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“Child of Hope”

Galatians 4:4-7 & Luke 2:22-40

“He’s doing well,” she said with a grateful smile on her face. 

We were both on our way to somewhere else when Malia and I met on a sidewalk in Kïhei a few weeks ago.  She reminded me that it was through the work of the Outreach Committee of our church several years ago that we were able to provide a grant to help cover some of the medical expenses for her son’s surgery.


"My son is doing well.  Thank you," she added with a grateful smile both for the church and for Ke Akua, for God.  Whatever the future may hold for her son, it is clear that he will be sustained by the love of his mother and the hope he brought into her life when he was born that they would, despite all of the medical challenges they were facing, become a family.

I thought about Malia and her son this week.  And I thought about how it was that the angel announced to Mary that she would conceive and bear a son who would be called the Son of God (Luke 1:32, 35).  But Mary also knew that she would be giving birth to her own firstborn son and that she was to name him Jesus.  

Malia’s love for her son reminds me of Mary's love for Jesus.  There is much to be said, theologically, about the significance of Jesus' birth.  But what gives the birth of Jesus significance is that he was hänau, born into a human family.   We see in the angel’s announcement to Mary the contrast between Jesus as the Son of God and Jesus as Mary's firstborn son.   

Our reading from The Gospel According to Luke this morning serves at least four purposes.  First, even in his infancy Jesus was characterized as being in full obedience to the law of Moses (Luke 2:22, 23, 24, 27, 39).  

Such obedience consisted of circumcision, which Luke combined with the naming according the angel’s instructions (Luke 2:21); the dedication of the firstborn to God (Exodus 13:1-2); and the purification of Mary (Leviticus 12:6).  Because of the family’s poverty, they were allowed to sacrifice according to the law’s special provision (Leviticus 12:8).


By stating repeatedly that the law was being observed, on five occasions, Luke is saying that Jesus was not only the Son of God but Mary’s firstborn son.  By presenting Jesus to Simeon and Anna at the Temple, both Mary and Joseph were observing the law and doing what was customary according their religious and cultural traditions.  

We know that by presenting Jesus to Simeon and Anna the second purpose of our reading was to declare the Child's greatness.  As kupuna or elders, Simeon and Anna recognized in the infant Jesus the fulfillment of hope for the consolation of Israel (Isaiah 40:1) and that is a hope not only for Israel but for each of us.

A third purpose of the passage was to return the family from Bethlehem to Nazareth.  It will be in a synagogue in Nazareth that Jesus would one day announce the nature and purpose of his ministry.  But for now and for the next twelve years Luke said "the child (Jesus) grew and became strong, filled with wisdom; and the favor of God was upon him." (Luke 2:40).


The fourth and final purpose was to make clear the fading of the old before the new, the realization of hope and God's embrace born in the Child Jesus was and is of all peoples.  In our reading from The Letter of Paul to the Galatians, we are made aware by Paul of the significance of the birth of Jesus.  Paul reminds us:  “ . . . when the fullness of time had come, God sent his Son, born of a woman . . . ” (Galatians 4:4), born into a human family. 


We are also made aware by Paul of the side of Jesus that was born “in order to redeem those who were under the law, so that we might receive adoption as children.  And because (we) are children, God has sent the Spirit of his son into our hearts, crying, ‘Abba, Father!’  So (we) are no longer a slave but a child, and if a child then also an heir, through God” (Galatians 4:4-7).  


How is it that such a child born to a young, poor, unmarried woman would be the Child of such promise and hope?  When we look at our own sons and daughters, we understand Mary’s love for her own son.  We understand that through him we are children and heirs to God’s promise and so our hope rests in Jesus who became flesh and dwelt among us.


I knew Kaleka from the day he was born.  When his family moved away it would not be until the passing of over twelve years that I would see him again - as a young adult.  He grew up and became strong but by the time he was done with high school he had lost his way.


Through long and difficult days he grew wiser.  We spoke recently and as he talked about those days he remembered a lesson he learned from his father that resulted in both a scientific and philosophical understanding about life.


"Yeah," he admitted, "Sometimes things can get really screwed up.  It's like what my dad told me about the pond out back of the house where he grew up."


"Every now and then the sediment in the pond – all that stuff that sinks to the bottom – would begin to churn and somehow the entire bottom of the pond would turn itself upside down.  The muck and mire would be exposed.” 

Kaleka paused for a moment and then continued, “But it's a good thing.  Sometimes I feel like that when things come up in my life, even though it never feels like it's a good thing.  It's like all the stuff in our lives that bugs us settles and then something happens that stirs it all up again."


"That's a great way of looking at what happens to us," I said.  "I guess what's helped me over the years is remembering what I read a long, long time ago by a poet.”  I told Kaleka that the poet concluded one of his poems with the following invitation:  "The world is a messy place, my friend.  Come walk with me in the mud.”


I said to Kaleka, "I believe that that is the invitation Jesus extends to us too.  He says to each of us, ‘Come walk with me in the mud.’"


If there are to be any lasting images that we carry with us this day, may it not simply be of the proclamation of the angel or the multitude of heavenly host or even the grandeur of the Temple.  Instead let it be about an anxious young woman going to Temple with her newborn son.  Let it be about an old man and an old woman holding a newborn baby.  Let it be about a young boy who grows into a young man.  Let it be about how the Word, Jesus, became flesh and dwelt among us – in the mud – and gave us hope.

Amen.
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