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Grace to you and peace…Christ comes to us in peace.  AMEN.
Between my wife Heather and me, she’s way more action-oriented, right from the get-go.  I think the following words come out of my mouth way more often:  “Can’t we just sit and enjoy for a minute?”
Heather is always on the go, three steps ahead of me.  Sometimes I’ll come to her, feeling all proud that I’m “on top of it,” with an idea about the upcoming summer…or even just something coming up next week, and she’ll often say, “Yeah, I’ve already thought through that and I’ve got few different scenarios about that.”  And then she goes on to unfold each option in masterful detail—not just my idea but about 6 other ways it can go.   Maybe I come up with going to the park for the afternoon with the kids, and when I come out into the kitchen to tell her about it, she’s already putting the finishing touches on the picnic basket.  Sometimes we’ll be sitting quietly, or laying in bed quietly, both awake and she’ll ask me, “What are you thinking about?”  “Nothing.”  (Which is actually true.)  Then I’ll ask her, and she’ll rehearse a dissertation about Micah’s psychological development or some elaborate plan for the backyard.  And then minutes later, she’ll be on the phone with a friend or a teacher or reading a book, or in the back yard, clipping the hedges.  Heather’s action-orientation is usually enlightening and amazing to me.  Sometimes it’s frustrating.  Often it cracks me up.  

This is why I believe we compliment each other, why we need each other, balance each other, bla, bla, bla, I’ll save you the mushy details…

But I bring this up today, Heather’s action-orientation, because (she’s not here) this lesson today feels a little bit like that.  Action-oriented.  Jesus is already 12 years old!  “Can’t we just sit and enjoy for a minute?”  I don’t know about you, but there’s a part of me that still wants to bask at the manger scene.  
I grew up with parents who would get very frustrated at the Christmas trees tossed out to the curb on December 26th.  “There are twelve days of Christmas!”  My mom would exclaim.  “Can’t they celebrate a little longer?”  I don’t have to give to many examples of how we’re an action-oriented culture:  Quick to move, quick to think, quick to put up Christmas decorations and Christmas songs, and quick to rip them down again and get on with life as usual.  I wonder how many people are truly celebrating the 12 days of Christmas, leaving their nativities and trees up until Epiphany?  We mark time differently, as followers of Jesus, but it’s not always easy in this culture.      

So reading this text really feels like a mixed message.  If we’re supposed to be celebrating Christmas for 12 days, then why on “on the third day of Christmas” are we reading about Jesus as a 12-year-old? [pause]
I want to suggest today that we can be guided by a slightly more complicated picture, “a little both/and.” (We Lutherans love the both/and—we are both sinner and saint, Jesus is both human and divine, communion and baptism are both earthly and heavenly, at church we both offer our thanks and cry out for more.  So here’s another both/and:  This Christmas season, we both bask at the manger and learn from the child in the temple…for the real meaning of Christmas is a celebration of God with us.  And God meets us in many and various ways.  There is all the wonder of the Christ, the savior of the world being born into poverty in the middle of nowhere.  Continue to be awed and amazed, and thankful and maybe frustrated by this miracle.  Continue to bask at the manger.  And at the same time, get to work, get action-oriented, get a move-on with the boy Jesus in the temple.  Unrolling the scrolls, asking the questions, listening to the rabbis.  Jesus parents wanted to hang on to their little baby too…understandably.  They didn’t realize that it was already time.  
God calls us this day, to get to work, with the living Christ!  The real meaning of Christmas is that God is with us.  The manger story with the shepherds and the angels is just the details describing how exactly that looked originally, but the real meaning of Christmas is that God now dwells in our midst.  I think I’ve mentioned before how one bible translator puts John 1:1 – “The Word became flesh and moved into the neighborhood.”  We are called to both celebrate our new neighbor, the living Christ, to bask in the joy of his arrival, and to bring him over some friendship bread or a welcome basket.  In other words, to get to work, to get action-oriented, with and for the living Christ next door.  What does that mean?  [pause] Certainly there’s a long list of good things you can do for the world and for yourself, that resemble “getting action-oriented for the living Christ next door.”
But I think we might envision “getting action oriented” today in a unique way:  We have a unique invitation through this Gospel lesson today to join the 12-year-old Jesus at the feet of the rabbis.  He’s a “tween”—that’s what I’ve recently heard this age-group called—in between a child and a teenager.  That’s fitting for our lesson today.  A “tween” is less intimidating.  When Jesus grows up, it’s harder to imagine ourselves learning with him.  When Jesus grows up, he is the rabbi.  But today, we can pull up a chair right next to him and discover!    
We have the invitation to learn alongside Jesus, to recommit ourselves to the wisdom of God—wisdom that is passed on through the ages.  The end of a calendar year is a good time to recommit, to resolve.  Pull up a chair with our neighbor Christ and come to Bible Study.  Pull up a chair with our neighbor Christ and struggle through a theology book.  Pull up a chair with our neighbor Christ and commit yourself to learning a new language, the language of Scripture.  (I’ve heard some people say, “If you’re in the United States, you better learn to speak English.”  Well, if you’re a Christian you better learn to speak Bible.)  Lutherans are notorious, sadly for not knowing how to speak Bible.  Maybe we’ve got some favorite passages committed to memory, but we’re called to be perpetual students of Scripture.  Pull up a chair with our neighbor Christ and get familiar or re-aquainted with the stories, with the characters.  Ask the questions.  And listen to the wisdom of the community of faith.  Don’t do it in isolation, cutting yourself off as soon as you hear something that doesn’t fit for you.  Jesus was a great model of these things—asking questions, listening and connecting with others.    So pull up a chair with our neighbor Christ.  Get to work in many and various ways.  
I suppose a both/and image I’d leave you with this First Sunday of Christmas  is this:  Imagine yourself pulling up a study chair next to the manger, with Bible in hand, with a heart yearning for knowledge, and get to work.  For the living Christ is right beside you, three steps ahead of you.  And you and Jesus, like Heather and I, compliment one another.  You need Jesus, and Jesus needs you.  [pause]  (I’ve been getting bolder and bolder—and you should be too—about telling people that they need Jesus.  I’ve never been one for inviting people to church.  It’s a growing edge for me, because to people my age, it feels more and more like proselytizing.  And so many have been guilted into church, but I’m getting more and more bold to say you need this.  And I hope you become bold to spread that word too.  Church has just become a cultural phenomenon.  I noticed that again this Christmas, and again this Sunday, so this is a message to the faithful few, church has become just a tradition that regulars don’t always think about and church foreigners assume is stupid.)  [slowly] But people need Jesus in this broken world.  We need this theology of grace, this theology of the cross, this ritual of worship that we move through, this God who identifies with suffering, pain and loss, and then takes all that brokenness and turns it into life, resurrection, community and hope.  We need Jesus.  And Jesus needs us, needs you, to learn and know and do and share the Gospel with this hurting world.  We need one another.   

And we in fact do have one another [pause]…and most importantly Christ has us…for God remains faithful…the greatest message of Christmas is that God does not abandon this world but comes to it and rescues it.  God remains faithful and loving this day, every day, and on into eternity.   AMEN.                          
