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“Hänau ÿia ke aloha i këia pö”

Luke 2:1-20

Christmas is always about family.  In 1998 I made the long trip home on a flight from San Francisco to Honolulu and then on to Kona for the holidays.  Although my mother’s health had deteriorated considerably in the months prior to my return, she recovered and managed to keep herself occupied during her stay at the hospital.
She was able to move about in a wheelchair, to talk and visit with other patients, and to take seriously her program of physical rehabilitation.

When I arrived I saw her at her best.  She was doing well.  In fact as we sat in a visiting area of the hospital I looked the worst of the two of us having traveled overnight to return home.

While our relationship as mother and son had its ups and downs over the years it became clearer to me as mom grew older and I grew up that the “ups and downs” were occurring with less and less frequency.  We had grown more patient and kind with each other.  

And as the passing of years would reveal we began to become more and more playful in our conversations.  The day I visited my mother I was wearing a Niÿihau shell necklace.  It’s a story I’ve shared with some of you before.  

Those of you who know about Niÿihau shells know that they are shells that are found on the shores of the island of Niÿihau.  Just last week while I was on Oÿahu for a meeting I saw a multi-strand lei in the lei pïkake style, like the lei I am wearing tonight, that included a shell of five different colors each measuring 46 inches in length.  The shells included the momi keÿokeÿo, momi kahakaha ikaika, momi lenalena ikaika, momi ÿönikiniki ÿeleÿele, and momi uliuli and was priced at $16,000.

The shell necklace that I was wearing the day I visited my mother was far less expensive but it was a lei I had come to enjoy, appreciate, and value.  I noticed my mother noticing the lei from the moment we said hello to each other.  
She pretended otherwise but as we talked more and more and as her glances became more and more apparent, she began to betray her ruse. At one point during our conversation she asked coyly, “Oh, what you wearing?”  
I responded, “E mama, you know what this is.”

“Uh huh.  Nice,” she commented.

That’s all it took for me to then say, “What, you like ‘em?”

“Oh, no, no, no!  I just looking!”

“You sure?” I asked again. “I give ‘em to you if you give me something so that we exchange.”
Stacked next to her bed on a tray table was a plastic box filled with plastic colored beads.  “What is that?”  I asked.

She explained that she made necklaces to keep herself busy; that it was good therapy for her; and that she would give them to family and friends.   I looked inside the box.

Tucked in one of the compartments was a beaded necklace of different colored beads.  I said, “Mama, you give me that beaded necklace, I give you this Niÿihau shell necklace!”

Without hesitation my mother said, “Okay.”

I released the clasp from the necklace and collected the strand of shells in one hand and gave them to her.  She lifted the plastic beaded necklace out of her box and placed them in my hands.  I knew that as we made the exchange that there was an enormous difference in the cost of purchasing Niÿihau shells and plastic beads.  

I always remembered that moment with my mother and realized that in the end, the necklaces we exchanged with one another were of equal value – not in terms of money but in terms of what it meant for us to be family.  We had given and received from each other two very rare and precious gifts whose value was measured in love.
Christmas is always about family.  It is about knowing how difficult it is to be family; of not fitting the image of a model family.  It is about trying to make sense out of our own families and relationships that are often strained and sometimes broken.
It is about the struggle of our families with work and home; of church and community.  It is about paying the bills and paying the taxes.  It is about having enough food to eat and a place to sleep.

Christmas is always about family.  Yet some would have us believe we diminish the significance of Christmas if we do not acknowledge that Jesus was born as a Savior, a Messiah (Luke 2:11).  
So we enumerate the elements of prophecy, history, and symbolism that fill Luke's account of that first Christmas hoping we remain true to the story.  We explain the elements that constitute the angel’s visit to shepherds in the field and of the shepherd's decision to go to Bethlehem to see what had taken place.  
As striking as the appearance of the angels are to the shepherds in the field, the story of the birth of Jesus is always about family.  It is “a painfully simple story of political power, economic pressure, and the birth of a child away from home.”  
It was about how Mary and Joseph were faced with the reality of every day living - traveling, registering with the government, and trying to find a place to spend the night.  It was about finding food and water.  
It was about hardship and hard stares.  And in the end it was about the experiences we all face.  

We see in the extraordinary occurrences of that first Christmas what is ordinary.  We are told that the shepherds are given a sign.  

In a field radiant with heaven, they are told that the sign is a baby, wrapped as all newborn were, and lying in a feeding bin for animals.  In other words, the sign – the feeding bin – was as common as the shepherds themselves.
What remains timeless then in the story of the birth of Jesus is this:  “earth is not looking to heaven for a sign, but heaven looks to earth.  The extraordinary points to the ordinary and says, ‘See, God is among you.’”

Christmas is always about family.  My mother died in October 1999.  In early November of that year we scattered her ashes off the coast of Kona in a fishing area that she and my dad favored.  My sister, brothers, and I missed her that Christmas.  Over the years we were all drawn home from time to time for family reunions because of her.

While she is no longer with us we have the memory of our time with her.  We have the memory of knowing that for a time we walked the earth together.  

Christmas is always about family and the various ways we have come to understand what it means for us to be family to each other and to those around us.  It is about knowing that we are bound to one another by our love for one another.
On that first Christmas, God stepped out of eternity into time and space through the birth of the Christ Child.  When the angel told Mary she was to bear a son and that she was to call him Jesus, she praised God.  When the angel told Zechariah that he was about to become a father, he praised God.  When the angel told the shepherds of the birth of a Savior , they praised God.

Tonight we join our voices in praise with Mary, Zechariah, the shepherds, and the hosts of heaven.  With the birth of the Christ Child, we proclaim to the world:  Hänau ÿia ke aloha i këia pö.  Love is born tonight.
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