Mary as Mother, Jesus as Child

Many of you may remember Kathleen, our daughter. She was prominent here at one time as a member of the Bell Choir, one of those very talented people like LeAnne and Paula who can play “four in hand” (four bells at one time) while the rest of us scramble to play two and complain when we have to add a third – sometimes a fourth is completely out of the question. Kate was about 14 when she had a pet Teddy-bear Hamster named Chewbacka (named for the manner in which he tried to chew his way out of the cardboard container in which he was brought home). We happened to go away for a weekend as a family, and when we returned she found that Chewy had escaped from his cage. Fearing the cats, for obvious reasons, we made a frantic search of the house, initially to no avail, until we looked under the pedal operated garbage can in the bathroom. There we found Chewy, who had made a nest for himself from paper scraps, wood shavings and other material, along with a “stash” of hamster food. He had made himself at home! The relief at finding him was tangible and Kate embraced him as though he was a long lost child. The one paradoxical aspect was her threat to him, made through tears of relieved frustration: “If you do anything like that again, I’ll kill you!”  

We can hear the same emotional outburst in Mary’s words delivered to the newly discovered Jesus in the Temple, her three day search with Joseph for their lost child, with its pent up worry, and the weariness resulting from the delving among the caravan, on the roadway, and among the Festival crowded streets and houses of Jerusalem are released in the cry: “Why have you treated us like this?” It is the same cry that any parent would make. It is a cry all parents, whether they have lost a child or not, can identify with.  Mary is being the “universal mother” in these words, the “Everymother” if you will, she has grown beyond the teenage, newly delivered, relatively naïve Bethlehem Madonna, through several childbirths and the resultant experience, into a woman of authority in her own home. A woman to be answered and respected.

Before we get to Jesus’ answer, let’s consider the circumstances of their situation. What is going on? We are told that this is the occasion of the Feast of the Passover, and they had journeyed to Jerusalem for it. The reason that they were there was to obey the law. Not the Roman law that had them journey to Bethlehem at the beginning of the Birth Narrative, but the Jewish law that we find in Exodus and Deuteronomy. There we are told that three times during the year, all males shall “appear before the Lord…God at a place which he will choose” (generally agreed to be the Temple in Jerusalem). Those times are the Feast of Unleavened Bread (Passover) in the spring, The Feast of Weeks (Harvest Festival) in the summer, taking place fifty days after Passover, which gives it its alternate name Pentecost, and the Feast of Booths, the ingathering, which occurs in the autumn. Not all males managed to be at these events, but many tried and several were accompanied by wives and mothers, though the women did not have to be there, but that explains why there would be a caravan going from Nazareth to Jerusalem at this time. 

Can we infer that this was the first time they had made the journey as a family? I don’t know. We do know that this was a Traditional event, so it may not be the first. Possibly the singularity of the events presented kept this story alive in the Oral Tradition of the Jesus Narrative, and was picked up by the author as something worth preserving. It is not meant to show Jesus as the disobedient youth, but rather the opposite. After the somewhat frantic search to find him, Jesus is discovered in the Temple, sitting among the teachers listening to them and asking questions. And it in this situation that Mary asks, “Why have you treated us like this?” Frustration and relief color the tone of her words, but also love. This is her son, their son to all intents and purposes, and the words echo that fact. To use a phrase from Herbert O’Driscoll in his little book Portrait of a Woman “Parental love is hostage to its child.” It is that hostage aspect that makes all of us who are parents do exactly what Mary and Joseph have done given the same set of circumstances, to search diligently for the lost (which may also be a metaphor), to endeavor to keep the children safe (from others as well as from themselves) and to admonish them (with tenderness) when they stray outside of the boundaries. Mary is not being a “super parent”, rather she is being a human one.


And Jesus answer? Let’s see the picture once again. Jesus is sitting among the teachers, listening to them and asking questions. This image has been distorted so often throughout the years, as paintings and verbal portraits have given the impression of a young individual expounding and instructing elders in the law and correcting them. But this is not what the Evangelist says. What is implied is that Jesus had a thirst for knowledge and for understanding, yes, he has probably attended the synagogue school in Nazareth, but he wants to know more and is seeking ways to slake that thirst, a fact that is echoed in the last verse of this gospel reading: “And Jesus increased in wisdom and in years, and in divine and human favor.” (Other readings say “in favor with God and man.”) This is all part of the divine plan, change cannot come about before what is present, and in place, and is believed, is completely understood. And it is that understanding that Jesus is about in the Temple – about the Father’s business and in the Father’s house. 

Are we about the Father’s business? We assemble in the Father’s house, but do we do so to bring change to the world? We should you know. And to do so we must, like Jesus, try to understand the world, seeking its wisdom, its patterns of thought, it’s very core by listening and asking questions.
