. You can just hear Mary, “We were worried sick about you! How could you do this to us? We had no idea where you were. You could have been dead for all we knew!” 
One year I got this text from the Gospel of Luke as an assignment for the Moveable Feast, my annual lectionary group, so I had the chance to dig down a little deeper. It’s an odd little passage, and in the course of studying about it I learned some interesting things. 
Scholars think it wasn’t there in Luke’s first edition of his gospel. There are literary clues that make it seem like a tag-on. Except for this passage, all of Luke 1 and 2 is carefully balanced between stories about John the Baptist and stories about Jesus; then we have this passage. The prologue could have ended in verse 40, where it says, “The child grew and became strong, filled with wisdom; and the favor of God was upon him.” That’s a quote of the Old Testament, from 1 Samuel, and was originally about the prophet Samuel when he was a child. But then this story is added on, with almost the same quote showing up again in verse 52: “And Jesus increased in wisdom and stature, and in divine and human favor.” The literary term for it is an ‘inclusio,’ and it often means that what comes in between was added in later. 

In fact, this is the only passage in the whole Bible that talks about Jesus’ childhood. We wish we knew more about him, but we don’t. There were other gospels written later, in the 2nd century, like the Gospel of Thomas, the Gospel of Mary, the Gospel of Judas, Gnostic gospels that didn’t make it into the Bible. These have a lot more stories about the child Jesus. 

There’s one, for instance, where Jesus is playing with clay and makes a bird. Then he breathes life into it and the bird flies away. It’s rather sweet, this picture of Jesus making things come to life, just like God did at creation. This Jesus has magical powers that Mary and Joseph have to keep under wraps – kind of like an under-aged wizard in the Harry Potter novels, where the parents have to hide their magic from the eyes of “Muggle” neighbors. 

My favorite child-Jesus story is the one where Jesus and a friend are playing together, Jesus gets mad about something, and strikes the other boy down dead. Mary makes Jesus bring him back to life and apologize and promise never, ever to do that again. You’d think twice about ticking him off if he were your friend. 

By comparison, our little story is downright tame. No feats of magic, no shows of strength, just Jesus staying behind in Jerusalem and scaring his parents half to death. Something any teenager might do. 
Some scholars think that may be why the story is even included in the Bible. They wanted to tone it down, all these tall tales about Jesus’ super-human abilities. He wasn’t ‘super-human,’ he was completely human. Yes, he was also divine, but he didn’t go around performing magic tricks. All the wild stories about Jesus were getting out of hand. 
Instead, we have this sober, plain-vanilla account of Jesus as an almost-teen. When he went to the Temple in Jerusalem with his parents, he wasn’t some super-star prodigy that everybody worshiped. In fact, when he stayed behind this time, the scribes and scholars were amazed at his understanding of the scripture. Which leads you to believe they had absolutely no idea who this kid really was. 

What Jesus was doing in the Temple was claiming his identity and purpose. It’s something teenagers do, part of the development into adulthood. Their primary work is to figure out who they really are, and what their life is for. Up until now, they’re under their parents’ roof, part of the family, doing their kid-thing. But then they start to hit adolescence, and they start to leave us. Their journey of self-definition starts. They have to decide for themselves what they think, and what they believe, and if they believe what we believe is true. 
That, I think, is what Jesus was doing in the Temple. When his parents find him after days of searching, they are understandably miffed. You would think they would be furious for his having put them through all that. But notice what Jesus says to his mother, “Did you not know that I must be in my Father’s house?” 
Listen to the language in our passage. The first couple of verses refer to “his parents.” From then on, it’s “they”, though sometimes English translations change it. When they find him Mary says, “your father and I,” but Jesus gently corrects her. He is, in fact, in his true Father’s house right now. 
It’s not a declaration of independence. It’s a declaration of purpose. Some versions even translate the words, “I must be about my Father’s business.” Over and over again in the Gospels, Jesus will repeat and refine his purpose for being. When his disciples want him to stay in Capernaum to heal those who have gathered, Jesus tells them, “I must proclaim the goodness to other cities; for I was sent for this purpose.” 
When Peter proclaims that Jesus is the Messiah of God, Jesus tells them, “The Son of Man must undergo great suffering, and be rejected, and killed, and on the third day be raised.” Jesus knows what his life is for; and it began in the Temple so many years before. 

It may seem strange that at such a young age, Jesus knew his purpose in life. But the turning from childhood to adulthood has always been a rite of passage. In many cultures this is ritualized at age 12, or 13, or 14. When our bodies are changing and our minds are expanding, the Spirit also moves through us in new and powerful ways. Sometimes our youth start questioning everything they’ve been taught about faith. And sometimes they lead us. 
Last summer I read a story in The New York Times about a family where that is what happened. 
In April, Bob Sweeney’s son, Ryan, 13, suddenly announced he wanted to start going to church. While Mr. Sweeney had been quite religious once — in his 20s he’d taken an oath of celibacy with plans to spend his life as a Roman Catholic brother — he’d stopped attending church 40 years ago, and he and his wife had raised their son without religion.
“I said O.K., fine,” Mr. Sweeney recalled, assuming this was a whim. “We let the conversation end without coming to conclusions or decisions.” But later that week, on the ride home from middle school, Ryan said, “You know what we’re doing this weekend, Dad?”
“No,” Mr. Sweeney said, figuring he had forgotten one of his son’s track meets.
“We’re going to church,” Ryan said. 
[Until that time,] Ryan had been inside only three churches for a total of five times in his life — for two funerals and three Christmas Eves…. During middle school, Ryan started going to bar mitzvahs. He has several Catholic friends. “I’d hear them talking about Lent and not eating meat and I’m thinking, ‘My dad’s a Catholic monk, how come I don’t know that?’ ”
So his family started going to church, a little, 30-member congregation. I can just imagine what happened when they walked in. I used to serve a church like that, and I know, they would have been ecstatic to have new people come in. You see someone new walk in the door and every eye is on them. The church they visited was like that. It was small and intimate. The pastor knew everybody’s name, of course, and there were announcements about who was hospitalized and when the next pot-luck supper would be. After church the pastor invited Ryan and his dad to stay, but they weren’t ready. 

But they went the next week. And the next. And the next. 

At first Ryan didn’t want his mom to go. Once he had made a comment about the Pope, and she rolled her eyes, and he figured she wouldn’t have the right attitude. Ryan didn’t want her there if she was going to be cynical. But finally she asked to come with them – she was feeling left out. 

When the family was interviewed, Ryan was about to be confirmed, his dad was thinking about joining the church, and his mother was planning her dish for the next pot-luck supper.

Funny things can start happening when 12 and 13 and 14-year-olds start going down to the Temple. They may discover a calling, a purpose they didn’t know they had. 
And, who knows, their parents may discover something, too. 

Kind of like Mary and Joseph.
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