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Sermon, Second Sunday after Christmas, January 3, 2021, Jane A. Beebe 
 
“After three days they found him in the temple, sitting among the teachers, listening to them and 
asking them questions. And all who heard him were amazed at his understanding and his 
answers.” (Luke 2:46-47) 
 

This story of Jesus staying behind at the Temple is unique to Luke; it is the 

one glimpse we have of Jesus’ childhood. Luke tells us specifically that Jesus is 

twelve years old: it is clear in the Greek. Jesus age is significant because at 

thirteen, a Jewish boy reaches the “age of accountability.” This is celebrated with 

the bar mitzvah: literally “son of the commandment.” It is not just about being part 

of regular worship, there is much preparation involved with the understanding that 

the person has new moral and ethical responsibility as a spiritual adult. In the bar 

mitzvah  ceremony, the boy may read Shabbat prayers, and interpret from the 

Torah publicly for the first time. 

We don’t actually hear Jesus’ exchange with the Temple priests and rabbis. 

But wouldn’t it have been great to be a fly on this wall? What sort of questions did 

Jesus ask? What were the answers that stayed with him? I like to imagine that 

Jesus’ way of teaching among the disciples was nurtured in those years. How 

wonderful if Jesus was encouraged to learn and grow in this way. Those of us who 

have had good teachers understand their value in our lives. The disciples and those 

who come to Jesus for healing or pastoral counsel ask him questions. Jesus offers 
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answers that provide guidance, reassurance, focus. Sometimes there is a call to 

discipleship, or a reorientation of the person’s life. 

Sometimes the response is simply: keep growing. The last verse we hear in 

this morning’s Gospel is: “And Jesus increased in wisdom and in years, and in 

divine and human favor.” (Luke 2:52) The first phrase may also be translated: 

“…Jesus increased in wisdom and stature…” The literal meaning of the Greek 

seems to be that Jesus became taller. I used to love observing the boy acolytes in 

my home parish as they grew from grade-school age into their middle-school 

years. Their feet seemed to grow first—sometimes enormously—their shoes 

sticking way out from underneath their robes.  

I wonder, too, if this time of study in the synagogue was one of the things 

that formed Jesus’ special care for children, his recognition of their humanity. 

When Jesus’ parents come upon him in the Temple they find him “…sitting among 

the teachers…” Jesus is not sitting on the sidelines, he is right in the middle of 

things! Those around him don’t hold back their amazement. Later in Luke Jesus 

admonishes the disciples for trying to turn away the parents who want their 

children to be blessed by Jesus. He says, ‘“Let the little children come to me, and 

do not stop them; for it is to such as these that the kingdom of God belongs.”’ 

(Luke 18:16)  
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Jesus declares to his (understandably) anxious parents that he must be in his 

Father’s house. I was startled by this declaration. Jesus, even as a boy, is referring 

to God as Father. He is already aware of, and sustained by, this loving, trusting 

relationship with God. Jesus knows he belongs in God’s kingdom, and is already 

able to speak of it, even as a child. Perhaps Mary realizes this as well after a 

terrifying three days of searching for her son. She has been told by an angel who 

her son is to be. Now she sees him living into that reality. She treasures what she 

observes in her heart. 

Jesus seems to understand that human growth—whether physical, emotional, 

or spiritual—has its own seasons; it cannot be rushed. Yet with the right questions, 

however difficult they may be to put into words, we may then receive the  

encouragement to grow in a direction that reaches more confidently towards God. 

In his letter to the Ephesians, Paul speaks of growing into the “full stature of 

Christ.” This is Paul’s measure of the spiritual maturity of the human being: when 

one is able to “speak the truth in love.” (Ephesians 4:11-15) This morning we pray 

one of our more beautiful collects that begins: “O God, who wonderfully created, 

and yet more wonderfully restored, the dignity of human nature…” (BCP, p. 214) 

Our growth—and our healing when we need it—is in God’s hands. 

My seminary, Andover Newton, required a sequence of two courses in 

systematic theology. In order to avoid having our papers be uniformly dry as dust 
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(and they were enormously long: 3,000 words!), my professor encouraged his 

students to include creative writing, or to put our papers into the form of a letter to 

someone to whom we wanted to explain a particular theological idea. I had 

forgotten that I had done this for my paper on Christology. It involves a 

questioning twelve-year-old, some important (I think) questions, and some feeble 

answers. So I share part of it with you: 

Dearest goddaughter ______, 

 You are twelve now, and looking forward to preparing for confirmation in 

the Episcopal Church. As your godmother it seemed appropriate for me to tell you 

what I have learned about convictions about Jesus that are shared in the Christian 

tradition. But I also want you to know my own. I look forward to a conversation 

someday during which you can tell me of your beliefs. A few years ago you had a 

strong response to the phrase we were using at the breaking of the bread in the 

Eucharist: “Behold what you are. May we become what we receive.”  

You asked, “Why would we want to become bread?” Our rector attempted 

to answer that question in a sermon especially for you. The breaking of the bread 

is a central metaphor for who we are as a church. But Jesus said of himself in 

John’s Gospel, “I am the living bread that came down from heaven.” (John 6:51) 

What sort of person could make such a claim? What does is mean for us? The 

author of the theology text we are reading states the questions this way: “Who is 
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Jesus? How does he help us?”1 The exploration of these questions is called 

Christology… 

What are your favorite questions? One of mine is in the voice of the disciple 

Thomas: ‘”Lord, we do not know where you are going. How can we know the 

way?”’ (John 14:4) And Jesus’ extraordinary answer: ‘”I am the way, the truth, and 

the life…”’ Another is Jesus’ question for Peter. He asks it three times: ‘“Simon 

son of John, do you love me?”’ Peter answers three times with increasing intensity: 

“Yes, Lord, you know that I love you.” And we have Jesus’ responses that were to 

define Peter’s ministry: “Feed my lambs.” “Tend my sheep.” “Feed my sheep.” 

(John 21:15-17) With the open heart and mind of a child, we too can ask God our 

sincere questions. May we be given the grace to grow into the answers. 

 

 

 
  

  

  

 
1 Daniel L. Migliore, Faith Seeking Understanding: An Introduction to 
Christian Theology (Grand Rapids, Michigan: William B. Eerdmans Publishing 
Company, 2014), 168. 


