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They Grow Up So Fast

Matthew 3:13-17; Isaiah 42:1-7; Acts 10: 34-43

CWZepp, BWCOB, January 9, 2011
Among the many Christmas cards and letters we got this year was one that featured a beautiful stylized picture of Mary holding an infant Jesus with this poem:
Little baby sweet and small

Born to be the King of all

It was a very typical greeting for the holiday season, and under normal circumstances, it probably wouldn’t have left much of an impression on me.  But I happened to open it right at the time when I was trying to decide on a direction for the sermon this morning.  And those few lines stuck with me as I percolated on the lectionary scriptures for this morning.  At first I wasn’t sure why, because as you heard when Joyce read three of the four texts just before the last hymn, the scriptures didn’t really have anything to do with the baby Jesus.  But then it hit me – that this little poem captures something that has always bugged me about the typical Christology of the church, especially around the Christmas season.  

In the span of just a few words, these lines move from baby Jesus to cosmic Christ, from sweet infant to universal monarch.  And in the span of a few short weeks, the church has moved from Advent to Christmas to Epiphany and beyond.  And that is the way it always is.  On an annual basis, the church does just what that poem does – it jumps right from a baby in a manager to a mature Jesus in the last year or so of his earthly life.  

In fairness, this is the pattern of the biblical material we have concerning Jesus’ life.  In fact, were it not for the witness of Matthew and Luke, we wouldn’t have any scriptural acknowledgment of the first decades of Jesus’ life.  The oldest and the newest New Testament gospels begin their accounts of Jesus late his life with John the Baptist, skipping over his early years entirely.  And only Luke provides us with anything other than a birth narrative, offering us a brief glimpse of a 12 year old Jesus going AWOL from his parents to hang out a little longer in the Temple with the teachers there.  

All this has the effect of making Jesus grow up really, really fast in our minds.  In fact, it leaves us with a Christ who skips growing up entirely.  And that, to me, is a shame.  And more than that, I believe it compromises the fullness of the incarnation.  For one of the core doctrines of the Christian faith – that Jesus the Christ was not only fully God, but also fully human – cannot be fully comprehended if we limit our religious imagination to alternate portraits of a baby God and a superhuman adult Savior.  If we are to assert that the 30ish year old Jesus who stepped into the waters of the Jordan to be baptized by John was indeed fully human, then we must also assert that there were 30ish years of fully human life that preceded that moment.  And that is where I have so often run into a wall in the Christian church.  With very few exceptions, our religious imaginations are so very stunted when it comes to picturing a fully human Jesus in those years between his birth in Bethlehem and his decent into the waters of the Jordan to be baptized.  

So over the past few weeks I have been trying to imagine what it would mean for us to picture Jesus at various stages of development between birth and adulthood.  My first thought was wondering what Jesus would have been like as a teenager.  Do you think that he would have driven his parents crazy like most teenagers do?  If Luke’s account of Jesus’ Temple adventure at age 12 is any indication, I imagine he probably did.  I wonder what kind of poem Mary would have written during those years.  It probably would have revealed a slightly different spirit than “Little baby sweet and small \ born to be the king of all”.  Maybe something more like “Know it all teenager, what a pain in my can \ There’s no possible way you could be the Son of Man.”  

Other great images kept coming to me as I was thinking about and talking through some of these ideas with family, friends, and colleagues over the past few weeks and paying close attention to how we think and talk about Jesus in our culture today.  A few of us were watching the Garrison Keillor movie “A Prairie Home Companion” over the holidays, and there was a line about how the show had been on the air since Jesus was in the third grade.  It was typical tongue in cheek, Garrison Keillor humor, but it left me with the great image of an eight year old Jesus struggling to learn his multiplication tables and write legibly in Hebrew cursive.  Another came as someone joked about imagining Mary and Joseph having one of those photo frames like we have today with pictures of Jesus from every year he was in school.  You know the ones – how everyone has that one middle school picture with the bad hair cut, the one where your mom made you wear that horrendous sweater that didn’t quite fit that your Grandma knitted for you, and the one from high school where you look like you’d just as soon pass a kidney stone as smile – and how your parents insist on proudly and prominently displaying these pictures on their living room wall in order to immortalize your humiliation for all time.  

It was such ponderings which led me to do what many of my generation do when confronted with interesting thoughts and questions: I went to my computer and Googled “Jesus Christ teenager.”  One of the first links that appeared was to a You Tube video of a song called “Jesus Christ was a Teenager Too.”  It’s an original song by a guy whose online name is “justplainfred,” and you can see a portion of the lyrics in our bulletin thought for preparation this morning.  In one sense, I really like the song, as it articulates is a simple way the basic fact that Jesus was indeed once a teenager, and he probably had many of the same issues that teenagers have always had as they have grown up, matured, and found their place in the adult world.  And in the introduction to the song, Fred says that the idea for it came from a sermon he once heard where the preacher explored some of the possibilities that would present themselves if Jesus came today instead of 2000 years ago, including dealing with all the pressures faced by today’s teenagers.  So I was encouraged to know that I was not the only preacher who had ever wrestled with these questions.   

On the other hand, I found the theology in the song somewhat lacking and inconsistent.  For instance, one of the verses which is not quoted in the bulletin goes “They had no Clearasil in those days.  He wouldn’t need it anyways.  ‘Cause when he’d get a zit, he’d just snap his fingers and it went away.”  Doesn’t sound like a very typical teenage experience to me.  And even in a song celebrating the oft neglected teenage experience of Jesus, it betrays the frequent impulse in our religious thinking to make Jesus not fully human, but super human.  Somehow the thought of an awkward prepubescent Jesus, or zit-ridden moody teenage Jesus just doesn’t inspire us.  

But as I move from the birth narratives of the Christmas season to consider scriptures such as we are presented with in the lectionary today, I can’t help feeling like something is missing from the biography of Jesus which we typically read.  I cannot imagine a real life Jesus growing up without ever having any doubts, who never worried about his personal appearance or what other people thought of him, who always got along with his parents and never sassed his mama, who was always optimistic and never sulked, who did not have to struggle through highs and lows of finding his purpose and forming his identity, who didn’t ride the roller coaster of human relationship in all its beauty and angst, and who never wondered whether he could live up to the expectations of his parents.  

But that’s not all.  I also can’t imagine a real life Jesus that one day around the age of 30 just got up and decided to go and be baptized.  That’s just not how human life works.  There is always a back story, an event or series of events that sets us on a certain path, conversations that change that way we look at things, relationships that deepen our understanding of the human condition, readings that open up new vistas of thought and worlds of ideas.  There are trials that teach us lessons or make us bitter, heartaches that deepen our humanity or crush our spirits, failures that challenge us to grow or cause us to give up, questions that keep us searching or kill our faith, and losses that sharpen our compassion or lead us to depression.

And since I am interested in and intrigued and often inspired by the stories of growth and development that shaped and transformed the lives of other great and famous people today and throughout history, as well as the everyday stories of everyday people like you and me, I naturally want to know more about what shaped and inspired and motivated Jesus as he grew and matured and came to the place where we meet him in the gospels.  Like what motivated him to come to John at the Jordan river to be baptized?  And what led Jesus to indentify so strongly with the servant songs of Isaiah, one of which we read today and which Jesus’ life so clearly echoed?  What experiences and influences helped to shape the one who would eventually gather followers, reach out to the sick, the poor, and the oppressed of his society, resist the political, cultural, and religious establishments of his day, and begin a movement which would lead to his execution but would grow into a world-wide phenomenon after his death.  What real life human emotions – doubt, joy, fear, love, temptation, longing, anxiety, and the like – lay behind the public deeds and teachings of the one whom Peter could declare to Cornelius as the Lord of all, the one ordained by God as the judge of the living and the dead?  

To imagine a life of Christ devoid of such experiences and emotions, a life of Christ in which a fully mature Messiah simply drops from the sky into Mary’s womb and innocently incubates in a Palestinian carpenter’s shop for 30 or so years until the time is right, is to strip Christ of his human nature.  It is an assertion that Jesus wasn’t really a human being after all.  And it robs us of a primary point of human contact with the one we seek to follow.  

So what would it mean for us to more fully imagine the life of Christ – not just the life we read about in the gospels but also the life of growth and development that lies hidden behind and before the gospels?  What would it mean for us to take seriously not only the Jesus that we think we know, but also the Jesus whom we will never be able to know in this life – the Jesus that we can only imagine and day dream and speculate about before he bursts onto the biblical scene by the waters of the Jordan river among the throngs of people being baptized by John?

I would like to suggest three areas in which I believe such imagining would make a difference for us. First, I believe it would help us to be more gracious with ourselves and our faith development.  Too often we expect ourselves to have our life of faith – our beliefs and our convictions and our living out of them – all figured out.  We expect ourselves to learn the faith as children, test our faith as youth, and then arrive in mature Christian adulthood with a fully formed and rock-solid faith.  But if we imagine that Jesus, too, as a fully human being, did not always have everything figured out – that he too struggled with who he was and what he would do with his life and probably made mistakes and missteps along the way, we can soften our perfectionist tendencies toward faith and accept what Mike Yaconelli, one of the foremost youth ministers of recent years, calls “messy spirituality,” admitting that we will never have our act completely together, and recognizing that real discipleship is “messy, erratic, lopsided and…gloriously liberating.”

Secondly, I believe that taking the time to imagine what Jesus might have been like and what he might have experienced as an eight year old or a teenager or a twenty something young adult can help us to recover a more balanced Christology that truly honors the human nature of Christ.  So much of our Christmas celebrations focus on a sentimental and idealized image of a sweet baby Jesus that doesn’t cry or keep his parents up all night or make dirty diapers or spit up at the most inopportune times – just think about the images we project in our nativity scenes or favorite carols like Away in a Manger or Silent Night.  And so much of the rest of the Christian year focuses us on only a short span of Jesus’ life – maybe only a year or so – and that only snippets and anecdotes that were part of the public witness.  To recognize that there is more to the life of Christ than meets our eyes in the pages of the New Testament – that the vast majority of Jesus’ years on this earth went unreported (not to mention his inner world even during the time that was) – opens us anew to the mystery and the paradox of one of the foundational tenets of the Christian faith – that in Jesus, God became one of us – not only fully divine, but also fully human.  

And finally, I believe that honestly imagining Jesus between the time of his birth and his baptism at the Jordan can lead us to take more seriously the leading and movement of the spirit in the lives of our youth and young adults today.  Simply put, by imagining Jesus only as a Christmas baby and the adult and the risen Savior that we meet in the pages of the New Testament, we deny the incarnation of God in Jesus during the intervening years, even if we do so subconsciously.  But if we imagine that God was indeed moving and working and touching the world in Jesus during all that time in between, even during the angst and ecstasy of his teenage years, we might be more apt to believe and expect that God could be moving and working and touching the world through the lives of our youth and young adults today.  

And so I leave you with another poem.  May it open you to new depths of the mysteries of Christ, as it has for me.  

Teenage Jesus, typical youth

Even you can help us to see the truth.

*Benediction

As a father of young children, one of the most frequent refrains I hear from folks older and wiser than I is the advice to treasure these years, because they grow up so fast.  I imagine that Mary and Joseph probably heard similar things in their day when Jesus was running around their house creating the chaos that only a 4 year old boy can.  So with Christmas not so far behind us, let us not rush to have Jesus grow up too fast.  But let us treasure thoughts of him before he set out to save the world.  Who knows, we just might find God there too
