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“Shouts of Joy”
Isaiah 61:1-4, 8-11 & Luke 1:47-55
On Thursday of last week nearly 3 million pilgrims ended their hajj pilgrimage to the holy city of Mecca in Saudi Arabia.  For many, many Muslims all around the world their journey of faith to Mecca is a lifelong dream.

During the hajj pilgrims from many races and nations seek forgiveness for their sins and meditate on their faith while tracing the steps of the prophet Muhammad and also Abraham.  The last event for the annual pilgrimage is the circling of the Kaaba or large cubic stone structure.  Muslims believe it was Abraham who built the Kaaba.  (“Hajj pilgrimage comes to a safe end in holy city,” The Maui News, Friday, December 12, 2008, B8)

The phenomenon of pilgrimages to holy and sacred places is one shared by many within the human family regardless of our religious or spiritual traditions.
I graduated from high school 41 years ago.  That summer I began working on the maintenance crew at the City of Refuge National Park in Honaunau, Kona on the island of Hawai‘i.  The minimum wage was $1.10.

With no skills or training of any kind I ended up removing invasive trees and plants from the park.  Pulling weeds was also part of the job description.  Whenever the coconut trees were trimmed we were there to remove the debris.

I knew about the heiau or temple's significance for the people of ancient Hawai‘i.  As for myself I felt it held little significance for me.  The year was 1967.  It was a different time.  It was a different world and our kupuna had embraced a new understanding of faith.

Why would I ever need to seek refuge in what the ancient Hawaiians themselves called Pu‘uhonua O Honaunau?  Why would I ever need to be absolved or forgiven for any wrongdoing? 

And yet that is precisely what was integral to the new faith our ancestors had come to embrace as Christians and that is what had drawn so many in ancient times to make the difficult and perilous journeys to Honaunau and other sites throughout Hawai‘i that were designated as pu‘uhonua or sanctuaries.  Once absolved by the Temple priests one could leave the pu‘uhonua and resume one’s life and be safe from any harm.  

What I find fascinating about the annual pilgrimage of millions of Muslims to Mecca and the risks many took in ancient Hawai‘i to seek refuge areas designated as pu‘uhonua was the absolution or forgiveness of one’s transgressions or sins.  In ancient Israel Hebrew pilgrims traveled each year to the Temple in the city of Jerusalem and they too sought forgiveness for their own transgressions and sins. 

Imagine, someone said, a crowd of pilgrims making their way up to Jerusalem and the Temple.  They have come from far and near to celebrate a festival.  At last their destination is in sight.  From the crowd come songs of praise and thanksgiving.  God has brought them to the center of Israel’s worship. (Seasons of the Spirit, Congregational Life:  Advent, Christmas, Epiphany, 2008, page 44)

Our “Call to Worship” this morning comes from The Book of Psalms.  It is one of a group of 15 psalms (Psalm 120-134) to be sung by those on the pilgrimage to Jerusalem.  It is a song of thanksgiving for all God has done for the ancient Hebrew people.

The psalm recalls the plight of those who were exiled to Babylon after the southern kingdom of Judah fell to the Babylonians.  The Temple in Jerusalem was destroyed in 587 BCE and the southern kingdom ceased to exist as a political entity.

The northern kingdom of Israel was earlier exiled to Assyria in 722 BCE.  As a result the people of both kingdoms were scattered over various parts of both the Assyrian and Babylonian empires.  

In 539 BCE the rise of the Persian Empire brought new hope to those who were exiled in Babylon.  Cyrus entered the city of Babylon that year and presented himself in the role of the liberator of the people.  It was Cyrus who instituted a policy of repatriation for captive peoples and this extended to the Hebrew people whom he encouraged to return to Judea and to Jerusalem for the rebuilding of the Temple.

Although no organized return took place for those who were still held captive by the Assyrians, the return of those who were held captive by the Babylonians was cause for great rejoicing.  The Temple will be rebuilt and the people will once again come to give thanks for God’s great gifts.

God has restored their lives just as God sends rains to water the Negeb desert, an arid area in the south of ancient Palestine.  God can send the rain to make the desert blossom.

Our reading from The Book of Isaiah also speaks of the return from exile.  Those who mourn will rejoice; they will rebuild the ruined cities and restore the community.  

The prophet Isaiah is called to bring good news to those who are oppressed, to bind up the brokenhearted, to proclaim release to those held captive.  God’s reign of peace will be seen by all the nations in the same way that the writer of the psalm declares that the good news of God’s reign will be known  “among the nations.”

That sense of what is to be known among the nations and for generations to come is what is also made clear in our reading from The Gospel According to Luke.  It is Mary who remembers all that God has done and will do.  Through the child she will bear, there will be a raising up of God’s people once more and new hope for those who are poor and oppressed.  All nations will see it and rejoice.


Today is the third Sunday of Advent.  In this season our journey, our pilgrimage is not to Mecca or to Honaunau or even to Jerusalem, but to Bethlehem.  It will be in Bethlehem that we will be reminded once more of God’s promise to bring healing and restoration from generation to generation.  

It will be in Bethlehem that we will be reminded of the great things God has done in the past and in our own lives today.  It will be in Bethlehem that we will remember once more that it is Mary who will bear a son who is to be named Jesus, for he will save us from our sins (Matthew 1:21) - from all that causes us to see and to think ourselves better than others; from all that causes us to be filled with fear and cynicism, jealousy and bitterness, anger and hatred, intolerance and selfishness.  

We will plant seeds of love and care in the hope and promise born on Christmas day and know once again that those who go out weeping, bearing the seed for sowing, shall come home with shouts of joy.  Thanks be to God. 

Amen.
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