Back to school – Luke 2:41-52

Good morning, and welcome to our service this morning.  A special welcome to those of you who are here on the last weekend of their Summer Holiday!  Have you all had a good summer?
What was the best thing about it?
Well, we are in church, and here we believe that God made the world – all of nature and all of us, our friends and family, all the good things we have.  So when we think about the good things, we have to thank God for them.  And we do that in praying, which is talking to God, as well as singing, and dancing, and lots of other ways.  But we’ll start with a prayer.
Thank you God for all the good things you do for us, for fun and laughter and friends and family, for… (name some of the ‘best things’)… And thank you for bringing us here today, would you bless our time together and help us to have lots of fun as we learn more about you and about the people you made us to be.  Help us to hear your voice speaking to our hearts through the prayers, and hymns, and stories, and teaching.  Amen.
We continue to say thank you to God, this time in singing, and I’m hoping these are songs you might know:
393 Morning Has Broken
14 All things bright and beautiful

I want to read you two stories this morning.  The first is a story about Jesus, and it was written down by a man called Luke, who went around finding out all about Jesus’ life from his friends and then wrote two books of the Bible.  This story is from Luke chapter 2 verses 41 to 52.
41 Every year Jesus’ parents went to Jerusalem for the Festival of the Passover. 42 When he was twelve years old, they went up to the festival, according to the custom. 43 After the festival was over, while his parents were returning home, the boy Jesus stayed behind in Jerusalem, but they were unaware of it. 44 Thinking he was in their company, they travelled on for a day. Then they began looking for him among their relatives and friends. 45 When they did not find him, they went back to Jerusalem to look for him. 46 After three days they found him in the temple courts, sitting among the teachers, listening to them and asking them questions. 47 Everyone who heard him was amazed at his understanding and his answers. 48 When his parents saw him, they were astonished. His mother said to him, ‘Son, why have you treated us like this? Your father and I have been anxiously searching for you.’
49 ‘Why were you searching for me?’ he asked. ‘Didn’t you know I had to be in my Father’s house?’ 50 But they did not understand what he was saying to them.
51 Then he went down to Nazareth with them and was obedient to them. But his mother treasured all these things in her heart. 52 And Jesus grew in wisdom and stature, and in favour with God and man.
A story about a boy, 12 years old, on an outing with family and friends.  Have you ever been out somewhere in a big group, and you were having such a good time you just didn’t want to go home when they did?  
Well, Jesus’ outing was to the Temple in Jerusalem.  For the Jews, the Temple was the place they would go to meet with God.  At this time of year that involved sacrifices and feasting; it was a big celebration.  It was also a really busy place, where adults would chat and clever people would discuss clever things like what their Holy Scriptures (their version of the Bible, which is our Old Testament) meant.  Now I don’t know how you would feel about a big family trip to the Temple – would you be excited by all the things that were going on?  Scared by the crowds and all these official people around?  Eager to take part in everything?  Or would you be saying “Can we go now?”
Jesus loved it.  He loved being in this place that was so special to his people and so special to God, who was his Father.  He felt at home here.  He felt safe.  He wanted to learn from the clever people, to find out what their Bible said and what they thought about it.  What he didn’t want was to go home when the others did!
Now we don’t know whether Jesus stayed behind on purpose.  Did he hide until they were gone and run back to the Temple?  I wouldn’t recommend doing that, by the way!  Or was he so involved in everything that was going on, that he just didn’t notice the family all left without him?  How do you think he felt when he turned around and realised they weren’t there?
Have your parents ever told you what to do if you get lost?  If they are anything like me, maybe it involves going to a safe place and waiting for them, or finding someone official and telling them you are lost?  
That’s exactly what Jesus did.  He went to (or stayed in) the safest place he knew.  And conveniently, it was where he wanted to be anyway!  He stayed in the Temple – for three whole days.  Surely as soon as his parents realised he was missing they would come here and find him.  It doesn’t look like he ever panicked, as we might do.  He just made the most of the extra time he got to spend in the House of God.  And when his parents came looking for him, completely out of their minds with worry, he was surprised.  Where else did they think he would have gone?
This is the only story we have of the boy Jesus.  It’s a story about him beginning to grow up; beginning to leave his earthly parents and become his own person.  He knew that God was his true Father, and nothing pleased him more than to be in the place where God met people on earth.  But part of being close to God was doing what God wanted him to do, which was to obey his parents.  So he went home with them, and grew up with them; followed their instruction and allowed them to help him.
As we grow up, there are times when we want to break away from our parents and become our own people.  Sometimes that is slow and easy; sometimes scary or exciting.  For parents, that is often scary, as we anxiously search everywhere for the baby we once had!  Yet each of us should know the answer.  The safe place when life gets scary, when we face the world alone and don’t know where our friends and family have got to – that safe place is in the arms of God.  This place, yes – the church is meant to be a place of safety, a place of friends.  But God can be found everywhere, if we just call on him.  In school; at home; in the street – we can know that he is with us, as we step out on our own, he will teach us and help us as we become the people he made us to be.
And parents, we too should learn something.  When our children are growing, and we seem to have lost our babies, we should know where to look.  We trust them in the arms of God, and through him we hold them wherever they are; as babies turn to toddlers, and toddlers to children, and children to teenagers, and teenagers to adults.  We know that if they wait in God they wait for us in a safe place, learning and growing, becoming his children as well as ours; for he loves each one as much, and even more than we do, just as he loves us.
So how do we get to this place of God?  The answer is through prayer.  As we said, prayer is just talking to God, as a friend – as a Father – just like Jesus did.  And we are going to pray together now, first of all for all you guys going back to school this week, and then for anyone else we know who needs that safety and love of God right now.  So before we pray, is there anyone you want us to pray for?
It could be someone who is sick, or having any kind of trouble.  It could be thankful.  It could be someone who is scared, or sad.
…
Children, and anyone working in schools, come to front.  This will be on zoom!
Lord, thank you for your love for each one of us.  Thank you that we can know you are with us even in the most difficult times, wherever we are.  I pray your blessing on these children… (name them).  As they return to school, would you go with them, go before them, surround them with your safety and peace; enable them to learn and grow into the people you want them to be.  Give them good friends and keep them in your paths, may they trust in you and teach others to do the same.  
I pray your blessing on these adults… (name them) and all others who teach our children.  As they return to school would you give them strength, and patience; enable them to lead well and to continue to learn and grow themselves.
And I pray your blessing on those we have mentioned…

Let’s stop there for a moment, and sing together as we consider this story:
1483 One more step along the world I go

I said there were two stories this morning.  The second is taken from a book by Max Lucado, and I must apologise to him for my shortening of his story!  The whole book takes about 20 minutes to read and I don’t have that much time, but you are welcome to borrow it later if you like this taster.  It’s called ‘the oak inside the acorn’ and this is my abbreviated version:  (read from book)

This is our job, through school this year and next year and in the years to come; through clubs and play; through families and friends – to grow into the people God made us to be.  Each one of us special.  Each one of us loved.  Each one of us with a purpose, that we might not see right now – remember how the little oak tried to produce oranges, and flowers?  It’s good to try things.  We might, by trying, find exactly what we are meant to do.  But if we don’t, that doesn’t mean we have failed.  It means God made us for something different.  So in prayer and thanksgiving we ask him to show us, to make us into the people he created us to be.  For some of us that is a short journey; for others it takes a lifetime.  But we will get there!  
For you young people, I, and I’m sure your families and teachers, can’t wait to see what you all become.  
I have some things to give out today.  For some, a story and colouring book about growing up with God.  For our children going up to secondary school, something to help you as you go.  And for all of you, a reminder to be strong and courageous, because God is with you wherever you go.  And in the weeks to come, as the oaks begin to drop their acorns, why not pick one up and keep it, to look at and remember that inside you is a great girl or boy; all you have to do is to be who God made you to be.

208 If I were a butterfly
A short post-script to this service, in case the rest of you feel forgotten.  We never stop growing!  
Next week we will be continuing this topic and talking specifically about learning, and I want you to come ready to share (in just a sentence or two) something you have learned recently – it could be about yourself, about God, or about the world.  I hope that you, whatever your age, are still growing and discovering who God made you to be, and continue to find rest, peace and safety in him.
Our final hymn speaks of us in the presence of God, being held and changed and renewed by him.  
895 Lord, I come to you
May God bless you and keep you; may he make his face shine upon you and be gracious to you; may he turn his face toward you and give you peace.  Amen.





