Reflection: Who is this Child?



Leenane Shiels
Luke 2: 41-52





December 27, 2009
Time flies, as the saying goes, and time has certainly moved fast in Luke’s Gospel, and in the lectionary. Just two days, and twenty verses ago we celebrated the birth of this child for whom we were waiting for all of Advent, and now, today, he is already twelve years old! From tiny tot to ‘tweenie in the space of time it takes to sing “What Child is this?”
And Luke makes an even greater time leap between this story of Jesus at twelve, to the next which is at the beginning of his public ministry with his baptism eighteen years later. But what happened in-between? What happened in between the birth of this child and the boy sitting in the temple listening to and questioning the teachers? And what happened in between his return to Nazareth with Mary and Joseph and his adult baptism? The short and long answer is(We don’t know.

Luke is the only canonical gospel that mentions Jesus childhood at all. He tells the stories of Jesus presentation as an infant at the Temple in Jerusalem, and the twelve year old boy sitting in the same Temple, and at the end of each of these stories he finishes with “The child grew and became strong, filled with wisdom, and the favour of God was upon him.” And “And Jesus increased in wisdom and in years, and in divine and human favour.” These endings suggest to me that Luke’s purpose in telling these stories is more than biographical, it is theological.
But I think it is a normal human urge to want to know more details and stories of the life of this enigmatic, charismatic Jesus. In the centuries following Jesus, there were a number of non-canonical gospels, such as “The Infancy Gospel of Thomas” that told tall tales of supernatural feats performed by Jesus as a child, from the breathing of life into clay birds, to cursing one child to death and raising another from the dead. The church did not include these accounts into the selection of books and letters that became the New Testament, and so this story of Luke’s becomes even more significant. This is a beautifully told story of a “lost” child, who is not really lost. A story that portrays the real human anxiety of his parents, and of their relief mixed with irritation, followed by the private confusion in his mother’s heart. And who amongst us, parent or not, cannot imagine the awful dread feeling that must have come over Mary and Joseph when they realized that Jesus was not just hanging out at the back of the caravan of pilgrims returning to Galilee, but was gone. Missing. Lost. And they did what anyone would do to find their child, not because they thought of him as God’s beloved son, but as theirs.
I don’t know if you have all seen Home Alone the story of a little boy, Kevin, who gets left behind in the family home completely by accident in the hustle and bustle of his large extended family as they go on vacation. Everyone assumes that everyone else has Kevin. And when they realize this, they make every effort to return home as quickly as they can. In the meantime, Kevin gets up to quite a few adventures of his own.
The journey on foot from Jerusalem to Galilee takes three to four days. Mary and Joseph were already one day out from Jerusalem when they missed him. It must have been when the caravan stopped for the night and pitched tents that they searched in earnest for him. I can almost hear their questioning turn from curiosity to irritation to desperation. “Have you seen Jesus, he hasn’t come back to us for his supper? Not since Jerusalem? What about you, have you seen him? We’ve been looking for hours, we’ve checked with his friends and all our relatives. We’re frantic. We have to go back there, but it’s not safe to travel alone at night. We leave at first light. We are not going to sleep a wink tonight.”
Meanwhile, back in Jerusalem, it is a town that is strangely quiet compared to the one they left, the one with bustling lanes swollen with pilgrims all trying to get to the temple to make their Passover offerings and merchants hawking goats, doves, calves. The odours of all the animals, mixed with the sweat of the travellers, and the smoke from the burning offerings. And now it is over. The debris of the festival is being cleared away like crumpled wrapping paper on Christmas afternoon. Perhaps that morning that they were supposed to strike out for Galilee again, Jesus thought he would make one last quick visit to the Temple without telling anyone. He would be back before they missed him. When he gets there, he finds the temple is quieter than he has ever experienced it. He always came up with his parents for festivals, but had never been able to talk with any of the teachers or priests before, they were always much too busy. Now was his chance(he had so many questions, so much was bubbling up inside him, and he was excited to be able to ask questions and talk with these older and wiser teachers. He was so engrossed in discourse that he didn’t even notice that all the pilgrims had left. And not only was he enjoying their discussion, so were the teachers(they were amazed at this child who seemed to have wisdom beyond his years.
When his parents eventually find him, they are beside themselves with worry. His mother blurts out “child, why have you treated us like this? Look, your father and I have been searching for you in great anxiety!” You can almost feel her conflicting emotions of wanting to hug Jesus so tight with relief, mixed with the tears of frustration with him that he has caused so much grief. Maybe the words of Simeon came back to her at this point. Simeon, who prophesied the first time that Jesus was presented at the temple as an infant, “and a sword will pierce your own soul too.” Perhaps she thought that this would be the only trouble that Jesus would cause her, having no inkling of his destiny. And had I made Jesus reply to my parents, I would definitely have been chastised for talking back to them. One way of looking at it is that in the space of time that Jesus had been apart from his parents, he was no longer a child, not quite yet an adult, he had entered that in-between stage, and he asserted himself as any good adolescent trying to differentiate themselves would. Another explanation is just simply the child puzzling at why they thought he was lost, why would they think he was anywhere else than in the Temple, the house of his “Abba” Father God.
This Sunday after Christmas is traditionally thought of as a low Sunday. I have never known if that meant “low energy” or “low attendance” or “low expectations,” Barbara Brown Taylor compares the quiet of the Temple after the festival of Passover to the church on the low Sunday after Christmas where “There are plenty of seats for those whose devotion is year-round and plenty of time to talk together about the things that matter.”

Brown-Taylor also draws another analogy between the Temple and the church(in that Jesus is seen by the elders in the Temple in a way that his kin cannot and have not seen him. I think that this is true for us today too in the church. It is my church family who has supported me in my journey into ministry. It was they who first named this call to me, and who stuck with me as I wrestled with it, and worked with me to discern what God’s call was. My family of origin were surprised, and taken aback. I didn’t grow up in a faith tradition where women could enter ministry, and they had a hard time seeing beyond their expectations and experience. I know that I’m not alone in experiencing church as a place to really be seen and heard and valued. I think of the children who grow spiritually through their experiences here. Our church family becomes our Christian Kin(we become part of God’s Kin-dom.
The words Jesus uses in trying to explain to Mary that “of course he would be found in his Father’s house, or as other translations have it, about his Father’s affairs, must have cut to the quick with Mary and Joseph. Poor Joseph. That’s got to hurt. I don’t know if any of you have seen the church billboard that caused a big stir in New Zealand recently. It shows Joseph and Mary in bed, Joseph looking down dejectedly, and Mary looking up to the sky and smiling beatifically. The caption reads “Poor Joseph, God was a hard act to follow”. And here in this story again, the caption could be the same. Mary and Joseph have parented this extraordinary child for twelve years. Mary refers to Joseph as she talks with Jesus as “your father,” and Jesus turns around and talks to her of his imperative to be in his capital F “Father’s House.”

In this post-modern time in the West, we have a very different, fractured view of family than in first century Palestine. Mary and Joseph didn’t miss Jesus for a full day because they assumed he was with family(his extended family probably consisted of all of the people of Nazareth with whom they were traveling. And Jesus turns that definition of family on its head throughout his life and ministry, welcoming all into the Kin-dom of God.

As for the boy Jesus(Luke tells us that he did go home with them, and Mary, like with the description by the Shepherds of the words of the angel, she pondered them in her heart. Perhaps mulling over them as she watched the child at play or at work. Wondering to herself, “What child is this?”
But I feel for Mary and Joseph. Luke says that they did not understand what Jesus said to them. If they came into my office as parents seeking pastoral care, I think the best I would have to offer them is the wisdom of a poem by Kahlil Gilbran(On Children.
Your children are not your children.
They are the sons and daughters of Life's longing for itself.
They come through you but not from you,
And though they are with you yet they belong not to you.

You may give them your love but not your thoughts, 
For they have their own thoughts.
You may house their bodies but not their souls,
For their souls dwell in the house of tomorrow, 
which you cannot visit, not even in your dreams.
You may strive to be like them, 
but seek not to make them like you.
For life goes not backward nor tarries with yesterday.

You are the bows from which your children
as living arrows are sent forth.
The archer sees the mark upon the path of the infinite, 
and He bends you with His might 
that His arrows may go swift and far.
Let your bending in the archer's hand be for gladness;
For even as He loves the arrow that flies, 
so He loves also the bow that is stable.

Your children are not your children.
They are the sons and daughters of Life's longing for itself.
They come through you but not from you,
And though they are with you yet they belong not to you.

May we remember this message of Christmas, of incarnation, God made flesh, that we are all children of God, carrying the same divine spark as that boy sitting in the temple, the divine is also born into us and borne by us. Amen
