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Well, that was quite a growth spurt. Less than a week ago Jesus was born in Bethlehem, and 
today he’s a tween; a 12-year-old boy whose behavior may well foreshadow those tough teenage 
years to come. Of course we don’t have any stories about Jesus as a teenager. Refusing to clean 
his room, playing Fortnite until the wee hours, finishing the milk and then putting the empty 
container back in the fridge. 
 
This is the only story we have of Jesus’ childhood, the only glimpse into his life between birth 
and baptism. And in it, we see a glimpse of what it must have been like to a) parent the Messiah 
(not easy) and b) struggle with a growing sense of divine identity and purpose. 
 
Mostly, I love this story because, at one level, it is just so human. While not every parent can 
fully relate to their child, say, turning water into wine at a wedding, we can all relate to the sense 
of terror at having temporarily lost them in a crowd. 
 
I still have flashbacks to Hershey Park in the summer of 2008. Not because my brother dared me 
to go on a loop-de-loop roller coaster for the first time in my life and I couldn’t refuse in front of 
my kids and their cousins. Not because, and I realize many of you see this as a character flaw, I 
don’t like chocolate, and the entire place even smells like chocolate. I mean, it’s Hershey Park! 
 
But what really gives me nightmares is the brief period we lost Zak. It was only five minutes, 
maybe even less, but it felt like an eternity. That feeling of suddenly losing your child is the 
worst possible feeling as a parent. Gut-wrenching and helpless. Every episode of Law & Order 
flashes through your mind as you begin your frantic search. Retracing your steps, flagging down 
a security guard, calling out his name among the crowds. How could you not envision some 
creepy guy in a van offering your little blond boy candy — I mean, we were in the candy capital 
of the world! In the end, he had just wandered off. I’m not sure he even realized he wasn’t with 
us. But as a parent, you never forget such experiences. It’s what leads to the gray hair. 
 
Mary and Joseph couldn’t find Jesus for three days. Imagine that! Granted, one of those days was 
a travel day and they assumed he was with relatives. That’s some free-range parenting right 
there. But two full days of sheer, unadulterated panic. Plus, having to hear God say, ‘What do 
you mean you lost the Messiah?!’ 
 
Jesus was fine, of course. The precocious young lad was teaching and interacting with the elders 
in the Temple. And we hear that all he encountered were amazed at his understanding. In the boy 
Jesus we see the seeds of our fully mature Lord. This is the first time he declares his divinity, but 
it’s also not hard to hear just a hint of pre-teen petulance in his reply. Again, the humanity. “Why 
were you searching for me? Did you not know that I must be in my Father's house?” 
But besides the human element, this story plays a critical role as a bridge between Christmas and 
Easter, between the Incarnation and the Resurrection. It helps us to understand the importance of 
maturity. Not just of a boy marked for great things growing into and claiming his identity as 
God’s son, but as it relates to our own faith. 



 

 

 
You see, so often we want to leave Jesus in the manger. He’s much less threatening as a harmless 
baby. He can’t tell us to pick up our crosses and deny ourselves or share our resources with those 
in need or rail against the hypocrisy of a divided heart. We want to keep him tightly wrapped in 
those swaddling clothes, surrounded by shepherds and angels and gift-bearing wise men.  
 
And there’s something wonderful about pausing to gaze upon that holy child and reflect on the 
great gift of the Incarnation, of God entering the world in human form. That moment that 
changed the world, the birth that opened up for us the way of salvation. We only have twelve 
days of the Christmas season and we should cherish each and every one of them.  
 
The problem arises when we find ourselves staring at the manger, long after it has been 
abandoned. Once it empties out, it’s no longer the birthplace of our Lord, but a deserted stable. 
An empty relic of an event that transformed the world. We need to move on; we need to mature. 
 
This speaks to one of the great spiritual dangers, which is the temptation to infantize our faith; to 
keep it in the realm of the Christmas pageant. Now, I love Christmas pageants. I love that 
children play an active role in the story as a way of drawing them in and making it their story. I 
love the earnest angels and the devilish shepherds and the sheep going rogue and the missteps 
and the flubbed lines. All of it. I think a pageant in all its messiness often better reflects the 
reality of our relationship with God than the buttoned up, perfect liturgies we strive for the rest of 
the year.  
 
But our faith must mature. It must move beyond the Christmas story to embrace the fullness of 
the paschal mystery; the death, resurrection, and ascension of Jesus, and the sending of the Holy 
Spirit at Pentecost. That’s the work of discipleship that begins at baptism and must continue to 
evolve and grow and develop throughout our lives.  
 
The thing about babies is that they grow up. You blink and they’re sitting up, you blink again 
and they’re going to their senior prom. Our faith, like Jesus himself, must mature. It must move 
beyond the manger. It must go to places like the temple where the young Jesus taught, where 
God’s word is engaged and embraced and debated. It must go to the banks of the Jordan River 
where Jesus is baptized. It must go out into the wilderness to be tempted. It must go out with the 
crowds to listen to Jesus teach and preach. It must go to the cross and, ultimately, to the empty 
tomb. It begins at the manger, but our faith cannot, must not remain there.  
 
The story of the boy Jesus in the temple reminds us that Jesus didn’t emerge from the manger 
fully formed as the Messiah. He, too, needed to grow and mature into his divine calling. We also 
have a divine calling to become his disciples. It takes time, it takes making mistakes and getting 
lost, but as we stumble along the road to spiritual maturity, we do so in the knowledge that we 
are fully loved by God at every step of the way. And that God will continually call out our name 
and draw us back to his fold, until we are fully and forever, once again, resting in the loving 
palm of his hand. 
 


