[1] Sunday, Dec 29, 2024
First Sunday After Christmas
Sermon Title: The Making of a Rabboni
Scripture: Luke 2:41-52
Theme: Posing questions is the best way to learn about the mysteries of faith

[2] Around the year 800 AD, Celtic monks from Ireland produced an illustrated set of  
Gospels called the Book of Kells.  The book has some beautiful color illustrations inside 
carefully and painstakingly created by using mineral and organic pigments.  The ink used 
was a brownish iron ink produced from crushed oak apples and iron sulphate.   Blues 
came from the indigo plant and whites from chalk and white lead.  Some of the reds and 
maroons came from Mediterranean insects and plants.  Yellows came from yellow 
sulphide.   The manuscript pages themselves were produced on a high-quality calf-
vellum.  The Book of Kells contained the four gospels, Matthew, Mark, Luke and John of 
the New Testament with random full pages of illustrations and marginal illustrations. 
We think that it was produced for the people of their region who could not read so that 
they could learn about the gospels through the illustrations.  What is interesting to me  
about this early Book of Kells is that it includes full pages for each of the evangelists, 
[3] Matthew, Mark, Luke and John.   And, in the illustration of Matthew, Matthew is holding a book in his left hand.   It is something of a mystery as to why there is a book in his hand.  However, in my way of thinking, Matthew was originally a tax collector who 
eventually became a collector of manuscripts after his decision to follow Jesus.  Once a 
collector, always a collector, you might say.   But Matthew collected and combined 
various manuscripts of his time in order to produce a more complete Gospel, manuscripts
such as the Gospel According to the Hebrews, the Gospel of the Ebionites, the Gospel 
According to the Egyptians, and others.  Why not have a book in his hand?   The book is 
a holy symbol in the history of Irish Christianity.  After the burning of so many Bibles 
and books during the Middle Ages, the Dark Ages, as we call them today, the Irish 
evangelists were able to preserve the Gospels in their monasteries and re-introduce them 
by sending missionaries to Europe in the time of Charlemagne.  What they re-introduced 
were called “The Golden Gospels of Charlemagne.”  And these are just part of the 
reason, but an important part of the reason, that we still have the Bible in print today.  
Thanks be to God!   

[4] Our scripture today tells us about a different side of Jesus that we do not often see.   It 
tells us about a studious Jesus, one who reads the Torah, the Prophets and the Psalms, and 
asks tough questions of his teachers.  This Jesus is bookish.   The old man Simeon who 
has spent his life coming to the temple, guided by the Holy Spirit, righteous and devout, 
finds the child Jesus and takes him in his arms and praises God for his gift.  This child, 
says Simeon, will “reveal the inner thoughts of many” and “pierce our souls” with his 
[5] understanding.   The old woman, Anna, the prophetess, now beyond the age of 84, at the time of Jesus’ childhood, has never left the temple, always worshipping there with fasting and prayer, day and night.  When she hears about the child Jesus, she praises God and begins to talk to everyone who will listen to her.  Both Anna and Simeon have lived their lives in study and prayer within the “beautiful” temple of God, and they look for the 
Messiah in the temple and not in the surrounding countryside.  They are looking for a 
bookish Jesus, not a carpenter or a carpenter’s son.  
Today’s scripture relates an incident when Jesus is twelve years old.   His parents made 
the trip to Jerusalem every year for the Passover Festival.  Joseph was actually required to 
go three times a year according to Deuteronomy 16:16 and Exodus 34:23:

“Three times a year all your males shall appear before the Lord your God at the place that 
he will choose: at the festival of Unleavened Bread (which is Passover), at the festival of 
Weeks, and at the festival of Booths (which is the festival of Tabernacles).  They shall 
not appear before the Lord empty-handed.”

[6] And, at age 12, Jesus is not only required to learn a trade, but he is also required to learn as much as he can about the Law and the Holy Scriptures.  At age 12, a Jewish boy was expected to be a “son of the Law,” meaning that he would be expected to attend 
synagogue worship and read the scriptures in public.  In Luke 4:16, the Gospel tells us 
that Jesus went to “Nazareth to the synagogue on the Sabbath Day as was his custom.” 
[7] He stood up to read the scroll of the prophet Isaiah and he read from Isaiah 61:1-3, then he rolled up the scroll and handed it back to the attendant.   Jesus responds to his parents in today’s scripture: “Did you not know that I must be about my Father’s business?” (Some versions read “in my Father’s house”).   This also suggests that Jesus is pursuing God’s business by being among the teachers of the Law, asking questions about what he has studied closely.  Now, his parents have traveled in a group to Jerusalem to attend the festival and, after the festival has ended, they return toward Nazareth with their group of travelers.  They travel for one-day thinking that Jesus is making the journey also, but instead of being with them, is traveling with friends and relatives.  It was not uncommon for men and women to travel separately, or for children to travel separately.  I know that my own family has, on occasion, driven off and left someone of our family without knowing it and, afterward, had to return to find the person.   It is embarrassing for sure.  Especially to travel an entire day before realizing it.  So, Mary and Joseph are not pleased.   “Child, why have you treated us like this?”  It takes them three days to find 
him.  Perhaps, one day out and one day back and another day to find him in the temple. 
We are not exactly sure.   But, one thing is for sure, Mary and Joseph are probably crying 
with anxiety.  Nazareth was three days journey from Jerusalem, one day’s journey being 
about ten miles, more or less, depending on the time of year and who is walking, or how 
many are walking together.  But, Jesus does a little bit of talking back to them; not that he 
meant to be disrespectful.   No one really thinks this about him.   But, certainly, Mary and 
Joseph do not understand it the same way Jesus does.  They were beside themselves.  
But, just so we understand the picture correctly, the scripture tells us that Jesus becomes 
immediately obedient to them and returns to Nazareth with them.   He might rather be 
about the business of biblical study and high theological conversation, but at the end of 
the day, he gives it up to be an obedient child to Mary and Joseph.  
[8] Now, what is interesting about these early years of Jesus is that the Gospel of John 
indirectly tells us that Jesus was not known for studying.   When Jesus is found teaching 
in the temple, during the festival of Booths, those present are amazed and ask: “How did 
this man get such learning without having studied?”  John wants us to think of Jesus as 
one who did not have to study very hard to be knowledgeable about Scripture and an 
excellent scholar and teacher.  And Luke does not really contradict this statement.   Luke 
tells us in our scripture today that Mary and Joseph found the boy Jesus “sitting among 
the teachers, listening to them and asking them questions.”  (v.46).   Now some scholars 
suggest that they found him in a room called the Gazith near the temple (not the 
sanctuary) where the largest number of doctors of the law would have been found.  These 
doctors were known as “rabbins.”  At the time, these men would have been some of the 
greatest doctors of Jewish history and would have had such names as Hillel and Shammai 
and Simeon; they would have included the president and vice-president of the Sanhedrin.  
The practice, we are told, would be for one of the doctors to say: “I have something to 
say in favor of so-and-so.”  So, they would bring him up and “cause him to sit in the 
midst of them.”  They might spend the entire day asking questions and answering them.
From time to time, you may see in scripture, that someone “answered” with a question 
rather than a reply.  That is because, the Hebrew word for “answer” means to not only 
reply to something which has been said, but also to begin an inquiry when nothing 
previous has been said, possibly a reply to something that might have been said or to 
something that might be passing through the mind of another person.  (Isaiah 65:24, 
Daniel 2:26, Acts 5:8)
You might remember that the prophet Daniel was chosen to serve in the King’s Court 
because he was well versed in every branch of wisdom and endowed with knowledge and 
insight and competent to serve at the highest levels of the court.  After being chosen to 
serve, Daniel completes another three years of education in the King’s court.  We are told 
by scripture, that God gave Daniel knowledge and skill in every aspect of literature and 
wisdom.   And Daniel received his strength by being a vegetarian and avoiding the royal 
rations.  But, more importantly, Daniel was humble before God, at times falling flat on 
his face before the angels of God.   I think of Jesus in this light, that he grew in wisdom 
and in stature and in favor with God and mankind.  That each day, he increased in his 
ability to understand and do the will of God at the highest levels.   So, Mary Magdalene 
on that first Easter morning calls Jesus “Rabboni”, “My Teacher”, “My Master”.   The 
difference between “rabbi” and “rabboni” is significant.  A rabboni is a one who has at 
least two generations of disciples looking up to him.  A rabboni is not just one who 
knows the facts, but one who can put the facts together in meaningful ways, one who 
knows the relationship of the facts when they are put together.   A spiritual director or 
mentor.  One who teaches about the inner life as well as the outer life.   In the Talmud,
Gamaliel, who the Apostle Paul lists as his teacher, is called a “Rabban”, the same title 
given to Jesus by Mary Magdalene.  We are told that Gamaliel specifically instructed his 
disciples to not put silk on his body when they carried it to the grave, but instead to use 
linen, as a symbol of his low estate and humility.  There is a linen cloth mentioned in the 
Easter story as well.  So,  Jesus, at twelve years old, is on his way to being a “Rabboni”.   
He is about his Father’s business, building wisdom and character and stature, day by day, 
week by week, month by month.   
We will begin a Spiritual Formation journey for five sessions in January.  I hope you will 
attend.  We will be looking at our Father’s business, as Jesus did so many years ago.  We 
may not become “Rabboni” ourselves, but we can learn the ways of the “Rabboni”.   
There may be times when we become “collectors” of books and information, like the 
Apostle Matthew.  There may be times when we engage in questioning and answering 
like the boy Jesus among the teachers.   There may be times when we distance ourselves 
from the facts like Simeon and Anna and just praise the Spirit of God in our lives or in 
our arms.   There may be times when we advise and follow the counsel of toleration, like 
Gamaliel who puts his life on the line to protect the followers of the Way.   In the end, we 
seek a spiritual renewal for the coming year.   We are not people of the book so much as 
we are people who follow the Living Word contained in a Living Book where the words 
leap off of the page and into our hearts.   Let us learn the ways of “Rabboni”.  Let us 
learn the ways of Jesus.  Amen.
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