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Preacher: Leslie Griffiths
Hymns: 
77
“Joy to the world”


105
“Love came down at Christmas”


108
“It came upon the midnight clear”


101
“Glory be to God on high”

________________________________________________________________
Readings:
Colossians 3: 12-17

Luke 2: 41-52
“THE BOY JESUS”
I want to redesignate this Sunday and call it “Leapfrog Sunday”.  Here we are, just a few breaths away from Christmas, and we’re in a different world.  We’ve jumped over the arrival of the Magi; Anna and Simeon don’t get a look in this year; St John the Evangelist is nowhere to be found and the Slaughter of the Innocents (perhaps fortuitously) has been down-played.  We’ve jumped twelve years in 48 hours.  Our gospel reading this morning pitches us into this wonderful story of the boy Jesus in the Temple.  The trouble is our heads are not ready for it yet.  We’ve spent the whole season of Advent reminding ourselves that we must wait until Christmas day before rejoicing and celebrating.  And now, even though there should be twelve days for this festive season, it seems as if it’s behind us.
I imagine that twelve is a perfect age to be.  A boy would be poised between childhood and manhood.  This was the moment where he underwent his Bar Mitzvah and became a “son of the law”.  In the day of Jesus, this would be the ceremony enacted in Jerusalem and within the precincts of the Temple. Twelve is, indeed, a great age to be – the angst and acne of teenager life have not yet been encountered.  You can be a child when it suits you and grown up if and when that works better for you.  You’re dependent on your parents and yet you’ve lived long enough to have some ideas of your own.  It was a boy of this age that Mary and Joseph took with them to Jerusalem that fateful day.

It was on the journey home that they lost him.  It’s difficult, even now, to understand how his parents could have been unaware that he was missing for three whole days.  How on earth did that happen?  Actually, it’s not such a hard question after all.  A group from Nazareth would have been making its way home in two separate contingents.  The women would go ahead and prepare food for the journey and shelter for the nights on the road.  Then the men would come in a separate grouping some hours later.  They’d want their dinner cooked and ready to eat by the time they got to the night’s camp!  Mary might well have thought Jesus was with Joseph in the second group.  And Joseph could, just as easily, have imagined Jesus to be with his mother.  And they were living at a time when communities looked after each others children.  Parents didn’t necessarily keep and eye only on their own child.  So Mary and Joseph would have put their trust in the communal arrangements, a kind of neighbourhood watch scheme, which ensured that all the children would be looked after along the way.  That’s how it was in my youth in South Wales.  If anyone in my little gang got into trouble, the mothers of all of us knew about it before any of us had got home.  And if we were really naughty, every last one of us could expect a punishment that fitted the crime.  It was no use protesting, “But it wasn’t me mum”.  All the boys would be held to be at fault and every mother would take her disciplinary duties with the greatest seriousness.

Once they discovered that Jesus was not travelling with them, of course, everything moved on to a different plane.  It’s not difficult to imagine their feelings.  Three days is a long time.  They’d have been filled with self-reproach.  Guilt would have borne down upon them.  How could we have missed him for so long?  How could we have been so neglectful?  They would have hoped against hope that all was well but there must have been a nagging feeling of doom as they feared the worst.  These were the feelings which must have filled Mary and Joseph as they re-traced their steps to Jerusalem.  And what did they find?  There he was.  In the Temple precinct, arguing the toss with the Rabbis and the religious leaders of his day.  Were Mary and Joseph filled with delight?  Did they run to embrace Jesus?  No, they did not.  “Child why have you treated your mother and father like this?” was their cry.  Suddenly, two adults are projecting their anxiety and suppressed emotions onto their child.
The Archbishop of Canterbury’s Christmas sermon this year was a plea that space be given to children that allows them to enjoy their childhood.  We shouldn’t let them become weighed down by the responsibilities or experiences of adulthood too soon.  We should remember, of course, that in many parts of the world, children have no childhood at all.  In the underdeveloped countries of the world, children become workers as soon as they can walk – carrying firewood and water from distant gathering grounds and springs.  In other parts of the world children are traded like chattels for the sexual gratification of people from the developed world.  And here in our consumerist society, children are “commodified”.  They are seen by advertisers as customers and they’re surrounded by pressures to shop or to ask for material goods from a very early age.  All these pressures make it difficult for children to enjoy being children.  And it’s made even worse if adults project their own anxieties onto them.
I remember taking our two boys to a primary school in Haiti.  They’d only previously known a lovely school with a couple of dozen pupils in the leafy suburbs of Reading.  Now they were part of a school of several hundred, each day began in the open-air under a hot tropical sun as a headmistress harangued them in French, and then they went to rather dismal classrooms to learn their lessons.  Within hours both boys were screaming that they didn’t want to stay.  And I was called to take them home.  How angry I was with them!  How I showed my displeasure!  And yet, within minutes, I could see the error of my ways.  I had not right to project my idealism on small children in this way.  I may have wanted them to attend schools for which I was responsible and to mix with the local children.  But they needed to be ready for the experience.  And they could certainly do without my anger for something they were not responsible for.
Jesus turned to his mother and indicated that he was going about his father’s business (not his father Joseph’s carpentry business but his heavenly father’s spiritual business).  This was an important moment for his parents.  He was twelve, recognised now as an adult.  They needed to let him go, to make his own choices, to find his own way.  In very early childhood, parents have to become accustomed to seeing their progeny fall flat on their faces as part of the exercise of learning how to walk.  But Mary would have had sharp memories of some of the things that had been said about Jesus at the time of his birth.  This was to be a special child.  He would be the Saviour of the world, a light to lighten the gentiles and the glory of his people Israel.  It would come to Mary as a sword piercing her heart.  As Jesus established his own ground in Jerusalem that day, all of this must have been awakened in Mary’s memory.  Mothers never forget even the smallest things their offspring get up to.
My final observation is of a different kind.  Luke shows some literary skill in the compilation of his gospel.  It ends with an incident where two people who’ve heard about the death of Jesus in Jerusalem are returning there as quickly as they can.  When they arrive, it’s three days after the crucifixion, they discover that the Jesus they thought was dead is, in fact, very much alive.

And this morning’s episode, part of the Prologue to the Gospel, shows two people (Mary and Joseph) returning to Jerusalem three days after they’d left it.  Once again, the voyagers go with one expectation only to have it shattered.  The Jesus they knew, their twelve year old son, is revealed to them in an altogether different light.

These two “framing episodes” can throw some light on our own contemporary approach to the events of Bethlehem at the time of the birth of Jesus.  We may, indeed we do, go to Bethlehem to see that familiar nativity tableaux.  We know what we’re looking for.  Tradition has established its own patterns on our memories and on our expectations.  But, perhaps, like Cleopas and his companion, like Mary and Joseph, we should half expect to be surprised.  For this no ordinary baby.  This is no ordinary scene.  Here we encounter one who is to become the Saviour of humankind.  Remaining open to that possibility has to be at the heart of everything we bring to the celebration of Christmas.  “O come let us adore him”, we sing.  And by that we mean not merely as the babe of Bethlehem but also as “Christ the Lord”.  Amen.
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