Luke 2:41-52

41Now every year his parents went to Jerusalem for the festival of the Passover. 42And when he was twelve years old, they went up as usual for the festival. 43When the festival was ended and they started to return, the boy Jesus stayed behind in Jerusalem, but his parents did not know it. 44Assuming that he was in the group of travelers, they went a day’s journey. Then they started to look for him among their relatives and friends. 45When they did not find him, they returned to Jerusalem to search for him. 46After three days they found him in the temple, sitting among the teachers, listening to them and asking them questions. 47And all who heard him were amazed at his understanding and his answers. 48When his parents saw him they were astonished; and his mother said to him, “Child, why have you treated us like this? Look, your father and I have been searching for you in great anxiety.” 49He said to them, “Why were you searching for me? Did you not know that I must be in my Father’s house?” 50But they did not understand what he said to them. 51Then he went down with them and came to Nazareth, and was obedient to them. His mother treasured all these things in her heart. 52And Jesus increased in wisdom and in years, and in divine and human favor. 

Where Can We Find Jesus?
Last week was Christmas Sunday, the celebration of Jesus’ birth with all the shepherds and angels and songs of joy to the world. Today Jesus is twelve years old and failing to meet his parents’ expectations. Children sure grow up quickly, don’t they? 

Today’s reading from Luke is the only passage that describes any event in Jesus’ childhood, the only episode between birth and baptism for Jesus, and most scholars say that Jesus was likely baptized around age 30. Jesus falls quickly off the radar screen after his birth only to reappear in the muddy Jordan River thirty years later. 

Many Christians have this kind of experience with Jesus; there’s a big celebration over his birth, there’s another celebration over his resurrection, and there’s a lot of down-time between those two events. At Christmas everyone comes out of the woodwork and comes to church for the big day, and the following week we’re back to “normal,” or perhaps even less than normal. No more special music, no more pot lucks, no more children’s pageants for the foreseeable future. Easter, which is seemingly a more somber event, preceded by Jesus horrible suffering and death, isn’t celebrated with Children’s pageants or parties, so it doesn’t arouse our joy in the same way Christmas does, so our Christmas Spirit goes into hibernation for roughly eleven months. All the fanfare comes to a sudden halt, and perhaps we’re left a bit disappointed, frustrated that our expectations of Jesus’ coming haven’t exactly been met. Christ is born, but now what?  
In today’s gospel lesson we find two people very close to Jesus, whose expectations weren’t met either – Jesus’ parents, Mary and Joseph. Their twelve-year old son has “disappointed” them by not doing what they expected him to do, namely to come home with the rest of the family. Now anyone who can remember when they were twelve years old, or when one of their children was twelve years old, will recall that this is ‘tween time for children – they’re somewhere ‘tween child and teenager. It’s a time when parents may start to loosen the reins a bit on their kids as they start to explore new things – it’s a time that coincides with puberty, which is a period of great physical and mental growth in a child, and for both child and parent it can be a bit traumatic. I’m sure I petitioned my parents to make my bedtime a bit later. I began to notice girls, or young women. I started confirmation classes. Jesus at age twelve was likely going through similar transitions, and given similar leeway by his parents. So I can completely imagine this family entourage heading to Jerusalem during Passover – cousins, nephews, uncles, nieces, aunts, in-laws – and I can imagine, at age twelve, Jesus would have been free to roam around in the family convoy, hanging out with boys and girls his own age rather than walking close by his boring parents (at least that’s how I would have thought). And on the return trip from Jerusalem back to Nazareth I can completely grasp how Mary and Joseph, not seeing Jesus around, would simply assume that their twelve-year-old son was walking back with Cousin Jeremiah, or Aunt Martha, or Uncle Mike…one of his favorite relatives, and Mary and Joseph just figured that they’d find Jesus at the end of the day when the whole clan stopped to rest. 

But Jesus ended up missing when they arrived at stop #1, so Mom and Dad had to go back to look for him. They find him in the Temple back in Jerusalem, asking questions and talking amidst the teachers. Now some people have a very creepy notion of Jesus at this time as some precocious saint with all the wisdom of the ages packed into a twelve-year-old head. That’s just creepy. Luke makes it a point of saying that Jesus was asking questions – that’s normal. Yes, everyone was amazed at his understanding, as a sixth grade teacher may be amazed at a particular child’s insights and curiosity, but Jesus had to learn just as any child learns – God sent Jesus to participate fully in our humanity. He was just like us in every way save one: he didn’t sin, although any parent reading today’s passage might think otherwise. Shouldn’t a twelve-year-old boy know that he needs to get on the bus to Nazareth after the Passover festival? Shouldn’t a twelve-year-old boy know that his parents will be sick with worry when they discover he’s not with the rest of the family? And what about his response when Mom and Dad finally do locate him and scold him for his lack of considerations? “Son, we have been chewing our nails for days looking for you. How could you do this to us?” To which the young Jesus responds, “Why were you searching for me? Did you not know that I would be in my father’s house?” Now all you dads out there, be honest; would you not give your son a piece of your mind for making such a comment? Moms, would you not consider Jesus’ response a bit fresh? Cheeky? Or even creepy? What Jesus is supposed to say is, “I’m-sorry-Mom-and-Dad-I-won’t-ever-do-it-again.” That’s what we want to hear. It gives us parents a little consolation that Jesus home with Mom and Dad and was obedient to them – you can bet he was obedient to them; they probably watched him like a hawk from that point on. 
We get a very important lesson from today’s reading that comes so soon after Christmas, when we too may be a bit disappointed in Jesus. He comes to save our world, yet any measurable assessment of humanity would indicate that nothing has changed since he came. There were wars then; there are wars now. There was famine and disease then; there is famine and disease now. There was oppression and slavery and injustices then; there is oppression and slavery and injustice now. We feel like asking that age-old question posed by the woman on those old Wendy’s commercials: “Where’s the beef?” Where is the salvation? What did Jesus accomplish? It seems to many of us that after Christmas, Jesus is again missing. He hasn’t stayed with the group, with our family. We have sick relatives, we’re having conflicts with our spouses and children, we’re on the verge of losing the house, we can’t afford a vacation, and fiscal cliff or no fiscal cliff, things are tight! Where is Jesus? Where is the peace on earth and goodwill toward men and women and children?
Answer: He’s in his Father’s house, and he MUST BE in his Father’s house, doing the will of the Father, remaining obedient to the Father. 

Each of us comes to Christ, comes to church (which is the body of Christ), with expectations. After a long agnostic hiatus, a period of both doubt and indifference, I came back to church seeking a place to provide our son with a good moral education, all the things that he shalt and shalt not do. I came looking for good music, good sermons (though not too long), and a place people weren’t overtly friendly (you know the type; the ones that follow you around like my dog Archie does, coming so close that they step all over your feet, tongue wagging, always watching you and ready to jump all over you). Just let me be entertained for an hour while my son is getting educated and I’ll be home in time for the first kickoff of the first Sunday NFL game. I came to Christ (i.e. the Church) with expectations that I wanted him to meet. But a strange thing happened on my way to the future; I found that the church didn’t always comply with my wishes. The sermons were not always short or pleasant to listen to. I began to feel like I was the one receiving the moral education, and my grades were pretty poor. I was no better or worse than the next guy (and I’m still not any better or worse than the next guy), but that was the problem! The world is full of people who are no better or worse than the next person, and it’s also full of hatred and oppression and injustice and violence and sorrow and hurt and death, and it has been full of hatred and oppression and injustice and violence and sorrow and hurt and death for as long as anyone can remember. The reason? No one is better or worse than the next person. We can’t blame others for the world’s problems without turning our eyes inward, to our own hearts, and there we find selfishness and greed and hatred and indifference and, well, a lack of love. As the great philosopher Pogo once said, “We have seen the enemy and he is us!” And how do we escape ourselves? The closest escape I can think of is Christmas Eve, in a church as I hold a candle among all the people who are like me, no better or worse than the next person, and sing Silent Night, Holy Night! Christ the Savior is born! There was a heavenly peace about that moment, a joy that had something to do with this baby in a manger, with the shepherds kneeling before him. It’s a peace that can only be gained when we come to Jesus rather than expecting him to come to us. 
And here lies the not-so-secret secret of sustaining the Christmas Spirit year after year and throughout our lives: our joy and our peace depend upon our coming to Jesus, and Jesus’ joy and peace come from his coming to the Father. Mom and Dad were disappointed that Jesus didn’t meet their expectations by following them home after Passover. We too become disappointed when Jesus doesn’t follow us after Christmas. Jesus had plenty of opportunity to follow us in his lifetime – as he listened to Satan in the wilderness explaining how “all this could be his if he bowed down and worshiped (Satan).” With the cross looming before him on a Thursday night, Jesus prayed for some alternative path to take, but ended his prayer by saying “Thy will, not mine.” Jesus knew that unless something was done on behalf of humanity that we were doomed to always be “no better or worse than the next guy,” and the world would always, always be plagued with hatred and oppression and injustice and violence and sorrow and hurt and death. God sent him to us that we might follow him, that we might have new life in him, and there would be peace on earth and goodwill to all mankind through him, and the only place we can find Jesus is in his Father’s house. 

We may never be better or worse than the next person, but what sustains our joy is the Christ who dwells in each of us who is busy doing reconstructive surgery on our hearts and in our lives, and as our lives are transformed, so follows the world. 

