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When there is a baptism in the Presbyterian Church, a remarkable thing happens.  

It is most obvious when a baby is baptized.  (I have only had the privilege of 

officiating at the baptism of one baby, so far, but . . .)  After promises have been 

made by the parents of the baby and by the members of the congregation, the 

baby is handed to the one fortunate enough to be the pastor at that point, and 

water is placed on the head of the baby, in the name of God and the Son and 

Holy Spirit: the child is handed to the one acting on God's behalf.  The meaning is 

the same when an older child or an adult is baptized, and I have had the privilege 

of participating in the baptisms of more adults than I would have imagined; the 

same thing happens but less dramatically: we are acknowledging that this baby 

or child or adult belongs first of all to God.  When we are baptized, our identity is 

no longer determined primarily by family.  We become, at that moment, 

members of the church; our families and the members of the church have 

become stewards of a life that belongs to God. 

 

It is natural to think of this when we read our first lesson this morning from the First 

Book of Samuel.  We remember that Samuel's mother, Hannah, had been barren 

for years, and had promised God that if she could have a child she would give 

that child back to God.  From his infancy, Samuel was raised in the temple.  The 

priest was his steward.  His parents would visit once a year when they went to 

make their annual sacrifice.  Hannah would take him a robe that she had made, 

which he wore along with his priestly garment.  I can no more imagine giving one 

of my sons as a baby to be brought up in a church than I can imagine doing 

many other things that I can't imagine doing, but at that time, in that culture, the 

only justification for a woman's life was bearing children; if she could just bear a 

child, please, she would gift it back to God.  Things were different.  The priest Eli's 

children were busy corrupting their lives and the lives of those around them; it was 

a wonderful gift for God that Samuel, "continued to grow in stature and in favor 

with God and other people." 

 

Our story from the Gospel of Luke this morning is the only recording we have of 

Jesus' life between when he was presented at the Temple as an infant and the 

beginning of his public ministry.  It is difficult for us to go from two days ago when 

this baby Jesus was in the manger and the shepherds saw a multitude of heavenly 

host praising God -- to go from that to changing water into wine and healing and 

teaching.  What about the childhood of this one of whose life Mary and Joseph 

were stewards?  Did he play the cultural equivalent of baseball with his friends?  

Very few children at that time lived to adulthood; did Jesus have chicken pox or 

the measles?  The fully human part of Jesus is hard for us to grasp, because we 



know so little of it and because we so want him to have been the Jesus we know 

for his whole life. 

 

Yet today we get a little glimpse.  He has gone with his parents, as was their annual 

custom, to the festival of the Passover.  After the festival, they began the return 

journey to their home.  Typically, the women and children would leave as a group 

several hours before the men -- they would move more slowly, and besides, this 

would allow dinner to be ready by the time the men arrived at the end of a day's 

travel.  Jesus, as a 12-year-old male, might have gone with either group, so it was 

not necessarily careless of either parent not to have noticed that he wasn't with 

them.  Nonetheless, he wasn't, and that meant: a day's walk back into Jerusalem.  

Two days now he has been missing.  And a third day while they looked for him, 

Finally finding him in the Temple Mary asks, "Child, why have you treated us like 

this?" which must have been the cultural equivalent of, what in the world were 

you thinking, or whatever you might have said to your child after s/he had been 

missing for three days and you found him/her chatting in the Temple.  Jesus didn't 

understand their concern any more than they understood what he had been 

doing.  And, we are told, he went back with them and obeyed while Mary 

treasured things in her heart -- we can imagine that one, too.  And as with Samuel, 

Jesus grew in wisdom and stature, and in favor with God and people. 

 

Our lives do not belong to us; the lives of all of those in whose baptisms we also 

have taken vows do not belong to us.  All of our lives belong to God.  We have 

no choice about that.  We do choose, though, how we respond to God's 

choosing us.  What do those vows mean that we take every time someone is 

baptized?  Will we squander what we have been given, as Eli's sons did?  Or will 

we be good stewards of our lives and of the lives of those around us?  We have 

just experienced again the impact of God coming in human form, to live with us 

and love us, and to show us how to live and how to love.  Perhaps this year we 

also can grow in wisdom and in stature.  One commentator suggested that we 

need, "large visions and the ability to see divinity in contrasting places."  We can 

move beyond self-interest to world loyalty and care.  Our world is wonderfully 

diverse; let us grow toward welcoming it in all of its being.  God loves each one; 

so can we. 

 

Let us pray. 


