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“The Birth of a Promise”
Romans 16:25-27 & Luke 1:26-38
It was baby’s first birthday and as is customary for us here in Hawaii, it was an occasion for a lü‘au.  While his mom and dad were pleased, his grandma and grandpa were pleased even more because for them it was the birthday of their first grandchild.
The birthday party was held at grandma and grandpa’s home in Kula.  By the time I arrived many of the guests had already gathered.  Most were young families with their own children.

There was time for folks to visit with each other and to enjoy the püpü and other refreshments that were set out for everyone to enjoy before supper.  Two musicians – one playing a guitar and the other an ‘ukulele – sang Hawaiian music as family and friends greeted one another.
Grandma invited me in to see their home.  It was designed in the old plantation style that I enjoy so much.  
There was a wrap-around lanai, double-hung windows and wood floors.  Two hallways led to the open kitchen area.  One hallway running along the makai side of the house was lined with windows that provided a broad view of the south Maui coastline off in the distance.

The other hallway featured a number of built-in storage cabinets and on the wall opposite the cabinets was a collection of family photographs.  I noticed a series of Christmas photographs that she had taken of their three children.  The photographs spanned a period of about eighteen years.

It was amazing to see the changes in each of them from year to year.  Now there was the addition of a grandchild.

Over the years many Christmas family photo cards have replaced Christmas cards.  Late in the week a radio commentator lamented the proliferation of Christmas photo cards and wondered how it was that the true meaning of Christmas was being supplanted by our own desire to see ourselves and our own families on the cards we now send to others.

His lamentations were a bit tongue-in-cheek.  So it was evident that he was not against Christmas photo cards themselves but by the many and various ways the meaning and significance of Christmas seems to have diminished.
But what I saw on the wall at baby’s first lü‘au reminded me about family and what better way is there for any of us to appreciate more fully the meaning and significance of that first Christmas centuries ago than by looking at what it means to be family.  Our reading from The Gospel According to Luke finds a young woman named Mary engaged to a man named Joseph.
What makes the story extraordinary is that Mary is not troubled that an angel has come to her.  What perplexes Mary is what the angel tells her.

Yes, it is true that she is engaged to Joseph and that they are planning to get married.  But now the angel informs Mary that she is to conceive and bear a son whom she will name Jesus.

Confused by the angel’s proclamation Mary asks, “How can this be, since I am a virgin?”  (Luke 1:34)  The angel tells Mary that “nothing is impossible with God” (Luke 1:37).  


If Mary is perplexed we can only imagine how Joseph must have felt.  How is it that she will become häpai or pregnant and that he will not be the father?  Despite his own bewilderment, Joseph knows as does Mary that the child yet to be born will become a great ruler, like King David and will be known as God’s child.

The angel tells Joseph not be afraid to take Mary as his wife.  (Matthew 1:20)  And so he marries her and when the child is born, the birth of a promise is fulfilled.  She is to name him Jesus, “for he will save his people from their sins.”  (Matthew 1:21)  
“All this took place to fulfill what had been spoken by the Lord through the prophet:  ‘Look, the virgin shall conceive and bear a son, and they shall name him Emmanuel,’ which means, ‘God is with us.’”  (Matthew 1:22-23)  God is with us.

Such a presence is reflected in the concluding verses from our second reading from The Letter of Paul to the Romans.  It is a presence made known to all people.  
Although Jesus was destined to live an extraordinary life it is also true that he was the son of Mary and Joseph.  As we look at our own lives and our own families we cannot help but recognize how Mary and Joseph were deeply affected by the birth of their firstborn son.  
Although there was no first baby lü‘au or a hallway lined with a lifetime of photographs, I believe that in every other way Mary and Joseph provided their love and care for Jesus in much the same way our parents and grandparents provided their love and care for us.  Some of us may come from less than perfect families.  Should we find ourselves troubled by our own lot in life, we need only to look at Mary and Joseph to realize that Jesus was born into a family that was far from perfect.

As our Advent season comes to a close and as we prepare over the next two days for our annual Christmas Eve Candlelight Service, we give thanks for the promise of God’s presence in our lives and in our world that was born on Christmas day.  We rejoice that God continues to give birth to grace, hope, new possibilities and salvation for all.
Mahalo ke Akua.  Amen.
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