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Luke 2:41-52

It has been 19 years since the movie “Home Alone” came out.  But for nearly two decades, it is hard to read this story of scripture without thinking about that movie.  Kevin gets left at home when his family leaves on vacation.  Jesus gets left at the Temple after his family starts to return home after the Passover Festival in Jerusalem.

Both sets of parents were frantic.  In the movie, it took only a few hours for the parents to realize they had left their son at home.  In the scripture story, it took a full day for the parents to realize they had left Jesus in Jerusalem.  But do not be hard on Mary and Joseph.  Thousands, perhaps even more, would have been walking back to Nazareth together.  And the children would be walking together.  It would be a natural assumption for Mary and Joseph to assume that their twelve year old would be with all the other children.  

But at the day when the families were coming back together for the meal and to prepare for the night, Mary and Joseph realize that Jesus is not with their caravan.  They immediately turn around and return to Jerusalem to look for young Jesus.  And after three days they find him at the temple, conversing with the scholars.

When the gospel tells us it took three days to find Jesus, the gospel is not implying that Mary and Joseph were not very smart.  We would think, “Ah, we just celebrated Passover at the Temple.  We will look for Jesus first where we stayed overnight in Jerusalem and second at the temple.”  And that is probably what Mary and Joseph did.

But Luke tells us it took three days.  Now remember, how many days are involved in the story of the crucifixion on Good Friday to the resurrection to new life on Easter Day?  Three:  Friday, Saturday, and Sunday.  So when the gospels tell you something involved three days like Luke is doing with this story, the gospel writer is telling you that this story is about life.  Not death, but life.

So with Jesus sitting at the temple discussing the Hebraic faith and scripture, Luke is telling us that there is life in the Old Testament scriptures and there is life in the ministry of Jesus.  Jesus did not come to replace the law but to fulfill it.

But Mary and Joseph were not impressed by all that.  Parents are parents, no matter what century.  And just like parents today would go bananas if our kids pulled a stunt like that, so did Mary and Joseph.  Some of that emotion gets lost in the written word and in the number of times we have heard the story.  We read the parent’s reaction very gently:  “Child, why have you treated us like this?  Look, your father and I have been searching for you in great anxiety.”
We should read that line with more emotion.  If it were your kid, don’t you think it would come out more like, “JESUS!  WHAT WERE YOU THINKING!  WE’VE BEEN WORRIED SICK.  NEVER, EVER DO THAT AGAIN, DO YOU HEAR ME!” 

Jesus response should have landed him in even more trouble.  “Why were you searching for me?  Did you not know that I must be in my Father’s house?”  In other words, the son tells his parents, “Hey, why are you yelling at me?  It’s no my fault you aren’t smart enough to keep up with me.”
Now, for the kids in the congregation, this story is not giving you permission to “dis” you parents.  In fact, Luke continues the story to tell us that Jesus returned to Nazareth with his parents and was obedient.  And he grew in wisdom and years--in other words, he showed respect and learned from his elders as he matured.

But it is not Luke’s purpose to reinforce the commandment to honor your mothers and fathers.  What is Luke’s purpose is to teach about life and that there is a foundation to life that is greater than parents and family.  Faith in God and in God’s grace and goodness is that foundation.  The adult Jesus reinforced this lesson when he taught, “Whoever loves father or mother more than me is not worthy of me; and whoever loves son or daughter more than me is not worthy of me.”  (Matthew 10:37)

God is first.  Not parents.  Not family.  Not Christmas traditions.  Not personal wants and desires.  Not flag or country.  Not issue or argument.  God is first.  And whenever you feel lost along the way, that should be your first stop; don’t waste time searching those other places.

Many times the church, in teaching this lesson, stands in opposition to society and custom.  We have just come through such a time, where society tells us that Christmas is the culmination of a month of national economic consumerism that is simultaneously supposed to give feelings of warmth and goodwill as we buy, buy, buy.  But the church teaches that Christmas is the first day of twelve days set aside to meditate on the incarnation; that God, the first, the source, the creator, came in human form to remind us and call us back to the original intent.  So on this Sunday where society and custom tells you to it is time to stop singing Christmas carols--you can’t find them on the radio anymore--and begin to focus on New Years and college football, the church tells you to sing Christmas carols and begin to focus on Epiphany.

Celebrating the New Year and college football is not bad, just as singing Christmas carols and buying gifts earlier in December is not bad.  But I encourage you to recall that faith is different.  Make sure you find the time this week to prepare to welcome the Magi at Epiphany next Sunday.  For the just as the meaning of Christmas was not found in a department store window display nor in the amount you placed on your credit card, the meaning of Epiphany and the visit of the wise men will not be found in New Year’s parties or BCS college bowl games.

God is first.  And where should you search for that foundation?   Jesus said, “Did you not know that I would be in my Father’s house?”

