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	In the delightful smash movie hit, "Home Alone," and again in its follow up, "Home Alone II," Macaulay Culkin plays a young boy who mistakenly gets left behind when the whole family goes to Europe for a Christmas vacation.  However, it isn't until the jet lands in Paris that his parents discover the grave oversight.  Meanwhile, their son is having a vacation of his own being "home alone," that is, until a pair of bungling burglars try to rob their home and must contend with a precocious kid they never bargained for.  Well, this morning's lesson concerns the ORIGINAL "Home Alone" plot, the day when Jesus was overlooked while his parents headed home to Nazareth after a trip to the Temple in Jerusalem.
	In 1965, I was 12 years old, the same age as Jesus was in our text.  That year, my father took my brother and me by train to Flushing Meadows in Queens, New York, right across from Shea Stadium where the Mets played baseball.  But instead of going to see a game, we walked up to a 12-story high, stainless-steel model of the earth called the “Unisphere” which served as the entranceway to the New York World's Fair.  Once inside those gates, I was introduced to the entire world reduced to a few square miles.  There were more people than I had ever seen before concentrated in one location with pavilions and exhibits and booths representing countries and nationalities from all over the world- it was all so exciting.  What I ESPECIALLY remember was the boat ride at the Pepsi pavilion where we floated past animated dolls and animals singing “It’s A Small World After All,” and the Chrysler pavilion where I won a toy model of one of their cars of the future- a replica of a turbine-driven automobile.  It was TRULY a once-in-a-lifetime visit.
	Well, I'm sure I can't recapture for you ALL the drama and emotion I felt as a 12 year old but it certainly helped me to understand the excitement that this teenage Jesus must have felt going up to the Passover festival with his parents for the very first time.  Passover, for the Jews, was THE most important religious festival of the year.  For seven days, Jerusalem was filled with hundreds of thousands of visitors who were commanded by Jewish Law to return each year for this great feast.  Over a quarter of a million young lambs were sacrificed alone during that week, and the air was filled with songs and prayers and high religious drama.  Believe me, no World's Fair or Super Bowl could even BEGIN to compare to THIS sacred occasion.
	Jesus was now at an age where according to Mosaic Law he was required to perform all the religious duties an adult did.  He was now allowed to wear all the customary garb, to observe all the fasts, to follow the law of the rabbis, and to think seriously of his future calling in life.  His attendance at this festival was one of the most important rites of passage he would ever undertake.  
	At the end of the week, with the Passover finally concluded, everyone began the long trek back to their homes located all throughout the ancient world.  Like the New Jersey Turnpike at rush hour, the roadways became clogged with all kinds of human traffic- pilgrims traveling by foot, in camel caravans, on donkey carts.  Amid all the confusion, relatives, friends, and neighbors would caravan together so that members of one family would sometimes travel with others.  
	This was apparently the case with Joseph and Mary.  Assuming their son was with friends or other family members, they began the 70-mile trek back to Nazareth- a journey which usually took about four days to make.  At the end of the first day of travel, they had to find it strange that Jesus had not already rejoined them and so I can imagine them inquiring of their friends and other family members whether their son might be among them.  
	There can’t be a more terrifying moment then when a parent discovers his or her child is suddenly missing.  My mother once told me of the time when as four year-olds, my twin brother and I walked away from her on the boardwalk in Seaside Heights, New Jersey and how for almost a half-hour she searched frantically for us.  She said that she died a thousand deaths during that time.  In a terrible panic over their son's safety and whereabouts, Joseph and Mary would now have to leave the others and make their way back to Jerusalem to find him.  
	And if there is fear on the parent's part, how much MORE acute it must be for the child who is lost.  I remember walking through New York City as a young boy with my hand in my father's.  For a very brief instant, I took my hand away to peer into a department store window.  Then I replaced it and walked for about half a block before I realized I was walking down the street with my hand in the hand of a complete stranger- some man who was just as startled as I was.  I was suddenly terrified at the thought of being in such a large, hostile city without my father at my side to protect and lead me.  Fortunately, within a minute, my father found me and we resumed our stroll together.
	What a surprise it must have been when after three days of furious searching, Jesus’ parents discover him, not patiently waiting for them at the local police station but holding court with the teachers in the Great Temple- a young boy instructing mature religious leaders in the ways of God and men.  We are told that when his parents* saw him they were astonished.  Mary said to him, “Child, why have you treated us like this?  Look, your father and I have been searching for you in great anxiety.”  Jesus’ response was49JesuJesus, “Why were you searching for me?  Did you not know that I must be in my Father’s house?”*50  Luke parenthetically adds that they did not understand what he meant by this.  But, he obediently returned with them and Mary kept all these things in her heart.
	In Joseph and Mary, we see a couple who not only sought to provide a stable, loving home life for their son, but who also desired to see that he was raised in an environment of religious faith where instruction in the Law and the Prophets were taught and the holy Jewish traditions were observed, both at home and in the synagogue.  Joseph and Mary were INTEGRAL to the growth and maturity in Jesus’ life; his social, moral, spiritual, and intellectual development was by design and not luck or mere accident.  
	In one of the few areas I might agree with him, I believe Dr. James Dobson is right when he says that for too many years, people have thought that successful parenting involves only two great factors: 1) to raise the child in an atmosphere of genuine affection; and 2) to satisfy his material and physical needs.  Dobson says that as important as these ARE, it is simply wishful thinking.  To quote the psychologist:
Although love is essential to human life, parental responsibility extends far beyond it...Love in the absence of instruction will not produce a child with self-discipline, self-control, and respect for other people.  Affection and warmth underlie all mental and physical health, yet they do not eliminate the need for careful training and guidance.
	This was substantiated in a conversation I once had with a Jewish father who explained for me the difference between the way parents raise their children in the United States and the way they are raised in Israel.  He said that here in America, parents are primarily concerned about gaining their child's love, that they are often guilty of trying to bribe their children for their affection.  They have this desperate need to know that their sons and daughters deeply care for them, and the growing lack of discipline and parental control in our homes and schools are just two of the consequences of this.
	In Israel, however, parents are not primarily concerned about gaining their children's affection as they are in seeing that their kids learn how to live responsibly in society.  This is why they place such a premium upon DISCIPLINE in the home, EDUCATION in the schools, and RELIGION in the synagogue- discipline, education, and religion: these become three of the most important prerequisites for preparing their sons and daughters to survive and become independent in an ever precarious world.  If in the process these parents also gain their children's love and respect, this is viewed as an added benefit.  But their FIRST concern is to teach their children what is right and how to live as responsible and independent citizens before both God and their neighbor.
	Well, moral education was ALWAYS central to Jewish life.  Among the ancient Israelites, it was the father's duty to teach the commandments to all his children and to tell the stories of what God had done for his people.  They were to explain the meaning of the great feasts and participate with them in all their holy customs.  Those able to attend school were taught primarily the Torah, the holy Law of God, while language, grammar, history and geography were all studied in the Bible.  In this way, their moral laws and traditions would be handed down to their own children and their children's children. 
	My, how times have changed!  The very fact that today's young people are so confused about their roles in the world only mirrors the confusion in their own parents' mind.  Parents increasingly abdicate their responsibility as providers of moral education because they're so deficient in that training THEMSELVES.  Instead, they can only offer the HOPE that their children are happy and that they might fulfill whatever potential they might have.
	This is no LESS true of CHURCH MEMBERS.  Biblical and theological illiteracy is RAMPANT throughout our churches.  Many Christians have never prayed with their family, never read the Bible together, have never talked about what Jesus means to them to their own children, spouse, or friends because even after many years in the pew, they STILL don't understand its message or remain unsure of their OWN faith.  The resources are certainly available and yet they don't take advantage of them.  It is a sad commentary that dozens of healthy members remain on our church rolls whose only presence in this sanctuary will be on Christmas Eve or Easter morning.  They never fully avail themselves of those rich resources and opportunities here to learn of God's Word and grow with the rest of God's people.  Consequently, the seed of faith planted so many years before in their lives slowly atrophies until its life is gone and God eventually becomes irrelevant to them.  The bottom line is that we only fool ourselves if we think that an hour in church on Sunday morning is all the nourishment and vitamins one needs to develop a healthy, well-rounded spiritual life- it's NOT!  
	This past week, ESPN, the sports network, aired a special report about a Rutgers University football player named Eric LeGrand.  Well three months ago, he was severely injured while making a tackle on a punt return against Army and wound up paralyzed from the neck down.  As the doctors worked feverishly to help him breathe and then immobilize him, his mother was forced to stand helplessly on the sidelines, knowing there was nothing she could do other than pray.  The ENCOURAGING news is that he is making some real progress in his rehabilitation, that he’s even beginning to get back some feeling in his hands and arms.  Of course, the recovery process will take years but he is quick to credit his family, the love and support he has received from the Rutgers’ community (my OWN alma mater), and above all, his faith in Jesus Christ and all that he received growing up in church for making all the difference in his outlook for the future.    
	As I watched that special this past week, I couldn’t help but think back to ANOTHER football player in ANOTHER football game that took place between the New York Jets and the Kansas City Chiefs on November 29, 1992 which led to a very SIMILAR testimony.  Dennis Byrd was a defensive lineman for the Jets who in an attempt to sack Dave Krieg--the Chiefs’ quarterback--collided with a fellow teammate which resulted in him becoming paralyzed with a broken vertebra.  I was watching that game when the injury occurred and it STILL gives me the shudders when I think of it.  
	But even MORE memorable than the accident itself was the news conference he held at New York's Mt. Sinai Hospital where he had been undergoing physical rehabilitation.  Byrd, a devout Christian who had been extremely active in the Fellowship of Christian Athletes, said to himself from the moment he was hit, "Lord, whatever happens, I put it all in your hands.  If I play or if I never walk again, you will be glorified through this."  His frame of mind was such that when Coach Bruce Coslet and a bunch of his teammates visited him a few days after the accident, he spent most of the time trying to cheer THEM up instead of the other way around.  
	In that news conference, he spoke again and again of how the support of his family and his faith in Jesus Christ had enabled him to get through this crisis, that he had never felt the presence of God closer than in the weeks following his paralyzing injury.  He said he grew up in the church and those lessons and the faith he developed in his Christian home growing up had never been more important to him than they were during the month and a half following his accident.  This is what enabled him to be positive and to even lift up the spirits of his teammates when they couldn't lift up their OWN.  He was realistic enough to know that his football career was over and that the possibility existed he might never walk again.  But he knew that with the support and encouragement of his family, his friends, his church, and above all, Jesus Christ to whom he was introduced as a child, he would continue to learn from this accident and live every minute of it to the glory of God.  The miracle was that one year later, Dennis Byrd WAS able to walk and without the help of a cane or friends to support him.  As a result, the Jets presented him with a trophy for the Most Inspirational Player Award, which would thereafter be called the Dennis Byrd Award.  In the years since, he has CONTINUED to praise God for his recovery, inspiring thousands with his story of faith and the triumph of the human spirit. 
 	There are many lessons we can take away from this story about Jesus in the Temple as a young boy but the one that stands out for ME this morning is this: When Jesus was not in his Father's House, performing his Father’s business, his Father's House was in HIM.  Filled with his Father's Spirit, walking in his Father's will, he could NEVER be lost, NEVER be forgotten, NEVER be alone.  This is why he could have such courage and confidence before the elders in the Temple, or why Eric LeGrand and Dennis Byrd could demonstrate such optimism and internal peace during the greatest crises of THEIR lives.  Because all these persons had grown up in a religious/spiritual atmosphere--within their home and a faith community where God was taught and worshipped--as they matured and grew older, that atmosphere gradually took shape within THEM.  The teachings and all the moral and spiritual influences they had experienced there were eventually imprinted upon their minds and character so that the Temple, the church, became as much in THEM as they were in church or the Temple.
	What we must understand is that it's just not enough to be in church on Sunday mornings.  The real question becomes, "Is the church in YOU?"  "IS THE CHURCH IN YOU?"  When you are consistently about your Father's business, when you make a habit of regularly opening your heart to God in prayer and praise and worship, when you allow your mind to absorb a steady diet of his Word so that it fills your heart as well as your head, then the church begins to take shape in YOU.  Your beliefs change, your values shift, your attitude and personality become transformed so that people begin to see a brand new you.  This process is never automatic, never accidental, but always intentional.  The lesson for us this morning is clear- that when we are faithfully about our Father's business, then God makes you HIS business and you can NEVER get lost, NEVER be alone, NEVER become forsaken in this world, and God will see to that!  Amen.
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