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“Our spiritual blessing”
Ephesians 1:3-14 & Mark 6:14-29

She was fifteen years old when she became pregnant.  “My thought was that she could have the baby and give it up for adoption but that was not my decision to make,” her mother explained.  “I grew up Catholic and the church makes it clear that abortion is not an option.  But my daughter had to make her own decision.”

“When she sat down with the doctors they made it clear that she had to be 100% sure.  Otherwise they were not going to do the procedure.”


“The decision was a very difficult one for her to make but my daughter made the decision to go through the procedure.  Not long after that,” she continued, “my daughter was diagnosed with cervical cancer.  She’s been having a rough time and I have a feeling that she blames herself for what has happened.”


“I know there are those who are going to say, ‘You see what happens when you go against God’s will.  You going get punished.’  Easy for others to be so quick to judge.”


I could see in a mother’s eyes a deep, deep love for a daughter.  What good can come out of such a devastating experience? I wondered.  

Perhaps those who were so quick to judge were right.  How else would one explain such a turn of events?  Being afflicted now with cancer was punishment deserved.  But such as a response would be too easy an answer.  

We run the risk of assuming we are the ones to make such judgments.  We also run the risk of assuming that we know the mind and heart and will of God when we find ourselves faced with the pain and suffering we experience as human beings.


Before we rush to make any kind of judgment, might we not consider that the decision which was made spared a child of the very cancer now afflicting its mother?  So often we convince ourselves that by our own standards of piety and devotion we know the mind and heart and will of God.  Therefore we do not hesitate to give voice to our certitude that God is out to punish us with all kinds of punishments so we better beware.

Our reading from The Letter of Paul to the Ephesians would caution us against making such an assumption.  After all we are reminded that if God is to be praised, it will be for spiritual blessings in the heavenly heights (Ephesians 1:3, Deuteronomy 28:2-13).  The various aspects of these blessings include our adoption as God’s sons and daughters (Ephesians 1:5, Galatians 4:5; 2 Corinthians 6:8); grace, redemption, and forgiveness through the death of Christ (Ephesians 1:6-8; Colossians 1;14; Romans 3:24-25); wisdom and insight through God’s revelation of a plan for the entire universe in which heaven and earth are seen to become one (Ephesians 1:10; Daniel 2:20-23; Ephesians 2:11-22) and the promise of the Holy Spirit as a seal and pledge (Ephesians 1:13-14).


So if we are to speak with any certitude let us speak of God’s grace and redemption, God’s forgiveness and promise.  And if we are to have a full share of God’s blessing in Christ it will be through the Spirit’s presence in our lives even in the midst of death itself.

Last Sunday I shared with you the anguish and pain of a fifteen year old boy who survived the death camps at Auschwitz, Birkenau, and Buna during World War II.  His name was and is Elie Wiesel.  


Wiesel wrote many books in the years that followed but it was in his book Night that he provided us with the harrowing account of those years hat were filled with despair and death.  Night was originally translated and published in French by Francois Mauriac.  
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In a foreword to a new English translation of the text, Mauriac acknowledges the agony of Wiesel’s experience and his own struggle to comfort a young man for whom the words of the philosopher Nietzsche now seemed true:  God is dead, the God of love, gentleness and consolation, the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob.  (Night, Elie Wiesel, Hill & Wang:  A Division of Farrar, Straus & Giroux, New York, 2006, xx)  Mauriac wondered for someone like himself who believed that God is love:  What answer was there to give for what happened at Auschwitz, Berkinau, and Buna?  What could he say to him?

Would there be any sense in saying he knew of someone who died on a cross to conquer the world?  And that the connection between the cross and human suffering remains the key to the unfathomable mystery in which the faith of his childhood was lost?  (Op. cit., xxi)


If the Almighty is the Almighty he was convinced that the last word for each of us belongs to God.  That is what he thought he should have said to Wiesel.  But in a moment of grace Mauriac concluded, “all I could do was embrace him and weep.”  (Op. cit., xxi)  

In such moments of grace we see and experience God’s spiritual blessing.  It is a blessing that I saw and experienced yesterday.


I was on my way from Wailuku to Mäkena yesterday morning when I picked up a voice mail on my cell phone from John.  “We are at the hospital.  We had to bring Mark in last night.  He had to undergo surgery.  The doctors said he doesn’t have much time left.”


I pushed the option button on my cell phone to return the call.  “John, it’s Rev. Alika.  


“Mark just died.”  


“What happened?” 

We spoke very briefly and then he said, “Let me let you talk with mom.”
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Kathy came on the line and she began to explain that Mark’s condition had deteriorated and that by late Friday night he was brought to the medical center.  What she thought was a recurring back injury that was going to be corrected with a visit to the chiropractor that morning turned out to be much more. 

Mark and Kathy had set their wedding for 3:30 Saturday afternoon.  

Telephone calls went out quickly to many who were preparing yesterday morning to attend the wedding and the reception that was to follow.  A few who were out and about that morning did not receive the messages that were left on answering machines at their homes.  It was only after they came down to the church expecting a wedding that they heard the news of Mark’s death and each time each person was stunned.


Like Mauriac who thought to say something to Wiesel some of us felt an equal need to say something to Kathy.  But what was there to say:  

“God has a purpose.”  

“God doesn’t give us more than we can handle.”

“There’s a reason.”


“There is a lesson that God is trying to teach us.”


“He’s in a better place.”


In the end we came to same conclusion as Mauriac.  It is a conclusion shared by a mother for her daughter.  We embrace and we weep!  Amen. 
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