Liturgical Day: The First Sunday after Christmas
Date: December 31, 2006
Sermon Title:  Great Question!

Grace to you and peace, from God our Father, and the Lord and Savior Jesus
Christ. Amen.

Our Catechism students are currently on Christmas break. A number of them will

PETER be headed to Rainbow Trail Lutheran Camp with me this weekend, and then next week
LUTHERAN some of them will be back to their studies after a couple of weeks off. I've missed them,
CHURCH and look forward to getting together with them soon.
I was thinking of them this week, as I & I
BT LESSON studied today’s Gospel lesson. In Catechism, we |I — I T ]
1ST SAMUEL 9:18-20, 96 have a number of required components in the D S
AL program, and one of those requirements is that e S
PSALM 148 fifteen times each year, they fill out one of these
SHCOND LESSON Sunday Worship Reflection Shgets (or as they call
COLOSSIANS 3.19.17 them: “The Yellow Sheet”). It is a_tool that helps
oL LSO some of the_m to pay clqser attention to what we
ST. LUKE 9:41.59 do at worship — and it gives me a chance to : \
observe what they are getting out of our times p:
AEiﬁéﬁTCy)FGTgED?%u together on Sunday mornings.
HAVE MADE YOURSELF At the very bottom of the sheet is a box
KNOWN IN YOUR SON, where I invite them to write down any questions
JESUS, REDEEMEROFTHE  they have for the Pastor. Sometimes those T —
“;%'ﬁig\?ﬁ’;’:\?c’\;ﬂs questions arise out of what I say during a
WILL SET US FREE ROM THE  SETMon. Sometimes they are based on one of the
OLD SLAVERY OF OUR SIN; lessons of the day, or something in our liturgy.

THROUGH JESUS CHRIST Occasionally I'll get questions that are entirely unrelated to that day’s worship —
OUR LORD, WHO LIVES AND  Something that has been on their minds.

REIGNS WITH YOU AND THE
HoLy SPIRIT, ONE GOD,
NOW AND FOREVER. AMEN.

I love those questions, because I am convinced that opening up the possibility for
them to ask their deepest questions is one of the most significant ways that we help
them grow. I can lecture to them all night long, and when I do, I focus on what is most
important to me. I enjoy that, of course, and it helps me to work through and better

ggg;:;;gmtm;’é understand what I believe. But it is when we start working with their questions, that we
COLORADO 80111 start helping them develop their own faith — a faith that they can relate to, and that has
VOLCE meaning for them. So questions are a very important part of our Catechism ministries,
(303) 770-9300 and a very important part of how we work with young people here at Saint Peter.
(303)¢;0_9301 Every time we gather as a group, we have a tradition. Early on in the evening, I
- read one of the questions I have received recently. I congratulate that student for asking
WwWW.STPLC.ORG such a good question. And I reward them with some sort of a prize. It is a way to

encourage them to keep asking questions; a way to affirm that working on questions
W 2, together is an important piece of what it means to be faithful. The Christian faith is not
_3"' 'dzi b"‘* one that is reluctant to wrestle with difficult questions, and we believe that by dealing
A & with these questions, God helps us to grow in faith.

P Oc_'] |y 0 ;- I know that some people grew up in a faith environment where questions weren't
=4 allowed. I've heard stories about people who were advised early on to keep their
o> ) questions to themselves. Sometimes that advice came from a church that was very
AMERY specific about what it believed, and unwilling to consider any other point of view.
Sometimes that advice came from church leaders who weren't confident enough to deal
with hard questions, and so they chose to simply ignore them. Sometimes that advice
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came from parents who felt incapable of helping their children find credible answers to their questions. But in
every case, that was bad advice. We learn so much, and we grow so much, from pursuing answers to our own
questions, that it is unwise for anyone to try and suppress the questions of young people, or of anyone else
for that matter.

That may seem like a modern way of thinking. But in fact, it is based on very ancient practice. There are
few humans who have been more widely known, or influenced more people, than Jesus of Nazareth. As the
poet put it, nobody has changed this world as much as that one solitary life. But you can scour Matthew,
Mark, Luke, John, and even the letters of Paul, and you find only one story about the personal life of our Lord
during the first thirty-something years of his life.

That story, of course, is our Gospel lesson today. It's a familiar story. What interests me in the story this
morning, is the scene where Mary and Joseph finally discover Jesus in the Temple. St. Luke describes it this
way.

After three days they found him in the temple,
sitting among the teachers, listening to them and asking them questions.
When Mary and Joseph returned to Jerusalem, they finally found Jesus sitting with the teachers, studying with
them and asking them questions. He wasn't memorizing scripture. He wasn't learning rules and regulations.
He wasn't standing around, listening to clever lectures. He was asking questions — inviting the teachers in the
Temple to help him resolve difficulties he had, and understand the more complex issues involved in being a
faithful person.

If we are honest, we have to admit that there are any number of difficult questions that come with our
faith, and with the Biblical story that informs what we believe.

=  Why do chapters one and two of Genesis disagree with one another?

» Did Jonah really get swallowed by a fish?

= Would a loving and gracious God delight in drowning Pharaoh's army in the Reed Sea?

» Should the Hebrew word almah (young woman) or the Greek word gunaikos (virgin) be used to

describe Jesus' mother?

In some people's minds, these kinds of questions threaten the tenets of the faith, and cast suspicion on
everything that we profess to be true. So they protected their faith from these kinds of questions, perhaps
fearing that it would be destroyed.

All too often, that's been the attitude of the church:

» The priest Abiathar was thrown out of Israel after questioning King Solomon about the death of his
brother.

» The astronomer Copernicus was put to death for questioning whether or not the sun actually
revolved around the earth.

= The monk Martin Luther was excommunicated for encouraging people to question the authority of
the Roman church.

God’s people have displayed a powerful fear of those who ask troubling questions...

But in today's Gospel, the picture of Jesus in the temple teaches us quite the opposite This kind of hard
questioning actually deepens faith. Growth in faith comes from asking, and struggling to answer the difficult
questions. Jesus asked questions — and remember what happened to him:

[He] increased in wisdom and in years, and in divine and human favor.
The Gospel writer leaves no doubt that the inquisitiveness observed in the young Jesus was part of what
helped him to grow in wisdom. By asking the teachers to explain themselves, he began to understand for
himself, and make his faith his own.

As was true for Jesus, asking questions can stretch our understanding of God and the Gospel.
Questioning makes our beliefs our own, because we've understood them, and come to cherish them.
Everybody knows that it is possible to accept a belief system as it is, and some do that. But to receive that
heritage of faith in love, and then to test it and question it and wrestle with it is to make it our own. Although
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the process can be difficult, it is one of the few ways to end up with a faith that is living, and vibrant, and vital
to our day-to-day living.

This morning, throughout the nation, college students are home from school — many of them attending
worship with their families. They've returned, most of them, from ten weeks or so of asking tough questions,
strengthening their minds, and challenging one another to grow in learning. I find myself wondering what kind
of atmosphere they will find in their home churches. Will they be in places that fear questions, and suppress
anything that challenges them or makes them feel uncomfortable? Or will they be places that welcome their
questions, and use them to probe the depths of the faith?

May God grant that, at least in this place, we will be bold enough and wise enough to allow our faith to
be questioned, to struggle together to understand the deeper issues of our faith, and to encourage one
another to be open to the change and growth that can come from such a process. If we can do that, then we
will have learned much from this morning's story of Jesus in the temple. And we can be confident that if we
are brave enough to struggle with the important questions, with the help of the Holy Spirit, it will be said of us
as well:

[They] increased in wisdom and in years, and in divine and human favor.

Let me leave with you with these two questions:

QUESTION OF THE DAY:

What questions do you have about the faith we share? And how can wrestling
with those questions help you to a deeper and more powerful faith?

Amen.

David J. Risendal, Pastor (December 31, 2006)

Gospel Lesson (English): '

* Now every year his parents went to Jerusalem for the festival of the Passover. ** And when he
was twelve years old, they went up as usual for the festival. * When the festival was ended and they
started to return, the boy Jesus stayed behind in Jerusalem, but his parents did not know it. *
Assuming that he was in the group of travelers, they went a day’s journey. Then they started to look
for him among their relatives and friends. * When they did not find him, they returned to Jerusalem to
search for him. *® After three days they found him in the temple, sitting among the teachers, listening
to them and asking them questions. * And all who heard him were amazed at his understanding and
his answers. * When his parents saw him they were astonished; and his mother said to him, “Child,
why have you treated us like this? Look, your father and I have been searching for you in great
anxiety.” * He said to them, “Why were you searching for me? Did you not know that I must be in my
Father’s house?” *° But they did not understand what he said to them. *! Then he went down with them
and came to Nazareth, and was obedient to them. His mother treasured all these things in her heart. >2
And Jesus increased in wisdom and in years, and in divine and human favor. "

' Link to: http://www.elca.org/dcm/worship/calendar for 2001.html for a listing of Bible lessons for the coming weeks.
" St. Luke 2:41-52, New Revised Version Bible (© 1989, Division of Christian Education of the National Council of the Churches of
Christ in the United States of America)
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Gospel Lesson (Greek):

“Kai £1toevovTo ol yovels avtou kata étog elg TegovoaAnu o éoptr] tov mdoxa. “Kai dte
EYEVETO ETWV dWdEKA, AVaBatvovTwv avTtwv kata TO €006 TG £00T1S “Kral TeAelwodvTwy Tag
Npéoag, év Tw LToTEEéPELY avToLg UTtépevey Tnoous O Tals év TegovoaAn, kai oVk éyvwoav ol
yovelg avtov. “vouioavtes d¢ adtov elval év ] auvodia TABOV NuéQag KOOV Kail avelr)tovy avTOV
&V TOLG oLYYEVEVOLY Kal TOLS YVvwaoTols, “kal pr) evedvtes Umtéatoedav eig TegovoaAnu
avalnTouvvTeg abTOV. “Kal EyEveTo petd 1UEQAS TEELS eUPOV AVTOV €V T 1eQw kaBeCOUeVOV év
HEOW TV DDATKAAWY KAl AKOVOVTA AVTWV KAl £TeQuTwvTa avtovg: ' E€lotavto d¢ mavtes ol
AKOVOVTES AVTOU €TTL T1] OLVETEL Kal Tals Amokploeaty adtov. “kal dovTeg adTov e€emtAdynoay,
Kal lTtev mEOg abTOV 1) WITIE AVTOU: TEKVOV, T €Toinoag v o0tws; 1oL 6 AT 0oL Kayw
oduvapevol élnrovpev oe. “ral elmev EOg avTovg: Tt OtL élnTelte pe; oLk NdeLte OTL €V TOlG TOU
TatEAg pov del elvar pe; “kal avtol oL ouvijkav TO ONua 6 EAGANoeV avTolS. " Kal katépn peta
avtwv kai ABev eic Nalage kal 1V UTOTAoTOUEVOS ADTOLG. KAl 1] UIJTIQ AUTOU DLETHOEL TLAVTA T
ONuata év ) kaEdia avtns. *Kai Tnooug meoékomtev [év 1] codia kai NAkia kai x&outt maga
Oew kai avBowmolg. il

St. Luke 2:41-52, The Greek New Testament, Aland, Kurt, Black, Matthew, Martini, Carlo M., Metzger, Bruce M., and Wikgren, Allen,
(© 1983, Deutsche Bibelgesellschaft Stuttgart)



