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“Our Journey through Life”
Genesis 9:8-17 & Mark 1:9-15
In 8,841,600 seconds or 147,360 minutes or 2,456 hours or 104 days or 15 weeks or less than 2 ½  months I will celebrate my 60th birthday.  Whenever I look at our children I become more and more aware that I am growing older.  Yet at the same time whenever I meet someone who is older, I realize that I am still relatively young.

There are those who would have us believe that there is a difference between growing up and growing old.  There is an assumption that youth and age represent distinct periods in our lives and that somehow one is valued over the other.  But the truth is both have equal value and both experiences are inseparable.
I am not certain when it was that I became aware of my own death.  I am a baby-boomer – someone born not long after the Second World War ended.  

James Wolcott, a writer, notes the following in a recent article “Final-Exit Strategies” (Vanity Fair, March 2009, page 182):  “The baby-boomers – newly aware of their mortality – have turned death into a teaching moment (Tuesdays with Morrie), motivational tool (The Last Lecture) and sales pitch (all those bucket-list books of things to do before you go).  It’s the Grim Reaper as life coach.” 

Wolcott sounds a bit cynical.  I would feel the same way if our journey through life was to simply ignore and deny and avoid the reality of our own death.
But Wolcott also notes that finding the 10 or 100 or 1,000 “things and places you must do and visit before you die” seems to reduce “life to a race through the supermarket aisle to grab as many experiences off the shelves as possible before collapsing at the checkout line.  Breadth of experience rather than depth is what’s being peddled.”  (Vanity Fair, March 2009, page 139).

 I met the Komatsus last Sunday afternoon.  They live in Nagano, Japan.  They arrived with a letter of introduction in hand, a set of ten photographs and as is culturally customary for the Japanese they came bearing an omiagi or gift.

The letter was written by their oldest son.  “I, Yukio Komatsu, have traveled from Nagano, Japan with my wife in order to thank you for your kind service.  In this church, my second son, Hiroyuki and his wife, Ayako, had the pleasure to be married before you on February 21, 1998, that we thank you very much for.”

He went on to say that their son and daughter-in-law had a son and two daughters and were “living in happiness.  Unfortunately,” he added, “(Hiroyuki) died in a medical accident in March 2007.  He’s gone to heaven, we believe.  (But) we have been not able to get over our grief.”

And then the request was made.  “We would like you to bless my son, Hiroyuki.”

I looked at the photographs of the day of their wedding.  I remembered them.  I saw the photographs of his wife and their children.

Because they do not speak English and I do not speak Japanese we did the best we could.  We met and bowed to each other in the traditional Japanese way.  We shook hands as one would expect and is customary in the United States, and we hugged which is what we always do here in Hawaiʻi.
When it was time to offer a blessing for their son, I gathered up some plumeria blossoms we had in our office and brought them into this sanctuary.  I brought a Buddhist prayer bell with me that I have in the office.

I don’t know if the Komatsus are Buddhists or Christians.  But what I knew at that moment was their long journey to Maui was to remember and honor their son.  

I encouraged them to place the flowers on the altar.  I rang the bell three times and then offered an oli or chant.  Both mother and father began to sob quietly.

When we were pau they were both gracious in expressing their appreciation.  The journey to Maui was a long and difficult one.  It was a journey made difficult over the grief of their son’s death.

Yet even in the midst of death, there was the belief for the Komatsus that all was not ended.  They added in their letter, “He’s gone to heaven and is happy, we believe.  We believe he is now watching over us here.”  
Today marks the beginning of the Season of Lent.  It is a time when we reflect on what it means to journey through life as God leads us.
Our reading from The Gospel According to Mark records three episodes in the beginning of Jesus’ public life.  They include his baptism (Mark 1:9-11), his temptation (Mark 1:12-13), and his first preaching in Galilee. (Mark 1:14-15)

The significant episode for us this morning is the temptation that Jesus experienced in the wilderness.  Jesus’ temptation is tied directly to his baptism and seems to represent a new exodus.  When the people of Israel passed through the waters of the Red Sea they encountered trials and tests in the wilderness.

So it was that Jesus, who was still wet from being baptized in the Jordan, is plunged into the wilderness to face his own trials and tests.  Jesus does not withdraw, but is instead driven into the wilderness by the Spirit and it is by the Spirit’s presence that Jesus is strengthened and sustained.

His journey through life is our journey.  As in him we die, so it is that in him we are all made alive.

The meaning and value of any of our lives will not be measured by how many times we bungee-jump or sky dive or by how many places we visit.  Our lives will be measured not simply by the breadth of our experiences; they will be measured by the depth of what we experience.  
It will be through the Spirit that we will proclaim the good news of God’s presence in our lives and in our world.  I believe that that is what brought the Komatsus back to Mākena.

I know they will always have a memory of the day their son and daughter-in-law were married here.  They will always have a memory of this place.  But that day and this place are simply markers along their journey through life.

As we gather to share the Lord’s Supper on this day, we come to remember the journey of life that Jesus took, to remember his death and to remember the promise of life again.  Thanks be to God. 
Amen.
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