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“Surprising Joy”
Micah 5:2-5a & Luke 1:39-45
Late Thursday evening I sat down at my lap top computer at home to consider what I would share with you this morning.  It already had been a long day.  Actually it had been a long week and as I look back it also had been a long month and a long year.
I was not worried about my visit to the surgical center in Wailuku on Friday morning for a biopsy.  However, I was worried about whether or not I would make any sense this morning.  I was told by my doctor and by some of you that it would require about a day for me to recover from the anesthesia.  So I thought it best to get as much done before the procedure.
It is comforting that given the few anxious moments I experienced over the last few weeks, our lesson for this morning focuses on the surprising joy God brings into our lives.  There are two stories I want to share with you.  The first story comes from our reading from The Gospel According to Luke and is full of surprises.   

First, God chooses a very young Mary to be the mother of Jesus and the elderly Elizabeth to be the mother of John.  Second, God chooses the small village of Bethlehem as the birthplace of the Messiah.  

But more importantly, as ordinary as the visit between Mary and Elizabeth may seem it is in fact an extraordinary moment full of even greater surprises.  The story tells of Mary greeting her kinswoman or relative Elizabeth (Luke 1:40) and of the baby in Elizabeth’s womb leaping at the sound of Mary’s voice (Luke 1:41).  That encounter finds its parallel in the story of Rebekah, in whose womb Esau and Jacob struggled, the message being, as in Elizabeth’s case, “the elder shall serve the younger.” (Genesis 25:21-33) 

The story of Mary’s visit to the home of Elizabeth provides us with an understanding of prenatal and natal signs of the greatness of both John and Jesus.  In other words even before they are born and after they are born, the signs are clear that Jesus is the greater of the two.

Elizabeth is keenly aware of this understanding and so she pronounces upon Mary the blessing of God.  It is not a blessing of sentiment or emotion but one inspired by the Holy Spirit.  Elizabeth blesses Mary because she has been chosen to be the mother of the Lord, and she believed and accepted the word spoken to her from God. (Luke 1:26-38)

As Mary and Elizabeth speak we hear in their voices the voice of prophets inviting us to rejoice in the surprising joy of God’s justice.  Their words of prophecy point to a reversal of all we expect in regard to justice or of power and salvation.
A saviour, a messiah, had been promised to God’s people long before the day Mary went to visit Elizabeth.  It was the hope of the people that this messiah would change the political and social conditions under which people lived, much like King David had done 1,000 years earlier.

To many in their day, it would have seemed unlikely that two women – one very old and one very young – would be God’s prophets in heralding the coming birth of the Messiah.  God’s reign of justice comes in surprising ways.  
It is the poor who bring plenty.  It is the women who give birth to a new life of transformation.  It is through those who seem powerless that God chooses to lift up those who are consider lowly, to scatter the proud, and to feed those who are hungry.  (Luke 1:47-55)

Though it may seem surprising and at times hard to believe we know that God also chooses to act in our lives.  We are called along with Mary and Elizabeth to rejoice as we prepare ourselves to celebrate the birth of Christ Child and to see the face of Christ in each child.

The second story I want to share with you happened not too long ago.  I had an opportunity to be a part of a worship service without the responsibility of having to prepare a sermon.  In other words rather than “preach” I was there to “listen.”
All seemed to be going well.  Words of welcome were offered.  Hymns were sung and prayers offered.  I was looking forward to hearing the pastor, someone whom I’ve known now for many years.  

Somewhere between the opening hymn and the offering I became aware of a young boy sitting in the pew across the aisle from me.  At first I noticed he would occasionally make a sound as though he were humming.

Then I realized he had a game boy or electronic device that I imagined was to keep him occupied during the service.  His father sat right next to him.  He looked familiar but never saying what I thought should be said like – “Shhh!”  or "How rude!"  or “Put that away and listen.”

By the time my colleague began sharing his message I had quietly convinced myself that the father was not being responsible and that the young boy was being self-centered, inconsiderate, and rude.  It wasn’t that the young boy was being overly intrusive in his behavior.  It irritated me more that he was preoccupying himself with the game boy.
As the moments went by I found myself more and more irritated by - my irritation.  I wondered if I lacked patience.  I wondered if I was not thinking more highly of myself.

That became especially true when I stepped forward to receive the Lord’s Supper and the young boy continued on playing with his game boy oblivious to those who were walking by him.    Even as his father got him out of his seat to go forward he did not look up or set his game boy aside.

“Oh, well!”  I thought.

After the service was over there was a reception to which everyone was invited.  It was during that time someone came up to me and said, “E, Kahu.”  I turned and was surprised to see her.  I recognized her and though I did not admit it at the time, I could not remember her name.
It didn’t matter because we started talking about where the years had gone.  In the course of our conversation she pointed to the man who was sitting across from me with the young boy and began to say, “Yeah, my husband and I . . . ”  It was then that I realized why he looked familiar.
She pointed to the young boy, “My son has grown up since you last saw him.”  And as if to remind me she added, “He’s the only autistic child that is in Punana Leo.  He speaks Hawaiian and English, but will only speak Hawaiian to you if you speak Hawaiian.  If he know you no speak Hawaiian he not going talk.”

We laughed and as we laughed I found myself aware of the surprising ways in which God will come to us in those whom we least expect.  Before we turned to visit with others we bade aloha to one another.

I noticed the young boy and his father at the communion table.  As I approached the table his father said, “At our church the deacons usually bring the bread and juice to him so he’s not used to coming up on his own.  But it’s the one thing he enjoys.”

“Yeah,” I responded, “It’s ono.”  I broke a piece of the bread off and dipped into the chalice.  “There’s nothing better than Portuguese sweet bread and Welch’s grape juice for communion,” I thought myself.  
I watched the young boy consume another piece of bread he had dipped into the chalice. It was a moment of surprising joy for me to see in his child the face of the Christ Child.”  

Mahalo Ke Akua.  Thanks be to God.
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