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Who is this Child, this Boy, this Man, this Lord, Jesus? 
Christmas-2; Jeremiah 31:7-14; Luke 2:41-52; 1/3/15 

Robert Woody 
 

Sermon-in-a-Sentence: As a child, a teen, a young adult, and as our Lord, we are always being challenged and stretched to understand 

who Jesus really is, what Jesus is really saying to us, and what it means for us, in our particular context, to truly follow him. 
 

Children’s Sermon: 

Did you know there was a time when almost everyone agreed that the Earth and all of Creation was formed 

in just seven days?   Do we still believe that to be true? Most people don’t; a few still hang on to their old 

understanding.  There was a time when almost everyone believed the Earth was flat and the sun circled around 

the Earth.   Do we still believe that to be true?  Most people don’t.  Now we believe the Earth is round and the 

Earth spins around the sun.  Do you think that everything all of us wise adults believe today about the Earth and 

the Universe and science is all true and will never change?  No way. 

From the time we were little kids till today, we have constantly be challenged with new discoveries, new 

understandings of what we had always been told was true.  Part of Life is learning to accept and deal with 

frequent surprises and changes. If I still believed everything I thought was true when I was your age or a 

teenager or young adult, people would think I’m crazy. 

Do all of you know who Jesus is?  Who is he?  Do you think he was he a good kid growing up?  A good son?  

Did you hear the story this morning?  What did he do?  What would happen to you if you just disappeared for 

three days?  Think you parents would be happy?  So was Jesus a bad kid?  Or was he just a lot more complicated 

than his parents thought? 

Do you know what Jesus wants you to do when you grow up?   Do you think there might be some surprises 

along the way?  Do you think that sometimes, Jesus may surprise you as much as he surprised his parents?   

If you follow Jesus, I am pretty sure he is going to stretch you and surprise you and ask you to follow him in a 

direction you may have never expected.   

That’s a good question to ask your parents:  How has Jesus stretched and challenged you?   

Do you know that every person in the Bible who followed Jesus got surprised and challenged at times?  It 

wasn’t always what they expected.  Do you think it will be any different for you?   

So what are we supposed to do, if Jesus is going to surprise and challenge and stretch us?  Listen, listen, 

listen.  And be prepared to not be surprised, when Jesus calls us in a direction we never expected.  Jesus is going 

to stretch our minds, our hearts and our lives, in good ways.   

It will not be easy, but it will be a great adventure, I promise. 

 

Adult Sermon: 

These are interesting and challenging readings at the close of our holiday season.  I am 

intrigued by the last line from Jeremiah.  “I will give the priests their full of fat.”  Pretty good 

description of my holidays. 

Our Gospel reading about the pre-teen Jesus is even more challenging.  How many of you 

who are parents could identify with Mary and Joseph’s confusion, frustration and anger with 

Jesus, who, as a twelve year old, abandon’s them, walks away for THREE DAYS, seemingly 
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oblivious to their anxiety?  "Child, [Mary says] why have you treated us like this? Look, your 

father and I have been searching for you in great anxiety."   

When we talked about this Gospel reading at staff meeting this week, we all came up with 

stories when one of our kids or grandkids went missing, and we panicked, even if it was only for 

a few minutes, and maybe only a few isles away in the grocery store.  But THREE DAYS!  Oh my 

gosh! 

And what was Jesus’ response: “Duh!  You didn’t think to look for me at my Father’s house?  

Remember what the angels said before I was even born!  Mom, remember what you said in 

your Magnificate!” 
 

This is the only story in all the Gospels about Jesus between his infancy and the beginning of 

his ministry.  Why does Luke include it?  Here’s my guess.  It’s a great example of being 

stretched by Jesus and the Jesus Way.   

We think we know our kids by the time they hit their early teens.  We may not know what 

their future will be like, but we think we know their personalities and gifts and weaknesses, how 

they think, how they relate to others.  And yet the parenting journey is always full of shocks, 

and surprises, and stretches.  Mary and Joseph, despite their incredible openness to God’s voice 

and guidance, despite their awareness that Jesus was special, unusual, the promised Messiah, 

despite their deep life-long commitment to nurturing and supporting and following their son, 

Jesus, they could never really get their heads around who this Jesus really is, as a baby, as a boy, 

as a man, and what he’s up to.  There was always a deep mystery and a frequent 

misunderstanding of who Jesus really was and what he was trying to do.   

We don’t know what happened to Joseph, but we know Mary stayed deeply committed to 

Jesus, throughout his life and beyond, even though she could never fully understand who he 

was or what he was up to.  Mary deeply loved and was totally committed to Jesus.  And yet she 

had to endure great challenges and great stretching.  This challenging and stretching was not 

just during pregnancy, or at his birth, or during his ministry or at his death.  It was often 

present, even as a pre-teen.  And whenever Mary assumed she finally understood, had finally 

figured out who her son, this Jesus, really was, she was jolted, slapped in the face, challenged . . 

. again.  And she hung on; never gave up; continued to grow. 

All of Jesus’ followers, all of his disciples, all who felt called and chose to commit their lives 

to the Jesus Way; all of them, were consistently being reminded, often in jarring ways, that the 

most consistent thing about a relationship with Jesus is frequent surprises and stretchings.  That 

was a major theme in Mark’s Gospel, which we focused on this past year. 

We do our best to understand our Lord, our Leader, and we also need to realize, and accept, 

we will never fully understand Jesus and the Jesus Way.  When I was a teen, I KNEW a major 
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part of following the Jesus Way was: “Don’t’ drink, don’t smoke, don’t dance don’t chew; and 

don’t go out with girls who do.”  

 Part of our job as disciples is to be willing to challenged and stretched, forever. 
 

What is the message to us, today, from Luke’s story of this, at times, challenging, preteen 

Jesus, and how difficult it was for his parents to get their heads around this Jesus character?  I 

think this story, and all the other stories about disciples being confused and confounded and 

blown away by how radical and challenging the Jesus’ Way really was, is a reminder to us that 

we will never fully understand who this child, this boy, this man, this Lord, Jesus really is?  Yes, 

we can commit to follow Jesus, but not on the assumption we know, now, exactly or even 

approximately where he is leading us.  Our Gospels are full of stories of the disciples and 

potential disciples, being confused and shocked by Jesus’ teaching and actions.   

Many of the religious leaders of Jesus day thought they understood from their Scripture and 

tradition, who or what the promised Messiah would be, and when Jesus didn’t meet their 

criteria, they walked away and some even began to resist his movement.  They were not willing 

to be stretched and challenged. 

I am not suggesting that we should ever abandon or let go of our Holy Scripture and our 

sacred traditions.  They are the foundation and the starting point and the compass and the 

source for connecting with and hearing God’s voice.  Jesus was deeply committed to the 

Hebrew Scripture and Tradition.  As a child, a teen and an adult he spent much time in the 

Temple and in the synagogues.  He listened to and engaged with the religious scholars to learn 

and understand, and hear God’s voice.   

We need a deep connection with Scripture and with our traditions.  We need regular 

worship, we need to experience our sacraments, we need deep conversations with our fellow 

Christians.  But these are the foundations and the tools; that point us to the Way; they are not 

literally the Way.  They point us forward into the future, into our changing world, not backward.  

Being a Christian, a Jesus follower is not just about showing up for church.  Coming to church on 

Sundays is more like “practice” sessions,” that prepare us for the real game.   

We will all probably have times when we think we’ve figured it out, finally, we know our call 

and life journey, and then whack, like Mary, like the 1st disciples, like all the saints, we will come 

to a startling realization that we need to step in a new direction that we never before imagined. 

Have you, like Mary been stretched by your kids, or grandkids, or nieces and nephews?  I 

never dreamed I would become involved in community organizing.  It had so many negative 

connotations to a conservative Southern Baptist, to a Wall Street lawyer, and even an Episcopal 

priest.  It still makes me nervous at times.  And I know it makes many of you anxious, whenever 

I mention it.  I never imagined that my son would become a community organizer, and a mentor 
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to me, that he would open my eyes to a different Way, a different model of what it looks like to 

truly follow Jesus.   

I am again, for the umpteenth time being stretched.  My head is spinning.  But I am also 

hearing loud and clear questions ringing in my head:  When I read the prophets like our reading 

from Jeremiah, and he talks about reaching out to the blind and lame, those with child and in 

labor, those who are weeping, I hear the question: What is the established traditional church 

really doing for the poor, the widow, the refugee?  How are we, the church, the Body of Christ 

supposed to have a positive impact on the lives of those who continue to suffer in a world 

shaped by institutional racism, those who are fleeing their home countries to save their lives 

and the lives of the children, those who are struggling to make a life for themselves and their 

children when they work multiple jobs at minimum wages, and remain stuck well below the 

poverty level?   

Is it enough to simply include them in our Sunday prayers?  And do nothing the rest of the 

week?  Or maybe make some donations to the food bank, which helps them not starve, but 

changes nothing for their future, or the future of their kids.   

What if we found a way to bring together diverse communities with the common goal of 

serving the common good for all of God’s children, by changing basic societal structures that are 

broken, like the minimum wages?   

These are the ways I’m being stretched by my son and others.  I’ve always been told “Do not 

mix church and politics!”  So we as the Body of Christ, should not try to change the minimum 

wage.  We should just donate cans of food, so they won’t go hungry, even though we know it 

will not change their lives or the  future of their kids.   

I don’t know for sure if this is the answer, but I am being stretched and challenged to try to 

find a way to really make a lasting difference in the lives of brothers and sisters who are 

suffering greatly. 

Yes, these are radical and crazy ideas.  And they may not be the right path for me in the role 

as rector of a parish; they may not be the right path for Reconciliation, as a faith community. 

Like Mary, and like the first disciples, this Jesus guy is making my head spin, . . . ‘ again.  He is 

shoving people into my life who are challenging me.  Should I hold on to what I’ve always, or at 

least in recent years, thought to be the Truth, the Way?  Or should I listen to this strange new 

voice challenging and stretching me in new ways, in new directions?  Is this really the true voice 

of Jesus, and of the prophets? 
 

Oh Lord, open my eyes, my heart, my ears to hear your true voice, and find your true Way, to 

do something meaningful, to actively love and serve your Children and your Kingdom?    Amen. 


