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Epiphany I, January 7, 2001
Reading from the book of the prophet Malachi: "The Lord, whom ye seek, shall suddenly come to his temple." The Lord, whom ye seek, shall suddenly come to his temple. That prophecy was written several centuries before Christ, and it is fulfilled in the New Testament not just once, but several times.
When God first came to earth to stay, he lived in a tent -- the tabernacle the Hebrews carried in the wilderness on their forty-year wanderings. Later on King David asked for permission to build God a permanent house, but God gave that responsibility to David's son King Solomon. The Babylonians destroyed Solomon's temple in the sixth century B.C. It was rebuilt about a century later, refurbished by Herod the Great in the first century B.C., and then destroyed once and for all by the Romans in 70 A.D.
Prophecy indicates that the temple may be rebuilt before the world ends. My Advent reading included a new book by a Israeli journalist which tries to explain how attitudes toward the temple on the part of Christians, Jews, and Moslems affect the so-called "peace process" in the Middle East.
In the New Testament God's first temple, or dwelling-place, is the body of Jesus. The King James Version has St. John saying, "The Word was made flesh and dwelt among us." The literal meaning of the Greek word translated "dwelt" is "pitched his tent." In Jesus' flesh God tabernacled with us, he pitched his tent among us.
Later on when the Holy Ghost comes down at Pentecost the whole world becomes God's temple. Now he can be worshipped everywhere. Through the sacrament of baptism he takes up residence in the human heart. Our own bodies become temples of the Holy Ghost. Church buildings, especially ones like ours where Christ is present on the altar, are other local manifestations of the fact that God lives among us.
Jesus comes first to the temple in Jerusalem when his parents present him to the Lord on the forty-first day of his life -- an event we commemorate on February 2. He preaches and teaches on the grounds of the temple when he visits Jerusalem during his earthly ministry. He cleanses the temple of its extortionist money-changers and dishonest animal salesmen. He will come to his earthly temple again at the end of the world when he comes again to raise the dead and bring about the final judgment.
Today's gospel lesson is the only information we have about Jesus' life between the flight into Egypt, when he could not have been older than two, and the start of his public ministry when he was about thirty. Jesus comes to the temple at Jerusalem at twelve, and he is manifested there as a precocious young man who seems to have a rather offhanded attitude toward his parents' feelings.
What must it have been like to be the earthly parents of God's son? What must it have been like to have a son who never committed a sin? We have only the sketchiest answers to those tantalizing questions. We know that St. Joseph and St. Mary did the normal Jewish things for Jesus. They had him circumcised, and they presented him in the temple as the law required.
Today's gospel tells us that they went to Jerusalem from their home in Galilee every year at Passover. That was an obligation on Jews who could possibly make the trip. They seemed to travel from Nazareth in a large group. As Joseph and Mary traveled home, they were sure Jesus was somewhere in the group. After a day, they realized he was not, and they went back to Jerusalem in a panic to look for him.
They found him in the temple, where he was astonishing the rabbis with his ability to debate the Hebrew Bible. When St. Mary asked him why he had treated them so badly and forced her and St. Joseph to search for him in desperation, he replied, "What's the big deal? Didn't you realize that I had to be doing my father's business in my father's house?'
St. Luke tells us that they were puzzled by what he said. He did go back home with them and obeyed them as he grew up. But the Virgin, who was one of St. Luke's main sources of information, never forgot what had happened in the temple when he was twelve.
This story marks the turning point in Jesus' understanding of himself and his mission. There is no doubt now that he knows that he is really the Son of God, and that he has come to earth to do what his Father wants him to do. But instead of going away to study, he prepares himself for his ministry by staying in Joseph's house, learning his foster father's trade and studying the Hebrew Bible.
Jesus comes to the temple not only to debate his elders. He comes to remind himself and us that his ultimate mission on earth is to sacrifice himself to forgive our sins, just as Hebrew priests sacrificed animals as sin-offerings in the temple.
In a moment we shall represent his sacrifice in bread and wine. And then we will do what St. Paul asks us to offer ourselves as a living sacrifice to God -- ask God to use us for his purposes just as he used Jesus. That is how we can join Jesus and be about our Father's business with him.
The Collect: O Lord, we beseech thee mercifully to receive the prayers of thy people who call upon thee; and grant that they may both perceive and know what things they ought to do, and also may have grace and power faithfully to fulfill the same; through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen. 
The Epistle: Romans 12: 1 - 5 
The Gospel: St. Luke 2:41-52 
