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The 2nd Sunday of Lent. 
'Nicodemus said to Jesus: Rabbi, we know that you are a Teacher 

sent from God' [Jn 3.2]

The problem with reading the gospels a story at a time, is that we never get to see how Jesus grew into the man he came to be, a teacher at loggerheads with his time and place.

To understand anyone, it helps to know where they grew up and what sort of family they grew up in.  

When Joseph discovered that Mary was pregnant and that he was not the father, he was minded to call off the engagement, because, St Matthew tells us, he was a righteous man.

Righteous!  Perhaps the most important word in Judaism.  It tells us that Joseph was a strict Torah observant Jew.  Modern translations, thinking we won't understand what that means, say Joseph was a man of principle.  

That's a bad translation, because when Joseph changed his mind he changed more than his principles.  He changed the way he understood his faith.  That's important, because Joseph was the man who brought up Jesus passing on to him that ability to question and re-evaluate his Jewish faith.  

As an adult, Jesus was always questioning and rethinking his Judaism, just as our weekly Bible studies give St Chad's the opportunity to rethink their Christianity.  

As Wordsworth said, The child is father of the man.

The influence of a father is always there in his son.  And so too is the influence of the mother, in this case, Mary.

Like Joseph, Mary came from a minor branch of the the old royal family, the House of David, which gave the infant Jesus the social standing to threaten that royal upstart, King Herod.

Mary was also related to the Jerusalem priesthood through her cousin Elizabeth's marriage to Zechariah. 

Which meant that Jesus came from what Arabs today call 'a good family.'

He had all the benefits of growing up in a well- connected, religiously observant Jewish family.

The clue to Mary's religious influence is in the words of the Magnificat, the song she sang when her cousin Elizabeth praised her for her faith.

Of all the songs she could have sung, why the Magnificat?  It re-assuringly echoes Hannah, the mother of Samuel's, song, and the line that rejoices in God for his looking on her with favour is straightforward enough; but then it becomes as revolutionary as Marx and Lenin. 

He has scattered the proud in the imagination of their hearts.


He has put down the mighty from their seat, and has exalted the


humble and meek... the rich he has sent empty away.

In short: God is going to turn the social order upside down!  


Thanks to his parents, Jesus will grow up a radical Jew.

And, like most children, Jesus had brothers and sisters: four brother's and two sisters.  He was not an only child.

While Roman Catholics and Eastern Orthodox Christians believe these were children of Joseph by a previous marriage, because St Matthew [1:25] says that Joseph and Mary delayed marital relations until after Jesus was born, most Anglicans and Protestants believe they were his natural brothers and sisters.  

Their names were: James, Joseph, Simon and Judas. [St Mt 13:55].  We are not given the names of his sisters.

Perhaps somewhere, at this moment, a Christian feminist on a creative writing course is writing a piece entitled, 'My brother Jesus, by one of his sisters.'  

Of his four brothers, James was next in seniority, because later it was James who became head of the Church in Jerusalem and not St Peter. 

Tradition says that the letter of James in the New Testament was written by him.  He was also called 'James the Just' or James the righteous, showing that like his father Joseph he too was known for faithful adherence to the Law of Moses, the Torah.

We also know his nickname: 'camel knees' and that tells us that like Jesus, James was a man of prayer.

Of Jesus' brother, Joseph, nothing more is heard; nor do we know anything of Simon; but, like James, tradition says the last brother also has a letter in the New Testament, the Epistle of Jude.

Interestingly, about 90 AD the Emperor Domitian, a persecutor of the Church, interrogated two of Jude's grandsons.  He was afraid that being of the Royal Family of David, and desposyni, that is members of Jesus family, they might be dangerous revolutionaries.

However, when he saw that they were only poor farmers, he let them go. 

One of Jude's great grandsons, Judah Kyriakos was the last Jewish Christian bishop of Jerusalem.  After him all Jerusalem's bishops were  gentile Christians.

That then was the family in which Jesus grew up.

They lived in Nazareth, an unimportant village in the hills of Galilee which meant that just as I grew up with a Liverpool accent, so Jesus grew up with a dead-give-away Galilean accent.

All families and places have their problems and it was no different for Jesus, but we'll come to problems in the Holy Family and the difficulties he had growing up in Nazareth some other time.

Then, when he was 12, Joseph and Mary took Jesus to Jerusalem for the feast of Passover where his accent would have betrayed him as a northerner!

Although most Galileans were Jews, that hadn't always been the case, and southern Judeans were often tempted to feel superior to northerners from Nazareth.

We all know the story of how Mary and Joseph began the journey home without Jesus only to find him three days later sitting among the temple's Torah experts asking questions about the interpretation of the Law of Moses.

Our knowledge of any subject is only as good as the questions we ask.  


To this day, at passover the youngest child gets to ask, 'Why is this night different from all other nights?'  And the rest of the service answers the question: 'Because tonight is the night when by God's help we escaped from Pharaoh and from slavery in Egypt.'

Jews loved nothing better than discussing religion.  The whole nation was one vast religious debating chamber.  Questioning was encouraged.  So, what questions might Jesus have asked?

He might have asked, 'Of the 613 commandments of the Torah, which is the most important.

One rabbi might say, 'The eighth, Thou shalt not steal, because idolatry is stealing God's entitlement to your worship; adultery is stealing someone's husband or wife, while bearing false witness is the theft of someone' good name.

Another expert in Torah might say, 'It's the sixth: Thou shalt not kill,' because with idolatry you kill your own soul; with adultery you put the knife into someone's trust and love, and with lies you murder the truth.

 Every synagogue had a school in which Jewish boys like Jesus were educated through discussion and argument.  It made Judah  the first country in the world to have universal education.  Scotland was the second!

Other things too are important to note in this story of Jesus growing up.  The first was his independence of mind and action at 12 years of age; the second was the risk he took in sounding downright 'cheeky' in his answer to his parents: Didn't you know that I must be about my Father's business? 

'Father' here being God, not Joseph!  It was an extraordinary statement, as no Jewish boy would talk about God like that.  It was too personal, too familiar.  .

It was the sort of cheek tempered by humour that Jews call, Chutzpah!

Whenever I tried it on, my father, an old sailor, would have told me that I was 'sailing dangerously close to the wind'.  
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While my teacher, Miss Dobells, would have said, 'Are you being funny with me, Radcliffe?'

But Jesus judged his Chutzpah nicely and got away with it.  The more we think about it, the more that's being said in that answer.  It was a glimpse of a real boy behind a real religion.  Jesus was always quick with a good, life-changing answer.

It was a preparation too for his encounter with Nicodemus which we heard in this morning's gospel. 

A good son loves and trusts a good father.  Even at 12, Jesus was transforming the whole nature of prayer; his prayer life and ours. 

Much later, at the Mount of Transfiguration God was to say of  Jesus, 'This is my Beloved Son.'

The God of Joseph was a lawgiver.  The God of Mary a righteous ruler, while Jesus loved God as his Father and what a different kind of man and Jew that would one day make him.

St Luke is keen that we should know that, in spite of the risky ambiguity of Jesus' reply as a good son he nevertheless submitted to his parents.

In other words, Jesus might fit in, but he would always be an awkward fit.  It was pattern that later would stamp his ministry.  

In these stories we see an independent and distinctive mind taking shape.  

From these few facts about his early life, you and I must ask ourselves: How close is my relationship with God?  How questioning is my faith?  Jesus grew and developed through his experience.  How is my experience shaping my faith and humanity?

In considering how Jesus the boy grew into Jesus the man, there's a Lenten programme there of spiritual growth into Christian maturity for all of us.
