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Luke 2:41-52

Prayer: God speak to us today.  May we hear what you want us to hear. Amen. 

“Where Did He Go?”
To start today’s sermon I would like your help.  What are a few examples of when you were a teenager and drove your parents crazy? 

For me, it was an on-going battle over going to church.  In the end I always ended up at church, but the battle occurred each week.  My parents and I would argue over if I were going, what I was wearing, and my attitude while at church.  My parents used bribery, punishment, and occasional grounding to instill that I would be in church. I would wear a dress or skirt, and I would pretend to have a happy attitude.  Looking back I think it’s good they did not kill me. 

We all have stories of when, as young people, we make decisions that annoyed, terrified, challenged, and brought great anxiety to our parents.  And praise God; Jesus was human and very much like you and me. 

Our scripture today is the only story of Jesus’ childhood and is the 9th story in Luke.  No longer an infant, Jesus is beyond the child years and yet on the cusp of becoming a man at 13.  The family was traveling from Nazareth to Jerusalem about 60 miles in the annual pilgrimage for Passover.  It would have been a caravan of relatives and friends.  

On the way home, Mary realizes that Jesus is not around.  Logically she looked first amongst family and friends but did not find him. They then returned to the city in search of him.  

Mary’s fear continues to grow and after three days of searching, they find him.  Today after 10 minutes most parents are so anxious and worried we don’t want to be in their way as they search for their young.  Can you imagine the process Joseph and Mary must have endured searching for their first-born son?  Returning to a big city they are thinking and pondering where to start; where might he have gone? Where might they have lost him? Did someone take him? Did they know his “real” identity? 

After three, probably sleepless days, they finally find Jesus in the temple. This is the moment when a mother wants to scream and yell, but also hold the child tight.  But…. “Child why did you treat us like this? Look, your father and I have been searching for you with great anxiety.” (v48)   And my guess is years later, this is a much more tempered version of what Mary might have said in the moment.  

Jesus responds to his mother’s question with his own: Why are you searching for me? Because we care about you. Because you are our beloved. Because you are our son.  Because you did not tell us where you were going. Because… How often do we see God in a new way after being absent for a while and say God why were you searching for me? Because I care about you. Because you are beloved.  Because you are my son or daughter.  Because…

Have you ever been so into something that you lose all track of time and place? For Doug and myself we can watch hours, literally, of West Wing and lose connection with the world or sleeping.  Here Jesus is the same – he was so into what was happening at the temple that he was confused others would have missed him. 

The second question Jesus asks his mother: Did you not know I would be in my Father’s house?   We know Jesus isn’t a normal teenager, not sure how many young people who would come and sit for hours at church talking with the pastors.  But we do know that Jesus was at home in the temple.  This is the first time in the text that Jesus speaks, but also is the first time that he claims his identity as God’s son.  Previously Mary, Joseph, Elizabeth, Simeon, and Anna all have stated Jesus was God’s son; here he claims his identity.  And what an appropriate teenage action: working to define his identity.  

We can’t leave this self-identification without the realization that Jesus claimed his identity as God’s before baptism 18 years later.  It did not take being baptized, or his bar mitzvah, or any special act for Jesus to claim his identity as God’s son.  Likewise you and I are God’s children from birth, without baptism, without special rituals, without classes.  Don’t get me wrong, those things all help us grow in our faith and understanding, but our identity is based upon our claiming it; it doesn’t require an age, a class, or an act.  God wants us here and now as we are.   

While in the temple, and his parents frantically searching, Jesus sits before the teachers and scholars, listening and learning and asking questions.  Jesus listened first; then Jesus learned; then Jesus asked questions.  How often do we, and note we aren’t Jesus, assume we know more than others before we listen?   A lesson for today; sitting to listen gains respect.  Maybe this is the lesson God has for some of us today. 

And then that’s it.  Nothing is resolved, nothing is answered, and it says Jesus went home with his parents.  It is open-ended leaving us to pondering and reflect.  There are several questions and reflections that are illumined through this text of a teenager found in a temple.  

One of the keys in this passage is identity development.  Young people particularly, but all of us in some ways, are working to determine who we are.  This comes in big ways and small ways.  Jesus is doing just that, found in the temple he is sitting and seeking his identity.  What defines one’s identity- family ties, religious experience, vocation, personal creed, one’s dreams or ideals?  Jesus found his identity within his relationship to God. Where does your identity come from? 
Is your faith in God a peripheral matter or does it shape your life?  At 12 Jesus in the temple states that he was within MY father’s house. I can imagine an almost teenager saying:  Did you not know I would be here? Really mom and dad?  Spending time in God’s house was assumed in Jesus’ life.  God was central in Jesus’ life. What about yours? 
What are you searching for?  Mary and Joseph, once realizing Jesus was missing went about searching for their child.  Like any parent, they were concerned and anxious.  While his parents were searching, Jesus was also searching for the tasks God had for him.  What we search for reveals a lot about that we are and what we value. 

Is increasing in holiness necessary?  Often we want to say the hard work is behind us, we memorized those verses, we did Disciple bible study, and we attended church while growing up; check off godliness.  But listen to verse 52: And Jesus increased in wisdom and in years, and in divine and human favor.  Even Jesus, who was part divine and part human, had to increase in wisdom.  John Wesley said of this passage: “It plainly follows, that though a man were pure, even as Christ was pure, still he would have room to increase in holiness, and in consequence therefore, to increase in the favor as well as in the love of God.”   Jesus needed to increase in holiness.  It’s fair to ask ourselves are we increasing in our holiness? 
Final thought to ponder on this scripture is how do you approach obedience to God? Is it “Thou shalt not…” or is it “I must be about my Father’s business”?    We can look at approaching God as a list of rules of what we can and cannot do as believers; or we can approach God as an opportunity and something we must be doing with our time.  I must be about my Father’s business.  Your approach says a lot of who you are. 

Sometimes teenagers are annoying and loud mouth – come on mom didn’t you know where to find me?! Sometimes teenagers can be oblivious to the outside world – why are you looking for me?!  But sometimes teenagers can teach us.  They can challenge us to claim our identity. They cause reflection about where our priorities lie.  They can demand that we know remember we are all growing.  They can remind us how we should relate to God.  Our teenagers today are much like teenaged Christ – asking for adults within this faith community to clearly answer and live these questions.  The challenge is before us from some teenagers; what have you learned today from Jesus? Amen. 

