PAGE  
4

[image: image1.jpg]Amersham
Free Church




Luke 2.22-40
31st January 2016
JESUS’ CHILDHOOD

Gracious God – may your Living Word come to us afresh this morning – so touch, we pray our minds and hearts with your grace and truth – through Christ our Lord and in the power of your Spirit.  Amen

Rowan Williams, when Archbishop of Canterbury once made a plea that we give children their childhood back.  That we don’t just treat them as mini-adults with all the consumer choices adulthood implies, but that we let them linger a little longer in a world where they can play, explore and grow.

A few years ago a newspaper published research saying that out of 500 pupils aged between 8-10, 80 percent could spell the name David Beckham, but only 32 percent got the name Shakespeare right. Make of that what you will - especially as scholars even say the Bard himself often spelt his name in three different ways!
Our task this morning is to catch that brief glimpse that  Luke gives us of the childhood of our Saviour Jesus Christ – and to do it all in one sermon.  So here we go.

Luke 2.21 A week later, when the time came for the baby to be circumcised, he was named Jesus, the name which the angel had given him before he was conceived.

Wonderful to have your name given you by angels.  

Jesus meant Saviour – he will save his people. Here’s a person to trust and to look towards with hope because in some mysterious way this Jesus is the decisive definition of God in a way we can understand.  This Jesus, in his life, teaching and example saves us from our prejudices and misplaced dependencies.  In their place he offers us a way of hope and peace.    

I just note very quickly in passing this morning that calling people by their name is important. It makes us feel human.  It gives us a certain dignity.  To reduce anyone to a number is to somehow dehumanise them.  

They called him Jesus – meaning Saviour – and we call him that still today – a name, so the story goes given him by Gabriel nine months before that first Christmas.
Jesus - one of the best known names, perhaps even the most famous name in all history.

Secondly there is that first visit to the temple by Mary and Joseph in today’s reading. V22 The time came for Joseph and Mary to perform the ceremony of purification; so they took the child to Jerusalem to present him to the Lord…

February 2nd – Tuesday – is Candlemas Day.  Traditionally a day when The Church recalls this visit of the baby Jesus to the Temple and Simeon’s recognition of him as the Light of The World.  A day, years ago, when the church’s year supply of candles was dedicated and blessed.  A day too when Christians noted snowdrops in their gardens and called them Candlemas Bells, flowers of hope for the coming spring.
Perhaps today we’d call this event, Jesus’ Presentation at the Temple, one of the hatches, matches and despatches moments of life.  Christenings, Dedications, Weddings and Funerals.  More technically they are called rites of passage.  

Now I think rites of passage are tremendously important.  Moments when we celebrate or commemorate a person’s moving from one stage of life to another.  Christenings and Dedications offer that special moment for parents, bringing a baby to church to give thanks to God, to dedicate themselves as a new mum or dad.  Weddings celebrate that marriage is more than living together, it’s about saying publicly to the community that you have entered into a covenant with your wife or husband, and certainly Christians want to do that in the presence of God, so for many of us church was a good place in which to get married.  Funerals are times to remember the goodness of God and to commit our loved ones into His loving hands.  

Hatches, matches and despatches.  Special moments.  Markers on the journey of life.  Rites of passage.  And so it was here in Luke 2 for Jesus.  Just eight days old, He was taken to the temple for the ceremony of purification.

I was fascinated to discover as I prepared this sermon that in those far off days the idea was that every firstborn, animal or child, belonged to the Lord.  For animals that meant they were normally sacrificed, of course that was out of the question for children, so you went to the temple to buy your firstborn back. To literally redeem them.  And you did that by paying the priest 5 shekels.  So be warned I’m considering something on those lines for future Dedication and Christening services!

At the temple Mary and Joseph meet up with two colourful characters.  One is named Simeon and the other is called Anna.  And they are both, for their day, very old – Anna was 84.  

What’s more they were both very wise.  They belonged to a group of people called The Quiet in The Land.  I think of these as very patient and prayerful people.  The Quiet in the Land read their bibles, that is their Old Testaments.  They pondered the meaning of Messiah-ship.  They came to the conclusion that Jesus would be a Saviour not just for the Jews but for the whole world, that he would be rejected by his own and that his ministry would ultimately be about suffering.

They said as much to Mary, vs 34, Simeon blessed them and said to Mary, his mother, This child is chosen by God for the destruction and the salvation of many in Israel.  He will be a sign from God which many people will speak against and so reveal their secret thoughts.  And sorrow, like a sharp sword, will break your own heart.

What a prophecy to hear on your child’s dedication day.  We are told Mary and Joseph, understandably were amazed at all they heard.

Luke is painting a picture here.  So often in his gospel he wants to give us a hint of what kind of Messiah Jesus will be.  Here’s one of his earliest.  Simeon, Anna, and of course Jesus all teach us that faith in God, going God’s way and becoming God’s person, involves a pilgrimage that needs patience – must be bathed in prayer – and might very well include suffering.  It’s Christianity with a cross – that’s really Luke’s message.  So Mary was told, Sorrow, like a sharp sword will break your own heart…

The name of Jesus.

The presentation of Jesus.

The childhood of Jesus – that’s next although it’s outside of today’s reading, vs 39-40, they returned to their home town of Nazareth in Galilee.  The child grew and became strong; he was full of wisdom, and God’s blessings were upon him…

I don’t know about you but I’m intrigued by the missing years of Jesus’ childhood.  It’s rather like the time when the Prince of Wales entered into an agreement with modern day newspaper editors about Princes William and Harry.  He asked that they leave his children alone during their juvenile years – so that they could enjoy their childhood in private.  

And that’s really what we’ve got in Jesus’ life.  Just two verses.  Because technically by they time we reach verse 41 Jesus has had his Bar Mitzha, he’s twelve and in Jewish eyes is a son of the law, a man.

So we are left to ponder, and perhaps that’s a good thing.  We wonder about how he coped at school, what it was like in his growing family, what kind of father was Joseph? And this morning all those questions must remain a tantalizing mystery.

All the bible says is this, God’s blessings were upon him.

Reading those words this week made me ask myself some questions.  What do I want for my own children?  All parents have to guard against putting their own ambitions too heavily on the shoulders of their children.  We have to let our children go at their own pace.  I remember once being a little over enthusiastic that our boys should be progressing well with Maths and English at their primary school, so I was utterly crestfallen one day at tea when I asked them what the topics were for the new term – bananas and lawnmowers – came back the rather puzzling reply! I knew school had changed but not that much!

Well here are some biblical guidelines for ambitious parents.  We would, I think be wise in taking Doctor Luke’s prescription and pray, verse 40 that our children will grow and become strong, that they will be full of wisdom and that God’s blessings will rest upon them.  To pray that for our sons and daughters – whatever age they are – to pray the words of Luke 2.40 is to pray the best for them. 

Lastly this morning what of that well known passage of Jesus at The Temple when he was 12 years old.  Luke chapter 2 ends with it and so shall we.

A visit to Jerusalem was nothing new for the Holy Family, in fact it was a journey undertaken by them ever year.  Vs 41, Every year the parents of Jesus went to Jerusalem for the Passover Festival.  Nazareth to Jerusalem – not on the 8.50 train, but by foot and donkey.  Every year of his life Jesus had been on this trip south, to the Temple, for the Festival of Passover.

And of course Mary and Joseph were not solitary pilgrims.  My guess is that nearly all of Nazareth went with them.  It was like an extended family outing.  Everybody knew everybody else and looked after everybody else’s children.  

It’s hard for us maybe to imagine that close knit experience of community.  For the travellers from Nazareth it was nothing unusal.  

One of the important things to grasp, I think from this incident – before we get to the lost and found part, is the simple fact that this family worshipped together.  They made a point of going to Jerusalem every year.  

Going to church.  Reading the bible at home.  Saying prayers at the table or beside the bed.  It’s not hard to realise that faith is more often caught than taught.  The Jewish understanding, then and now, is that expressions of faith in family life were normal.  It wasn’t a case of being religious – this is just what you do as a family.  For Mary and Joseph it meant that annual appointment in Jerusalem.

So, if the community spirit in the group was so good, how come they lost Jesus?  Well at least two reasons are normally suggested.  Here they are – I don’t know which one you think more convincing?

Firstly it’s just the idea, hinted at earlier, that you travelled as a big group, looked after each others children.  It had always worked well in the past, Mary and her husband had no reason to think it wouldn’t work this time.  Jesus would be with his friends, and all together they’d be somewhere in the group.

The second explanation is usually this – the women left first, because it was thought they walked the slowest.  The men came after them.  Perhaps even a day after them and caught up.  Mary thought Jesus was with Joseph, he thought Jesus was with her, and when they meet up they realised he was with neither.

Whatever the reason the outcome was the same.  Natural panic, a hint of anger, frantic searching and the hollow feeling all parents have when something like this happens.  Back to Jerusalem as quick as they could.

My guess is that many of you in church this morning know the story well.  Jesus astounds his elders vs 46. On the third day they found him in the Temple, sitting with the Jewish teachers, listening to them and asking questions.  All who heard him were amazed at his intelligent answers.

Perhaps all too quickly we view Jesus as precocious – even naughty.  Yet we must remember that sitting listening, asking questions – this was the way all Jewish children were encouraged to learn, it was the way of Rabbis – it was expected.  What made Jesus the exception were his answers.

Well we know that Luke has put this incident in – and I think he’s just given us the broad brush strokes rather than a minute by minute account – to record that time in Christ’s life when, in Jewish eyes, he was leaving childhood behind and entering his adult journey. And Luke seems to be saying that at about this time Jesus was beginning to realise who he was – his vocation was dawning on him.  Isn’t that the reason why he replies to his parents, vs  49, Why did you have to look for me? Didn’t you know that I had to be in my Father’s House…

Here in church this morning – on this Candlemas Sunday - we affirm once more that we have a responsibility to the children of our community.  That Rowan Williams was right, childhood is precious and ought not be rushed.  That matters of faith are often caught by a child rather than taught – caught because they see faith working out in love in the home and at the church.

Here in church this morning we have glimpsed just a passing shot of the childhood of the Lord Jesus Christ and maybe our prayer is summed up in the verse of a hymn which goes: 
Father in your presence kneeling

All our hearts desire revealing

To your love, in faith appealing,

For our children, Lord we pray.  Amen.

May it be so in the name of The Father, Son and Holy Spirit.  Amen
Ian Green Amersham 27th January 2016

