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Today we’re looking at the only story about Jesus’ childhood in our version of the Bible.  There are other versions of the Bible that have other, incredible, stories – some beautiful and some really creepy.  Like Jesus playing in the water, making doves from the water, and withering the hand of another child who disturbs the water.  

This is a story that intends to help us understand how faith grows in our lives.  It’s a teaching story, which we don’t swallow whole.  If this story happened the way it is written in scripture, the authorities would have taken Jesus away – three days that you don’t notice that your kid is missing?  This story is one of the symbols that help us understand how God is born in our lives.  It doesn’t fit very well with the idea of the virgin birth.  Luke is weaving together sometimes inconsistent stories from different places.  

In this story, Mary does not understand what Jesus means when he says, “Didn’t you know I’d be in my Father’s house?”  If she’d had a virgin birth, wouldn’t she pick that up??  [laughter]  But this is a different kind of story, because we need different ways of understanding the sacred.  

Have you ever been to the eye doctor who says, trying different lenses, “Is that clear?  Is that clear?  Is that clear?”  We read scripture something like that.  Each story is like a lens.  The point is to see, not to get a consistent philosophy of life.  You don’t want a consistent philosophy of life; you want a life, a meaningful life.  An interpretation of life isn’t that helpful.  What Scripture does is navigate your vision, so that you understand how the sacred is born in your life.  

When Jesus uses this word father (which I’m going to translate the rest of the way as heavenly parent), it means the common parent of all people.  This word God was not used in the Jewish tradition.  But, in the rest of the Mediterranean, particularly in Egypt, it meant the source from which all people come, the common parent of us all.  So, in a sense, Jesus is talking about two different identities that he is trying to bring together.  One is that he is the son of a particular family, particular religion, particular place; the other, he wants that to open up to serve the whole world.  When you are a teenager you want to do that, and usually by the time you’re 30 or 40 your horns are all worn off and you’ve kind of given up on the rest of the world and you’re just trying to get by.  That dream is part of what keeps our hearts alive.  The story takes us back to the idea that we live on a little stage that expresses a great cosmic truth.  Your little life is a stage where you can express great cosmic truths.  

We’ve been waiting for hope to be born; now it’s born, and it always comes is a way that is kind of unpleasant.  Have you ever noticed that?  When new life enters your realm, it usually comes as an interruption, or something really unpleasant – like a teenager! [laughter]  It asks such great questions, yet it doesn’t fit your understanding.  And you have to choose between being honest and loving that honest kid and holding on to all the answers that you have been taught.  

So, the one childhood narrative of Jesus is as a teenager, twelve years old, and he’s asking questions and no one has the answers.  “They marveled at his answers” is a bad translation.  It actually says, “They marveled at his questions, his listening, his awareness.”  They’ve never heard anything quite like it.  This is a mind still alive.  And, that’s true of almost every teenager.  It’s only when you begin to blunt your mind to fit into the adult world that you stop asking the questions and start reciting the answers.  

This is a call back to the questions.  Those questions mean you’ll keep growing your whole life, which is not always pleasant.  It’s like adopting a baby panda bear [laughter] – at first that may be really charming, but as it grows, you’ll have to knock out walls of your house.  Well, that’s what happens when you take love into your life, this kind of universal love - because it challenges all of the limitations that everyone else uses.  

It is so hard for most Americans and Christians to understand religions of hate.  Listen to these words from a terrorist religion, “Whomever shall maintain that wrong is done to heretics and blasphemers in punishing them becomes an accomplice in their crime and is as guilty as they are.  There is no question here of human authority.  It is God who speaks.  And clear it is what law God will have kept, even to the end of the world.  Wherefore does God demand of us so extreme severity if not to show us that due honor is not paid to God so long as we set not God’s service above every human consideration, so that we spare not family, nor blood of any.  And forget all humanity when the matter is to combat God’s glory.”  And these words by Osama – oh, wait - I’m sorry, that’s John Calvin. [laughter]  Oh, I’m sorry, I had my cards mixed up. [laughter]  Oh, then it can’t be terrorist, right?  ‘Cause it’s coming from a Christian.  Umm, isn’t it interesting that inside our small world you seem like a patriot; outside of it you seem like a terrorist.  

The love to which Christ calls us is bigger than America and bigger than the Christian church.  If we’re not willing to outgrow those, then we’ve said no to that calling.  You cannot shrink this love down to one set of boundaries.  The words that I read were John Calvin’s words in defending Christianity against a Unitarian, who was executed.  And, John Calvin is the considered the founder of our denomination.  

We find many examples in our own experience of the things of which we accuse other religions and other nations.  This story tells us is that immaturity is a common starting place for everyone, so there is no need for shame when you learn things about yourself or your tradition that are immature.  It tells us that we have to say yes to growing and to outgrowing, which can be very uncomfortable.

But, here’s what I want to say:  When someone like Jesus says, God is one, he doesn’t mean that the Christian idea of God is the right idea about God.  What you experience with Jesus is a universal love to which you are being called.  So, it is saying that there is one source of us all, which is bigger than any of us.  And, our little lives fit into it.  

In this story, Jesus goes back to his little life.  He submits; he is obedient.  The lesson of this is that these great truths, such as universal love, have to be realized on the small stage of our lives.  Unless you get elected king or queen of the UN, you probably have a fairly small context within which to express these universal truths.  But, you still express them and your context grows.  The story says that Mary did not understand any of this, but she kept it in her heart and trusted what was growing inside of her.  It’s so wonderful that we have a story of an immature Jesus, a rebellious teenager who says, “What did you expect me to do?  I’m God’s kid! [laughter] This is your problem, not my problem.”  Perfect, right!  

He takes up a discipline – he doesn’t give up his questions or his universality, but he realizes that he has some growth to take place.  Teenagers ask the best questions in the world, but it will take experience to learn the answers.  And it takes trust in ourselves, trust in our growth and trust in what’s growing inside of us.  

If people knew what they were getting into when they had children, probably the species wouldn’t have a lot of chance. [laughter]  If dolls were made like real babies that needed feeding and had really messy diapers, none would sell.  But the amazing thing is that anyone who has had a child or teenager would not trade it for anything.  For what grows out of that aggravation is a love and a courage and a strength that you wouldn’t trade for anything.  

From the outside, having to watch softball games and soccer games and recitals looks like an overwhelming task.  But, when you love someone, your heart is in their chest, and when you are watching that game, you are within that child hoping for the best, fearing a mistake and so proud of a success.  Imagine if you fell in love with everyone in that same way.  That is to what Christ is calling us - a joy beyond anything we can comprehend in our immaturity.  When we first hear it, it sounds like a burden.  We pull back from the call to love the whole world.  That’s what the world looks like in our immaturity.  Don’t believe that image!  And then when the umbrella opens up and we hear this universal message, we think we are going to love everybody and that everyone is going to understand that great truth.  Don’t believe that either!

We will still have to balance those together – that the great truth of the universality of humankind has to be lived out on the small stage available to each one of us.  The secret is, like Mary, to trust what is growing inside of us.  

Transcribed and edited by a member of the St. Andrew's Sermon Transcription Project.
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By calling ourselves progressive, we mean that we are Christians who…

· Have found an approach to God through the life and teachings of Jesus,
· Recognize the faithfulness of other people who have other names for the way to God’s realm, and acknowledge that their ways are true for them, as our ways are true for us,
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