
Christmas 1       Psalm 148 
1 Samuel 2:18-20,26              Luke 2:41-52 
 
58 Long ago, prophets knew 
55 In the bleak mid-winter 
238 For Mary, mother of our Lord 
64 Of the Father’s love begotten 
 
It’s still Christmas for most of us, and for all Christians, Christmas 
is very special. It might include carol services and going to church 
at midnight, but it also means seeing people we love: it is a 
festival of love. As one carol says: ‘Love came down at 
Christmas’. Our childhood may seem a bit distant, but we still 
remember presents and parties and the excitement of being on 
holiday. But most of all, we remember being cared for - an 
essential part of childhood. 
 

I wonder how little Samuel felt when his parents came to visit 
once a year. You remember the background to this story, with his 
family’s annual pilgrimage to Shiloh to worship the Lord of hosts. 
His mother, Hannah, was childless, and longed desperately for a 
child. She prayed that if God should grant her the blessing of a 
son, she would dedicate him to the Lord. It is hard to read the first 
chapter of 1 Samuel without feeling a bit upset at the sacrifice 
Hannah was prepared to make. How much she had longed for a 
child, and her gift to the Lord must have been devastating, with 
the gap it would leave in her life. But she was a woman of deep 
faith, and her song of dedication after Samuel’s birth begins: My 
heart exults in the Lord; my strength is exalted in my God. It 
has a great resemblance to the Magnificat, the song of Mary, 
which starts My soul magnifies the Lord, and my spirit rejoices 
in God my Saviour. There is a strong resemblance between 
Hannah and Mary, and today’s stories are both stories of mother-
love, and the sacrifice that both women had to make. 
 

Samuel was still very young in our story: a boy wearing a linen 
ephod. An ephod was a special ceremonial garment for a priest. 
Shiloh with its temple was the Jerusalem of its time, the great 
centre of worship of the Lord of hosts, and here we have a priest 
in miniature, a little boy dedicated by his mother to minister in the 
temple.  His mother used to make for him a little robe and take 
it to him each year when she went up with her husband to 
offer the yearly sacrifice. Imagine how much love was sewn into 
the seams of that little robe, which would have been too big for 
him as he put it on.  
 

And the boy Samuel continued to grow both in stature and in 
favour with the Lord and with the people.  How nice to know 
how much he was loved by God and by those around him. As was 
Jesus, for our NT reading ends: And Jesus increased in wisdom 
and in stature, and in divine and human favour. Two small 
boys with a similar task: dedicated by God for their human and 
divine work. 
 

Jesus was 12 years old when he went, as the family did every year, 
to Jerusalem for Passover. Jerusalem is about a week’s journey 
from Nazareth: quite a challenge for a group which included 
young children. (It’s about 75 miles over hilly country, allowing 
for detours depending on where they spent the night) My Bible 
dictionary tells me that every Israelite was expected to worship 
God at the sanctuary each year, so crowds of people would have 
been there.  Passover celebrated the deliverance of the Israelites 
from slavery in Egypt, and was accompanied by eating lamb, one 
lamb per family, with unleavened bread. 
 
Passover was the time for families, and Mary and Joseph would 
have travelled with the extended family of grandparents, parents, 
cousins and small children. Large families were normal, and Mary 
and Joseph would have had their own younger children with them, 
and there would have been lots of people to see, and meals to eat 



and festivities at the temple in Jerusalem. And when the festival 
was ended, they returned to Nazareth as part of a large group, as 
they did each year. Jesus was their oldest child, and at twelve was 
considered almost  grown up. Can you imagine Mary’s anxiety 
when she couldn’t find him when they were settling for the 
evening meal at the end of the day’s journey on the way home. 
She knew in her heart that Jesus had a special ministry as the 
angel Gabriel had promised: he will be called the Son of the 
Most High, and the Lord God will give to him the throne of his 
ancestor David.  But this was the first time he had gone missing. 
As good parents, Mary and Joseph needed to protect Jesus until 
the time came for him to take up his mission. Mary would have 
remembered the promise of the angel: the child to be born will 
be holy; he will be called Son of God. The reality of losing Jesus 
must have been devastating.  It’s bad enough to lose your own 
child in a crowd, but to lose another person’s child is even worse. 
This child, Jesus, had been lent to her for a season, just as 
Hannah’s child, Samuel, had been lent to the Lord for as long as 
he lives. Mary would need to be very certain of the angel’s 
message: Nothing will be impossible with God. 
 

Three days.  It took three days to find Jesus: an omen to foretell 
the three days when Jesus was lost to the world after his 
crucifixion. Hannah’s anxiety at her separation from Samuel was 
as nothing compared to Mary’s unexpected separation from Jesus. 
Why didn’t he tell her what he would be doing? Mary’s 
accusation, in the little exchange between them: Child, why have 
you treated us like this? is just so human and understandable. 
Jesus’s reply was a foretaste of what was to come: Why were you 
searching for me? Did you not know I must be in my Father’s 
house? But they did not understand what he said to them. 
After the event, it’s so easy to understand. Luke tells us that His 
mother treasured all these things in her heart. That wasn’t 
what it felt like at the time.  
 

We have so much to thank Luke for in writing these stories of the 
childhood of Christ. The little details make it all the more 
believable. Surely he must have known Mary, or she must have 
related the events to someone well-known to both of them, such as 
Peter. Luke writes a wonderful history - a history where heaven 
and earth are intertwined. Imagine all the material he must have 
had, and then think how wonderfully condensed and vivid it is. No 
words are wasted. Small details matter. Luke tells stories which 
can open a door to God’s plan for us. Mary can be cross with her 
son - she is human. We don’t need to be holy all the time when 
talking to Jesus. He knows about real life.  
 

And real life can be so difficult, so dangerous, so heart-rending. 
Faith is not all about having, and then having more. We may need 
to give up something precious just as Hannah did: that small boy.  
We may be like Mary and Joseph who could not understand why 
Jesus left them to suffer such anxiety. He could so easily have told 
them what he was doing. Sometimes we have to suffer separation 
and loss before we come to know the will of God. We may never 
understand God’s way of organising our lives; but we can take 
Hannah and Mary as examples.  They each sacrificed what 
mattered most, their first-born sons, in trust that God would care 
for them as part of his plan for our lives. We must live in trust and 
faith, without knowing whether it will all come out all right in the 
end.  Only God knows; but God loves us and cares for us. God 
loved us so much that he sent his only-begotten Son so that 
everyone who believes in him may have eternal life. Jn 3:16 


