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 PRAYER: Loving and Gracious God, We ask that you teach us. We ask that you form us.  Come Lord Jesus and stir up your spirit within us. Amen.

Christmas is a hard time of year. There is no getting around it. This time of year you and I are in mixed company. Look around the sanctuary. We have congregational members rubbing shoulders with family who aren’t church goers. There are visitors who have sought out a place of worship because they’re far from home and want to celebrate the season in a faithful way. People are present here today at the invitation of a friend perhaps. I look out and see people not sitting in their usual places today because they’re celebrating the holiday season elsewhere. We’re a mixed company … in more ways than just one.

We are gathered here today to continue the celebration of Christmas. Some folks revel in the opportunity to sing yet another Christmas carol. Other people perhaps are relieved that the gospel story seems to have no connection whatsoever to Christmas.

You and I have some family and friends who eagerly anticipate Christmas Eve and linger in the season’s traditions, food and music. The 12 days of Christmas aren’t long enough for them.  And each of us has kinship ties with others who have steeled themselves through the Advent season and are just barely hanging on, counting down the days until January first arrives. All Christmas does is make them aware of how blue they feel. They can’t count the blessings, let alone the gifts of the season. We all have stories we can and do tell about the mixed experience that Christmas holds for us. 

At the heart of these stories I believe is the question of meaning.  Christmas calls into question our identity in the most ordinary yet complex ways. Why celebrate Christmas? What is it about anyway? What does it matter to us? to others?  

A Christmas advertisement from Macy’s Department Store illustrates the contemporary Christmas confusion over its meaning and raises questions about human nature and identity. Imagine a full length, colored ad on page three of the Pioneer Press, just a few days ago. 

Amazing grace is a perfumed 3-in-1 shampoo, bath and shower gel; also available in spray fragrance and firming body emulsion. Unconditional love is available in the same array of products. As you might expect, there is a cost to these gifts that pamper. Prices range from $22 - $34. There is also a promise, or a “philosophy” that we buy into with the purchase of these products. In fact, the sides of the bottles spell out in detail just what it is we are buying.  Unconditional love dispensed in the form of fancy lotion is all about this philosophy: “When the call comes you know you see all people and living things as beacons of light and they see you as the same. Together you love and transform. It is a divine journey to the highest and best parts of who you are and why you are here. Your age becomes your ally with each day, and when each act of love becomes more beautiful than the day before, you have unconditionally arrived realizing the love you sought was the love you already owned.” And if we want amazing grace, all we need to do is reach for the shampoo bottle: “Life is a classroom. We are both student and teacher. Each day is a test, and each day we receive a passing or failing grade in one or another subject.” And the shampoo philosophy of grace continues …

It’s no wonder that Christmas is not just the most beautiful time of the year, but also among the most stressful and anxiety producing moments that throw us off center … and so further open up for each one of us … the condition for the possibility of renewed and fruitful understanding about who we are  … and who God is …
The bible also confuses and re-arranges our perceptions about ourselves and the world in which we live … it throws us off center … it opens us up … so that we can have a more faithful and clear vision about who we are called to be as God’s people.

Today we read about two boys, Samuel and Jesus, who are blessed with divine and human favor, who increase in wisdom and years. Jesus will be our guide to help us figure out the meaning of Christmas that we can live with … not just for the next remaining 10 days or into the new year, but for the rest of the year and even longer.

The gospel lesson for today picks up twelve years after Jesus’ presentation in the Temple as a baby. At that point in time, he was dedicated in the Temple, according to Jewish law. Interestingly, the ending comment to that event also serves as a preface to this story. Listen again: “The child grew and became strong, filled with wisdom; and the favor of God was upon him.” These words are similar to the ones about Jesus as a 12 year old that conclude the Temple story at Passover. They also echo what is said about the boy Samuel who serves the Lord at Shiloh with the priest Eli. 

Repetition: we all know what that means. Pay attention! This is important! It just might make a difference to know these things! So let’s do a close reading together of the gospel lesson …. 

Jesus and his family have been making the annual sojourn to the Temple every Passover since his birth. This year’s trip is seemingly no different than past trips: it is road trip time with family and friends. There is safety in numbers on lonely stretches of road in the hill country. They travel caravan style, the group stretched out, slowly covering ground over a number of days, from Nazareth to Jerusalem, and back home again. It is an eight day festival that draws them out from Galilee, that draws them together with other pilgrims who are streaming up to the Temple Mount. 

Passover. It begins the Jewish liturgical year, as people gather to remember who they are as the people of God. This festival is a celebration about the God who bends low to listen and to save, to remember and to deliver. The people remember the bondage of slavery in Egypt, the plagues and Pharaoh, the leadership of Moses that led them between rocks and hard places to emerge as free people on the other side of those dangers. They remember the wilderness, the days of doubt and confusion, anger and impatience at God, who still gave them food and drink even as they wandered around in circles, complaining about the cost and promise of freedom.  

Festival pilgrimages to God’s holy hill are integral to the rhythm of religious life in his family. So Jesus is here in Jerusalem, the place of God’s shalom. At age twelve Jesus is still considered a boy, and will be for some time, even though the onset of adulthood for men begins at thirteen years old. He is on the threshold of adult responsibilities so is learning more about his religious duties as a male. But it is more than that. It is about how to live from within certain understandings about God and therefore about how to live authentically as himself within the context of community. Jesus is awakening to and exploring the divine and human aspects of his identity. 

When Jesus’ parents discovered at the end of the first day’s journey home that he was not part of the larger traveling party, they began a frantic search for him in Jerusalem. You know how events such as these set in motion all kinds of inner dialogue as a parent: what did I do wrong? Was I not clear enough in my instructions to him? How could he not know that we were leaving? What was Jesus thinking? Was he even thinking at all? Why didn’t he come with us? What’s going on with him that we don’t know about? Maybe someone else in influencing him in bad ways …

And the inner dialogue becomes an ongoing exchange between Mary and Joseph that punctuates the heavy silence of loss that lies in and between them, and the further loss of not quite knowing what to think or do. Three days they live like this, suspended between fear and hope, doubt and trust, questions and confidence. Three days they search, looking high and looking low, looking in all kinds of places, led in turns by logic and then by weary feet and numb hearts that keep re-tracing the same old path … because there’s no other place left to look. They seek and they do not find. They question and there is no answer. They pray … and there is silence. 

On the third day they find Jesus in the Temple. This is a turning point, or as my husband would say, “a significant emotional event,” meaning that there is something to learn for everyone in this experience --– and it won’t be forgotten by anyone anytime soon. 

Jesus apparently has been in the Temple this whole time, searching out answers from the Temple teachers. He sits among them, listening. He’s “all ears,” taking in what the teachers have to say and then peppering them with questions. It’s dialogical teaching at its best, and in the tradition of the day, the tables get turned at some point, and it is the teachers who listen to Jesus and ask him questions. Such mutuality is foundational to this teaching tradition. “And all who heard him were amazed at his understanding and his answers.”  God’s wisdom is manifest … in a young boy. I don’t think it is too farfetched to say that by his presence in this place with these people, Jesus is dedicating himself to the work of God. It is his first public activity that we see in the gospel of Luke.

How appropriate then, that in the midst of this robust, spirited conversation, Mary and Joseph find him! They see him and are astonished. Never in their right minds do they expect to find Jesus here. In the Temple. Why? --- do they have short memories? Have they blocked out experiences from long ago? Is it even possible for Mary to forget the announcement from Gabriel or her own song of praise in response? Does Joseph forget the shepherd’s report of angel alleluia’s in the night sky of Bethlehem? Do they each forget about Simeon and Anna’s prophecy here in this place, just twelve short years ago? What is going on? Why have they seemingly forgotten the events surrounding the birth of Jesus? 

But listen: her first words are these. “Child, why have you treated us like this? Look, your father and I have been searching for you in great anxiety.”  And Jesus’ words back to Mary and Joseph are, “Why were you searching for me? Did you not know that I must be in my Father’s house?” I’m reminded of lost children in similar situations telling their parents, “But I knew where I was. Why didn’t you?”  In other words, children think that if they know where they are, their parents must know as well. 

In part, that assumption is related to the intimate connection of location with who we are, with our vocational identity. Where we can be found is often related to who we are becoming. And parents seemingly know who we are better than we do as children. Think about all the stories and memories that get trotted out by parents as children grow up. The related incidents are hints of emerging skills and abilities, of proclivities, of strong dislikes. Parents might not see the whole story of who we are … but they see glints and glimmers of our future selves that relate to our past and present identities.

Jesus knows where he is … he is in the temple, the center point and focus of Jewish religious identity.  It is in that particular space that Jesus also knows who he is. He is growing into that larger understanding and relationship with God his Father. 

What might look like human irresponsibility to his parents is, on the other hand, divine responsibility. His parents have laid eyes on Jesus, they have found him …in the living heart space of their faith …but do they really see him for who he is? Do any of us ever truly see who we are and who we are called to be as God’s children? Are we able to see and nurture others in their emerging, authentic identity? This is the challenge of the story for us today. 

In God’s wisdom, Jesus is nurtured by his earthly parents, extended family, playmates, friends and teachers of all ages. He lives within a wealth of relationships. And he grows up as we all do: learning along the way … letting experiences, relationships and questions guide him deeper into knowledge of himself and of others … and ultimately of more intimate knowledge of God his divine Father. 

This isn’t head knowledge that is rational and reasoned, cut off from connections with our own body or cut off from other people. This growing knowledge is innate, inherent in our relationships. It comes from inhabiting daily routines and common rituals … it comes from dwelling in a particular place, in a particular time, with specific friends and family … it welcomes the interplay of spirited and laughing conversations … this knowledge celebrates a wild diversity of opinion and experience … it thrives from a wide open heart and curious mind … it is self-conscious and self-reflective knowledge that allows for change and growth. Finally, it is knowledge that is mutual and reciprocal. It fosters newness of life in and among and between people. The bible says, “Jesus increased in wisdom and in years, and in divine and human favor.” And so do we.

We increase in wisdom and in years, and in divine and human favor. We are not alone in this favored growth, this life journey of practical wisdom. We are in a grand company of strangers, a mixed company as it were. God’s spirit is also present, in and among us, leading us deeper into community and the world. 

Knowledge of self and others is practical wisdom … that is born from life and community, from conversations between tradition and contemporary life experience … the public sphere of practical wisdom is the place of God’s ongoing revelation. God’s wisdom was revealed in the Temple as Jesus was in conversation with his elders. God’s wisdom is revealed still, in and through our lives, as individuals and as a faith community.

Jesus summed up this dynamic with his questioning assertion, “Did you not know I must be in my Father’s house?” Mary and Joseph do not understand what Jesus said to them. The bible says, “Then Jesus went down with them and came to Nazareth and was obedient to them.” 

This practical wisdom has divine and human dimensions. It is at once personal and public in scope. This practical wisdom is at home in the Temple and in the places where we live and work. Jesus is at home in his Father’s house and at the same time, he is obedient and goes home with his earthly parents … even when they don’t understand him. We’re right back to the challenge of the story again, aren’t we?

This is the familiar dynamic we all live out, repeatedly. It is the multiple layers, the shifting web of relationships that hold us, that shape us, that lay claim to our hearts, minds and bodies. 

It is the fruitful place created by transcendent perspectives and human perceptions, rubbing up against each other. It is places of conversation and action where we sort out God’s claims and parental hopes and expectations. We inhabit a paradox of tension, a place where we might feel lost in ambiguity as we listen both to the divine spirited voice within us and the external voices of parents, other authority figures, family and friends. We live with moments and days of not being understood … of maybe not even understanding ourselves and the shape of our lives into which we are growing, into which we are being called.

The way of growth, the increase of wisdom comes from attending to these diverse voices, of acknowledging the cost and promise of obedient listening to parents on the one hand, and to God on the other hand. We will always be stretched in the meeting of these horizons, between heaven and earth. That experience of radical, vulnerable not knowing, is both gift and call, born of God’s abundant love... that creates this freedom in which we are able to listen, to choose and to respond to life itself.  

So how does this understanding of identity relate to the Christmas story? The birth of Jesus is linked to our re-birth as children of God. Because of Christ and the incarnation, God has looked upon us with favor as God’s own beloved children. We are blessed with the increase of wisdom and years. The gift of God in Christ Jesus is at the same time the call to live from our baptismal identity as sons and daughters of God. It is also the call to see others as beloved children of God, to make space for them and to receive their lives in all its unique particularity, with wide open gratitude.
As we have already received God in and through the waters of our own baptism, we are born anew and called to live out of our gifts and abilities with which we have been blessed. This is the daily task of practical wisdom as a gathered community of faith. This is our ongoing vocational discernment as followers of Jesus. This is the ordinary purpose of our lives: to live authentically as unique children of God for the sake of others and the needs of the world. 

We are enabled to live in, with and through God’s spirited power so that our lives might be gift and grace to others. The most precious gift we can give and receive at any time of year is the gift of self. This is God’s amazing grace. This is God’s unconditional love. This is God’s gift of living in the freedom that God’s love creates. Thanks be to God. Amen.

Benediction: As God sends us forth from this place …..
May we be mindful that daily in the deepest darkness and in the loneliest moments God is revealed again and again.

May we be mindful of the shelter of community in which the wisdom of our lives is called forth, held and nurtured.
May we be mindful of God’s spirit within who guides and teaches us.

May we be mindful of people who know when we are on sacred ground, who treasure the risks we take, who wait patiently for the season and ripening of our talents to break forth into fuller life. 

Let us go forth now, with joy and confidence in God’s wisdom and favor that blesses us on our way. 

And the people say Amen.

“The Gift is the Call: God’s Wisdom and Divine Favor”
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