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“In my Father’s house"
Matthew 1:18-25 & Luke 2:41-52
Whenever I hear the story of the birth of Jesus I find myself feeling like the little girl who expressed her frustration in a letter she wrote to God one day.  "Dear God, I read the Bible.  What does beget mean?  Nobody will tell me.  Love, Allison."  

One answer is found in the King James Version translation of our reading from The Gospel According to Matthew.  It bears repeating because the birth of Jesus is about "begetting" and it took place in this way.  His mother Mary had been engaged to Joseph but before they lived together, she became pregnant.  Joseph was not the father and because he was unwilling to expose her to public shame he decided to dismiss her quietly.

Just when he was to act on his decision an angel appeared to him in a dream.  The angel instructed Joseph to take Mary as his wife and to name the child Jesus.  When Joseph awoke from sleep he did as the angel commanded him.
As the years went by Joseph and Mary went to Jerusalem every year for the festival of the Passover.  They were a model of Jewish piety (Preaching Through the Christian Year, Craddock, Hayes, Holladay, & Tucker, Trinity Press International, Harrisburg, Pennsylvania, 1994, page 48).   At every point in Jesus' life the law of Moses had been kept – at his circumcision (Luke 2:21), at Mary's purification and at Jesus' dedication in the Temple (Luke 2:22-40).

When Jesus was twelve years old they went to Jerusalem once more for the festival.  At the conclusion of Passover they began their return home to Nazareth with many other relatives and friends with whom they traveled.
Jesus stayed behind.  In all of the commotion of their departure from Jerusalem, Mary and Joseph assumed he was among other relatives and friends who had left the city.  When they did not find him they returned to Jerusalem to search for him.

After three days they found him in the Temple sitting among the teachers, listening to them, and asking them questions.  Those who heard him were amazed at his understanding.

But when his parents saw him they were astonished.  Mary said to Jesus, “Child, why have you treated us like this?  Look, your father and I have been searching for you in great anxiety.”  (Luke 2:48)
Jesus answered, “Why were you searching for me?  Did you not know that I must be in my Father’s house?”  But Mary and Joseph did not understand what he said to them.  When they returned to Nazareth, Mary treasured all these things in her heart.

The story of the birth of Jesus and the story of his childhood have always fascinated me.  While psychologists, sociologists, and theologians today debate what some see as the demise of the family in the United States, the story of Mary, Joseph, and Jesus reminds us of our all-too-human condition.  As with all of the biblical stories there is a part of each of us in the story of the birth of Jesus and in the story of his childhood.

When I was born in 1949 my mother and father already knew that they were not going to be able to be married.  My father's parents made the decision for him.  In later years my mother indicated to me that the reason for their decision was made clear when they said to him, "No can marry.  She not Japanese."  
As the first born son my father was obedient to his parents.  They left the island of Hawaiÿi and moved here to Maui.  It was on this island that he married and raised a family that came to include two daughters and a son.
In the years following my birth, my mother also married.  She had two more sons.  She eventually went through a divorce, remarried and had a son and a daughter.  All told then my mother had four sons and a daughter.  

I was raised by my grandfather from the time I was three years old until his death eleven years later.  He legally adopted me.  Following his death my mother became my legal guardian.  

It was not until seven years ago that I began my own personal journey to retrace the steps of my own family history back to my biological father.  In the fall of 2004 I met my half-sister Jill whom some of you met following our Thanksgiving Day Service here at the church.

Since then Jill and I have been together on a number of different occasions.  I have yet to share with Jill all of what I felt growing up without knowing my dad.   Those were difficult years.  Although my mother never told me about what my father's parents had decided, I always felt some resentment and anger, feeling that there was something not quite right about being hapa or mixed blood.

As time went by I began to think that my dad was a bit of a coward for not standing up to his own parents.  I wondered if he was embarrassed that I was hapa.  I wondered if he worried himself about what others would think and say.  I carried that resentment and anger for many, many years.  

When Jill and I finally had an opportunity to meet she brought along photographs of her biological sister and brother who I now know are my half sister and half brother.  In one photograph she said, "This is our sister.  She lives in Oregon with her husband.  They have a son."  In another photograph she said, "This is our brother.  He lives in Nevada with his wife.  They have a son and daughter."
I looked at the photographs with great curiosity.  Somehow sensing what I was feeling she said, "Oh, yeah, sister married a häÿole and brother married a Pilipino."  In that moment I realized  that my dad was not only the father of a hapa son – me – but the grandfather of three hapa grandchildren.  

You cannot imagine how all those years of resentment and anger simply went "Poof!"  Vanished.  Gone.  Disappeared.   I remember thinking, "Good for you dad!  Whatever it was that prompted your parents to say – 'No can marry.  She not Japanese.' – there came a time and moment in your own life when you made a decision as a parent to your own children to let love find its way."
I imagine when Joseph realized Mary was pregnant and that he was not the father of the child she was carrying, it made sense to him that it was time to move on.  The story of Mary, Joseph, and Jesus is again a reminder of our all-too-human condition.
In the end perhaps that is what gives the story of his birth and his childhood its ultimate transformative power.  It's clear in his account of the birth of Jesus that Luke saw no need to bring the language of this event into harmony with the virgin birth.  After all he tells us that Mary and Joseph are "his parents."  He makes clear that Mary is aware of her relationship to Joseph when she tells Jesus, "your father and I have been searching for you . . . "

When Jesus lingers behind in the Temple we see a testimony to the deep faith of his family and the fulfillment of the act in which Mary and Joseph has Jesus dedicated to God in the Temple while he was yet an infant  (Luke 2:22-33).   Jesus now claims for himself that special relationship to God that was symbolized in his dedication.
Up to this point all signs of his unusual mission have been to or through others:  the angel, Mary, Elizabeth, the shepherds, Simeon and Anna, but now he claims it for himself.  (Luke 2:49)  Although he sits among the teachers as a child of unusual understanding he is not yet fully aware of his special mission. 

The fact is for Luke and even for Matthew, the story of Jesus' birth and the story of his childhood were not used to argue the identity of Jesus but to present how both home and Temple, how family and faith, played an important part in Jesus' development.  As we gather here in Mäkena today, we come mindful of the ways in which both also play an important role in our own lives and in the lives of our children.

We give thanks to God for the Josephs in our lives, for his commitment to Mary and his love and care for his son, Jesus.  And we give special thanks for those who are our  fathers and for those whom we have come to know as our fathers and we give thanks to God whom we also call Abba, Father.  Amen.
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