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Today's Lesson

Stories of Jesus:
The Lost Sheep
( Bible Lesson
"Suppose one of you had a hundred sheep and lost one.  Wouldn't you leave the ninety-nine in the wilderness and go after the lost one until you found it?  When found, you can be sure you would put it across your shoulders, rejoicing, and when you got home call in your friends and neighbors, saying, 'Celebrate with me!  I've found my lost sheep!'  … Count on it – that's the kind of party God's angels throw every time one lost soul turns to God."  Luke 15:4-6, 10
"I am the good shepherd.  The good shepherd gives his life for the sheep."  John 10:11

"God loved the world so much that he gave his one and only Son.  Anyone who believes in him will not die but will have eternal life.  God did not send his Son into the world to judge the world.  He sent his Son to save the world through him".  John 3:16-17
A reader considering Jesus' story of the lost sheep, recounted from St. Luke's Gospel in the first Scripture passage above, might well conclude that the shepherd in the story has made the wrong choice.  With 99% of his flock safe and sound under his protection, why would he put them at risk to go find the single sheep that is missing?  Many people would just play the odds by staying with the ninety-nine, and hope that the lost sheep would reappear.

Not so with the Good Shepherd.  In the parable of the lost sheep, Jesus is conveying two key principles.  First, Jesus emphasizes the intense love the shepherd has for every single sheep in his flock, even those who have wandered off.  There's a hug instead of discipline, a party instead of a time-out, when the shepherd finds the lost sheep.  Second, Jesus points out the great joy God has in seeing wayward sheep return to the flock, through the efforts of the Good Shepherd.
On the Christian calendar, the Lenten season begins in the coming week.  In this time of the year, Christians reflect on Christ's final days on earth, and the events leading up to his Passion.  As Lent begins, the story of the lost sheep provides a timely reminder of the key aspects of the first principle Jesus conveyed through the story:

· Jesus Christ gave his life for us – individually and collectively.  He would have died on the cross for any one of us, even if we were the only one who needed his sacrifice.

· God sent Jesus into the world for the express purpose of bringing salvation to you and me.

· Jesus proved he is the Good Shepherd by giving his life for his flock, as only the Good Shepherd would do.
The second take-away from the story of the lost sheep is that when we come back to arms of the Good Shepherd, we cause a great celebration in heaven.  It's easy to be the cause for that celebration.  We must believe that Jesus is the Good Shepherd; join his flock of our own free will; then follow His leading.  Jesus wants nothing more than to put us over his shoulders, carry us to safety, then have a big party to celebrate our return.
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· Choices, choices, choices …
A simple definition for "sin" is "anything that separates a person from God."  At PS2, we don't talk much about sin per se, but we do talk about the effect of our actions on others and ourselves.  Like the lost sheep in today's lesson, a child may make choices that lead him away from his source of love and safety, rather than toward it.  Even for little ones, many situations can be complicated, and making the right decisions is sometimes confusing.  Keeping in mind the image of Jesus as the Good Shepherd is a helpful tool for reminding us of the importance of making wise choices:  if we make a certain choice, will it lead us away from the Good Shepherd, or keep us near him?
· The welcome home
In the story of the lost sheep, the shepherd doesn't discipline the sheep when he finds her; he picks her up, lifts her onto his shoulders and returns her to the flock.  Then he has a party to celebrate that the lost sheep is back in the fold!  No doubt we react the same way when we find our wayward child, or when she corrects an unwise choice, right?  In truth, most of us would admit that our first reaction after an infraction would be something closer to discipline than party-planning.  We might, however, find that the Good Shepherd's style of reaction works better for learning a life lesson than our normal approach.  Maybe just to "mix it up" a bit when dealing with our children, we should try the hug instead of the time-out a little more frequently.  (Remember – the Good Shepherd is doing that for us more frequently than we want to admit!)
Prayer for the week

· Pray with your child, and let her hear you say,

"Thank you, God, for Jesus' story about the lost sheep, and what it teaches us about the great love the Good Shepherd has for each of us.  Help us to make choices that keep us close to the Good Shepherd.  Thank you for parents that love us all the time, just like you love us all the time.  Amen."
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