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I’m not sure if there is anything else in the world that makes us slow down and gaze in wonder and awe as much as a baby.  When Inez and I were released from the hospital after her birth last year, all kinds of people cleared the halls for us, stopping to stare and exclaimed at her with great joy and happiness.  An elderly woman and her son stopped to admire Inez and wonder how the time had passed so quickly with her own child, now in his fifties.  A group of burly construction workers literally stopped in their tracks and cheered and clapped for us.  And in the next weeks and months I would experience what it is like to have precious and valuable cargo in my possession, as even the most unexpected people went out of their way to be kind and generous to me and admiring and delighted by the presence of a baby.  It wasn’t so much the mothers and grandmothers that surprised me, for I knew Inez reminded them of their own children and grandchildren.  It was the young male college students, the disheveled panhandlers, the fast moving businessmen, and all other walks of life who were also drawn in by the beauty, innocence and possibility of a baby.  And even though I too was enamored by my daughter, those moments were holy gifts that also made me pause and marvel at the miracle of new life, which as a new parent can sometimes overshadowed by exhaustion, sleep challenges and feeding schedules.  Babies hold such possibility and promise, innocence and beauty, that they awaken us to God’s presence in our midst the way few other things can.


Perhaps this is why the birth of Jesus as a real flesh and blood baby is so powerful.  God comes to us as a child, a baby full of life and possibility, innocence and promise.  Our passage from the Book of Luke gives us a rare glimpse into Jesus’ childhood.  Luke is the only gospel in which Jesus’ childhood is documented and what we see is both revealing and rather commonplace.   Mary and Joseph bring their son Jesus to the temple to present him to the Lord, a common custom for Jewish parents to bring their child as an offering in order to purify the mother after childbirth.  Like generations of Jewish parents before them, Mary and Joseph follow the laws and rituals of their people, presenting Jesus to the Lord.  For their son they bring a sacrifice of turtledoves and young pigeons, a simple and humble offering that was an acceptable alternative for those who could not afford a sheep.  It’s in the temple that we meet Simeon and Anna, two devout, elderly adults who have been waiting their whole lives to meet God’s anointed one.  Like the shepherds and magi who were guided by a star to Jesus, Simeon we are told is guided by the Holy Spirit to come to the temple this very day and time.  Anna, a widow, we are told, has been at the temple all along, worshiping, fasting and praying day and night.  Both Simeon and Anna have been waiting for God to give them the eyes to see and recognize the Messiah when he arrives.  When Simeon lays eyes on Jesus, he takes the month old infant in his arms and praises God, saying, “my eyes have seen your salvation in this child, whom you have prepared in the presence of all peoples, as a light for the Gentiles, and glory for your people Israel.”  Simeon goes beyond the universal awe and wonder received by most babies, he goes further, recognizing in Jesus what many others may miss, that in this infant lies God incarnate, full of promise and possibility, hope and potential.  The text says that even his parents were amazed at what was being said about him.   This makes me think that in spite of the miraculous nature of Jesus’ birth, the mystery and the wonder of people who made pilgrimages to see Jesus in the Manger, and the direct words of the Angel Gabriel who told Mary that Jesus would be the son of God, the true promise of what was to come may have been lost on them.  Perhaps it’s the confluence of holy and commonplace that make holding on to the promise of who Jesus is so difficult at this stage of his life.  That in spite of the promise that Jesus is the Most High, the anointed one, the Messiah and the Son of God, the fact remains that he is still a baby.  He is full of potential and promise, yes, but he is also utterly vulnerable and at the mercy of the world and those who care for him.  He is unable to feed and care for himself, as all of us are at the beginning of life.  Jesus is helpless, fragile, weak and unquestioningly human.  


I was listening to the radio on Boxing Day and heard a program about childhood development on the CBC.  As I listened, I couldn’t help but relate it to this text, since the Jesus that we meet around Christmas is just a child.  During the program, the guest, who was either a linguist or a psychologist, discussed all the ways that our world is most expansive and full of potential as a baby and a child.  Our brains, language and perception of the world develop throughout childhood and there is magic wonder, promise and possibility in everything.  Reason, logic, experience and choice have yet to come into maturity in the brain of a child.  Yet, year after year, as we learn more about the world, our world shrinks.  There are fewer unknowns, fewer possibilities, as the world becomes more concrete and more known.  Language was one of the examples that they specifically addressed.  As babies begin to use language and babble, they use something called phonemes.   Phonemes are the basic building blocks of language, they’re sounds really.  There are hundreds of phonemes in the world, but each language only uses a small subset of them.  When babies begin to babble, the sounds that they make reflect all of the phonemes that exist in the world, regardless of what language their parents speak.  Babies brains are hardwired to be open to what is to come-whatever language their parents speak they have the capacity to learn.  But, once a language is chosen, the neurons that allowed babies to produce those sounds die because they are no longer used or needed.  This happens with lots of other areas as well.  As children, our imagination rules supreme and life is full of mystery and wonder, magic and beauty.  Our perception of the world and what is possible in it is unlimited, undefined, it’s imperfect but expansive.  But as we grow up, our world gets narrower and narrower.  Life becomes more limited, streamlined, defined.  In fact, it’s not just our world that becomes narrower, it’s us as well, as we become more clearly defined people, with specific likes and dislikes, talents and limitations.  It’s all part of being human and growing up.  It’s a necessary part of life and involves making a lot of choices along the way, but there is an inherent loss in the process of development.

We can expect that this kind of cognitive, behavioral and linguistic development happened to Jesus as well.  After all, he was human, a very specific person living in a specific time and place.  He spoke Aramaic, and was Jewish and passed through all the stages of life from infant to adult.  And because this process of development is so familiar to us, we might also expect this narrowing to happen to the message and the scope of salvation that he would bring.  Of course, at his birth there is all wonder and possibility.  There are prophecies yes, such as the ones in Isaiah, which promise vindication and salvation, glory and redemption, righteousness and rejoicing.  But at this point we are left to wonder who the message is really for?  Surely the recipients of his message will become clearly defined and there will be some people who are included and others who are not.  We might expect to find out that messiah has come for the Israelites but not the gentiles, for the righteous but not the wicked, for the pious but not the sinner.   In fact, the opposite is true. The circle is always being drawn wider and wider to include more.  God’s promise of salvation and redemption gets wider and greater, expanding beyond our imagination of what could be possible.  So as Jesus’ mission moves from possibility to reality, we see a widening rather than a narrowing.  

The robes of righteousness and the burning torch of salvation will be for all who gather around in curiosity and hope.  For the lowly and terrified shepherds who take a chance in going to Bethlehem, for the educated and upper class magi who defy their earthly King to protect a baby they believe to be holy, for the innkeeper who has no room for Jesus’ family, for the faithful, brave and completely unprepared parents, Mary and Joseph, for the righteous and devout like Simeon and Anna who recognize God in their midst.  And the circle will widen more and more throughout Jesus’ life as he brings more and more people into God’s grace and light.  Prostitutes and lepers, tax collectors and sinners of all types, the wretched and lowly, the poor and the rich, the powerful and the powerless, men and women, Jews and Greeks, everyone, including you and me.  Jesus has come to bring God’s hope and mercy to all peoples. Jesus’ development as the messiah is so unlike human development, which becomes narrower and narrower through life.  His message and scope expands to include more and more in its promise.   And not only that, but Jesus’ promises are in such stark contrast with the promises that come before him, covenants for a chosen people, the Jewish people.  Such promise you had to be born into.  Jesus’ promise is radically inclusive because it doesn’t depend on who you are, who your family is and what you have done.  It depends on God.  On God’s mercy, God’s promise, God’s actions, God’s boundless love for his creation.  It’s fulfillment won’t come easily, of course.  As Simeon alludes to in this passage in Luke, Jesus will face resistance and rejection and he will cause the pain and suffering of his family.  Ultimately, this precious newborn baby, full of promise and possibility, innocence and hope, will die so that all will find salvation.  It’s a high price, but one that God is so desperately willing to pay, so that all people will be redeemed.  As a newborn, the whole world is at Jesus’ fingertips.  Everything is possible.  And yet, the promise of what is to come means the weight of the world is already upon this child, even in his infancy.  As the shepherds and the magi, Simeon and Anna return to their lives, forever changed by their encounter with God, Mary, Joseph and Jesus return to their everyday life, caring for their beloved son.  And yet, day by day, the child grew strong and filled with wisdom, as the favor of God was upon him, the fullness of what he would do still just a promise of what is to come.  Amen.
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