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“Jesus as a Twelve-Year-Old” 
January 3rd, 2021 

Message by Pastor Marianne Cotter 
First United Methodist Church 

Baraboo, Wisconsin 
 
Luke 2:41-52 

41 Now every year his parents went to Jerusalem for the festival of the Passover.  42 And when he 
was twelve years old, they went up as usual for the festival.  43 When the festival was ended and 
they started to return, the boy Jesus stayed behind in Jerusalem, but his parents did not know 
it.  44 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.  45 When they did not find him, they 
returned to Jerusalem to search for him.  46 After three days they found him in the temple, 
sitting among the teachers, listening to them and asking them questions.  47 And all who heard 
him were amazed at his understanding and his answers.  48 When his parents[a] 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.”  49 He said to them, “Why were 
you searching for me? Did you not know that I must be in my Father’s house?”[b]  50 But they did 
not understand what he said to them.  51 Then he went down with them and came to Nazareth, 
and was obedient to them.  His mother treasured all these things in her heart. 

52 And Jesus increased in wisdom and in years,[c] and in divine and human favor. 

 
 
In “How Can I Help?” a young doctor tells this story.  When I was in intern I never liked how 
as we traveled the hospital in teams. As we would examine the patients, they often were 
intimidated, apprehensive, like case studies of various illnesses.  One guy was altogether 
different.  This guy changed my life.  He was a black man in his sixties – very cute, very 
mischievous and very sick.  What brought us again and again to his bedside was the 
complexity of his illness, condition upon condition, and the mystery of why he was still here 
at all.  I had the feeling he could see right through us.  He’d say “Hey boys!” when we’d 
come in—the way you might when a gang of ten-year-olds come barging into a house for a 
snack in the middle of an intense game outside.  For some weeks, I never had a chance to be 
alone with him.  Now and then, he’d get into very serious trouble, and he’d be moved into 
intensive care.  Then he’d rally, to everyone’s amazement, and he’d say “you boys here 
again?!” – pretending to be surprised that we were still around.  
 
One night there was an emergency and I took the initiative and went to see him alone.  He 
looked pretty bad.  But he came alert a few seconds after I entered.  He gave me a grin and 
said “well . . . ” Sort of like he’d expected me.  Like he’d known how much I’d come to love 
him.  That happens in hospitals.  I imagined I looked surprised at the “well . . . ” but we just 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Luke+2%3A41-52&version=NRSV#fen-NRSV-25014a
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laughed a minute, and I stood there just so taken by who he was.  And then he hit me with a 
single remark, half a question and half a . . . something else.  “Who you?” he said, sort of 
smiling.  Just that.  “Who you?”  I started to say “Well, I’m Doctor . . . ” And then I just 
stopped cold.  It’s hard to describe.  I just sort of went out.  What happened was that all 
kinds of answers to his question started to go through my head.  They all seemed true, but 
they all seemed less than true.  “Yeah, I’m this or that . . . and also . . . but not just . . . .and 
that’s not the whole pictures, the whole picture is . . . ”  The thought process went 
something like that.  Nothing remotely like that had ever happened to me.  But I remember 
feeling elated.  It must have shown, because he gave me this big grin and said, “Nice to meet 
you.” . . . We talked for five minutes about this and that, nothing in particular . . . At the end I 
ventured, “Is there anything I can do for you?”  He said, “No, I’m just fine.  Thanks very 
much, Doctor?”  And he paused for the name, and I gave it to him this time, and he grinned 
at me again . . . And that was it.  He died a few days later.  And I carry him around today.  I 
think of him now and again in the midst of my rounds.  A particular patient brings him back.  
“Who you?”  For years, I’d trained to be a physician, and I almost got lost in it.  This man took 
away my degree, and then gave it back to me with “And also? . . and also . . . and also?  
Scribbled across.  I’ll never forget that.” 
 
“Who you?”  “Who are you?”  “Who you?” 
 
At the age of twelve Jesus could answer the question, “who you?”  In today’s story from 
Luke’s gospel, we learn it was the custom for Mary, Joseph and their family to go every year 
to Jerusalem for Passover.  Now Jesus is twelve years old and when the festival is over, the 
parents are one day into their journey back to Nazareth before they discover that Jesus isn’t 
with any other family or friends.  They go back to Jerusalem and search for him for three 
days.  Finally they find him “sitting among the teachers, listening and asking questions.”  His 
mother is angry.  “Child, why have 
you treated us like this?  Look, your 
father and I have been searching 
with great anxiety.”  Jesus’ response 
sounds bratty:  “Why were you 
searching for me?  Did you not know 
that I must be in my Father’s house?”  
Or, “did you not know I must be 
about my father’s interests?”  Jesus 
returned home with his parents and 
was obedient to them.  The teachers 
of the law had been impressed by 
Jesus’ wisdom.  But at age twelve, 
even the son of God didn’t know 
everything.  So Luke says that in the 
years that followed he “grew in 
wisdom.”  But at twelve he could answer the question, “who you?”  I am someone who 
needs to be about “my Father’s business.”  In the years that followed, between age twelve 
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and thirty when his earthly ministry began, Jesus continued to live fully committed to his 
relationship with his Abba – his father.   
 
Luke 2: 52 says in the years between 12 and 30 he increased in wisdom and “in divine and 
human favor.”  At the age of twelve, Jesus knew who he was.  He was both human and 
divine, someone who obeyed both his earthly and heavenly parents.  According to the monk 
and writer, Thomas Merton, Jesus was without sin because he never operated out of a false 
self; he was never anyone other than who he was meant to be.  Jesus stayed true to himself 
– both his human and divine natures – his whole life, as he kept on learning and growing. 
 
Today we think about the wisdom of twelve year old Jesus – the wisdom to know how to 
answer the question “who you?”  And we see how this applies to our lives.  Thomas Merton 
writes, “for me to be a saint means to be myself. Therefore the problem of sanctity and 
salvation is in fact the problem of finding out who I am and of discovering my true self.”  If 
someone asked, “who you?” like that medical intern had been asked that question, what 
would you say?  You could list job title, age, gender identity, sexual orientation, ethnicity, 
national identity, religious affiliation, whether you are in a partnered relationship, whether 
you are a parent.  Yet none of these descriptors taken alone (or even taken altogether) fully 
answer the question “who you?”  
 
The quest for spiritual knowledge -- finding ourselves – this quest takes different forms as 
we move through our teenage years, then young adulthood, middle age and then when we 
become elders.  Our identity and sense of who we are shifts as things change in our work 
life, our relationships, where we live.  Yet in a way we will never stop learning who we really 
are because we will never fully know who God is.  As Thomas Merton wrote, “the secret of 
my full identity is hidden in Him {in Christ} . . . Ultimately the only way I can be myself is to 
become identified with Him in whom is hidden the reason and fulfillment of my existence.”  
 
So, if we want to become wise in the way that twelve-year-old Jesus was wise, what do we 
do?  We find our answer back in Luke 2:48.  Here Mary tries to make Jesus feel guilty for the 
grief he caused his parents.  “Child, why have you treated us like this?  Look, your father and 
I have been searching for you in great anxiety.”  Jesus’ parents are doing this (like any 
parent would).  Be a good child, a nice boy.  The same happens to us.  Others will always try 
to place on you their expectations of who you should be.  When we try to appease these 
parental voices in our heads this is how the false self develops.  We become what others 
want us to be, and we lose our sense of our true self.   
 
If, like Thomas Merton is right, and Jesus was without sin because he never lived out of his 
false self, then there’s hope for us too.  To be like him means, as much as possible, to accept 
yourself just as you are.  Right now.  Don’t try to be something different.  What would 
happen if you put aside self-doubt and accepted who you are right now, in January 2021?  
Isn’t this what the twelve-year-old Jesus did in today’s story?  He didn’t doubt himself.  He 
knew what mattered to him.  He didn’t accept the demands others tried to place on him.   
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Notice Jesus doesn’t apologize to his parents.  He stands by his choice to be about his 
Father’s interests, to be in his Father’s house.  He knew what mattered to him.  What 
mattered most even at the age of twelve was his relationship with his Abba.  If we are to be 
wise in the way Jesus was wise at age twelve, we need to know what matters to us, we need 
to be able to say what and who we value.  In the end, “who you” is a spiritual question.  We 
can never answer it apart from knowing who God is in our lives.  Jesus couldn’t and neither 
can we.  If we value God, then knowing God will matter, and in coming to know God we will 
come to know who we are too. 
 
 
 
So, here’s the invitation I hear in all this for us.  I hear God asking us to ponder the question, 
“Who you?”  “Who are you?”  “Who you?” in these early days of 2021.  Your answer to the 
question “who you” will guide you to the place where you are meant to be just like the star 
guided the magi to the place where Jesus was to be found. 
 
“Who you?”  
 
Amen and amen.  
 
 


