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Three days. Three worry-filled, nightmarish, unending days. Put yourself in Mary’s place. Your 12-year-old child is missing, and you can’t find him for three whole days. Those 72 hours would be hell on earth. Who do you blame? Yourself? Your husband? Where do you look? You would not sleep; eating would be impossible. Unable to think of anything else, you would be obsessed with finding your son.

The first thing Mary says when they locate Jesus in the temple is, “Why did you do this to us? Your father and I have been looking for you with great anxiety.” Jesus responds with an answer that I used to think was borderline smart-alecky but now sounds more matter-of-fact to me. “Why were you looking for me? Didn’t you know that I must be in my Father’s house?” Mary had said, “Your father and I.” He subtly corrects his mother when he says, “I must be in my Father’s house.” If he had been talking about Joseph, his father’s house would be in Nazareth. He’s telling Mary that he knows who his real father is and that he needs to spend time with him.

But Mary and Joseph “didn’t understand what he said to them,” Luke says. They and their boy went back to Nazareth, and I’ll bet you anything they didn’t let him out of their sight for months. Maybe that’s why he was with Mary at the Cana wedding as an adult—he still wasn’t off being “grounded”!

What does this story tell us about the Holy Family? For one thing, Jesus must have been a pretty good kid or his parents would not have left Jerusalem without knowing exactly where he was. In fact, they didn't even look for him until after the first day of traveling. They figured he was with family and friends and trusted him enough to allow him that freedom.

Secondly, they were a devout family. They went to Jerusalem every year for Passover, Luke says, a three-day walk of about 120 miles one way. Remember how they brought Jesus to the temple for his circumcision? They followed Jewish laws and taught their son, by example, to do the same. Jesus’ last journey was his trip to Jerusalem for Passover. 

And, lastly, Mary and Joseph loved their child, even though they didn’t always understand him. Luke says they were “astonished” to see him talking with the teachers. But, they helped him to grow “in wisdom, age, and favor before God and man.”

So the three Holy Family rules here are: teach children to be responsible, teach them about your faith, and love them, even when you don’t understand them.

