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I just finished reading a book that someone gave me last summer, Lost and Found: 

Adolescence, Parenting, and the Formation of Faith by Amanda Hughes. At the time, I 

didn’t recognize it as a gift – but it was. At the center of the book, the author focuses on 

the story of 12-year-old Jesus being left behind in Jerusalem after the festival of 

Passover. You remember the story: Mary and Joseph searched for three days and 

eventually found him in the Temple, sitting among the teachers, listening to them and 

asking them questions.   

My youngest child is 12 years old, the same age as Jesus when he was found in the 

Temple, so I decided this book was worth reading. And, it really is chockful of insightful 

concepts for Christian parents to consider while navigating the challenging teen years, 

but one theme within the pages really hit home for me. It was about the importance of 

elders or non-parental adult mentors of any age in the life of a young person. 

I’ll admit it. I’d like to be all things to my children. Their teacher, their leader, their 

confidante, their buddy…but really, I need to be their Mom. The truth is when I enter a 

conversation with them we have a history, I know too much to be unbiased. When they 

tell a story from years ago, or even a few days ago, and it isn’t how I remember it, I want 

to correct them. I want them to recall what was actually done, what was actually said 

from my point of view…the correct point of view.  

An elder or mentor doesn’t do that…doesn’t need to do that. An elder comes to them 

with wisdom and a completely different agenda – to love, listen and support. An elder 

doesn’t care that a piece of the story isn’t completely accurate. An elder doesn’t 

compare the teen’s story to their own. An elder isn’t formulating the punishment for the 

action that’s being confessed. The elder listens deeply, extends a loving hand and 

walks with them on their rocky journey towards adulthood.  

I had elders when I was a teenager. Like Jesus in the Temple, I had several non-

parental adults who were interested in my questions, my thoughts and my problems. I’ll 

bet many of you had these special mentors in your life, too. My grandmother and I had 

very close relationship – I could speak openly and frankly to her. My high school Italian 

teacher was a trusted personal advisor – in fact, we have exchanged Christmas cards 

written in Italian for 30 years. And then there was Bob, a leader in my church. I babysat 

for his kids and as a regular acolyte I saw him almost weekly.  

I recall walking into town one afternoon and going to Bob’s office. His desk was covered 

in books and papers. Crayon drawings from his children hung on the walls.  I walked in, 

closed the door, sat in the spare chair across from him and started to cry. Without 

words, without sound, without judgement, he just held me. He held me tightly without 

words.  



“Something horrible has happened to me,“ I said. “And, I need to tell someone.” 

Bob put everything else aside and gave me the safe space I needed in that moment. 

He was by far my most trusted elder for a long, long time. He loved me and listened to 

me and supported me in a way my parents and friends simply could not. He did not try 

to fix my problems. He did not judge my choices or steer my life. He openly and 

honestly guided me with gentle wisdom through the dark tunnels of adolescence, not 

because he was a leader of youth in my church, but because somehow the Holy Spirit 

led me to him and I allowed him to support me. Knowing he did not carry the burden of 

being my parent, I sought his counsel and leaned on him for help and truthful 

answers…and God opened my ears to hear them.  

As my two children forge their way through the storms of adolescence, and as I journey 

closer to our Christmas celebrations this year, I can’t help but wonder if these elders are 

like John the Baptist in today’s Gospel…restoring hope. Offering forgiveness. Pointing 

the way out of darkness and towards The Light. I recognize their importance and 

believe very strongly that God has carefully selected them. They answer a Holy calling.  

Many years ago, these elders were God’s gift to me, today they are a gift to my children, 

and tonight I am especially grateful for all of them.      

 

 

 

 

 

 


