Keawalaÿi Congregational Church 

United Church of Christ (USA)

First Sunday After Christmas
Sunday, December 31, 2006
The Rev. Kealahou C. Alika

“Growing in Wisdom”
1 Samuel 2:18-20, 26 & Luke 2:41-52

I spent yesterday morning at a place called Ka‘ehu.  It is the bay that is located on the makai or ocean side of the Hawaiian Homestead area we call Paukukalo northwest of Kahului.

It is there along the shoreline that eight acres will serve as the site and home for a series of programs to strengthen Native Hawaiian families through culturally-based programs and leadership training programs promoting health and stable and self-sufficient lifestyles.  Luana Kawa‘a, the Program Director for what is called the Wailuku Ho‘onui Mana ‘Ohana Initiative, said the area has several natural springs.
Luana pointed to an existing ‘auwai or ditch that will be utilize to restore a lo‘i for wetland taro.  And she pointed to another area for dry land taro.

As I spoke with others I was told of plans to plant more coconut trees and of efforts to identify certain species of banana that can withstand the wind and salt air that sweeps across Ka‘ehu.  Some spoke of their excitement about an upcoming program that will provide families with opportunities to learn the Hawaiian language and through language come to appreciate the cultural values and practices of our Hawaiian ancestors.
“Our goal,” Luana said, “is to assist our ‘ohana in assuring that our keiki are safe, healthy, and ready to succeed in life.”  As I listened to Luana and others speak I realized that all of our lives are marked by growth.  At all ages our lives are grounded in God’s aloha and nurtured through the collective wisdom of our elders, whether Hawaiian or Hebrew or otherwise.
This may be said of Samuel.  Our reading from The First Book of Samuel tells us of a boy named Samuel who is raised in God’s house in a place called Shiloh.  

This may also be said of Jesus.  Our reading from The Gospel According to Luke finds a very young Jesus lingering in the temple in Jerusalem.  
When Mary and Joseph and other relatives leave Jerusalem after the Passover, Jesus is no where to be found among friends and relatives with whom they were traveling.  Mary and Joseph return to Jerusalem to search for Jesus.  Eventually they find him in the temple engaged in conversation with several teachers.  Those who hear him are amazed.

It is an amazement that does not escape Mary or Joseph’s observations.  What troubles them is why Jesus stayed behind.  Jesus explains his actions but his words do little more than to cause Mary to ponder them in her heart.

Through this story and others Luke provides us with glimpses in to Jesus’ family life.  Jesus is circumcised (Luke 2:21) and presented at the temple (Luke 2:22-40).  Mary performs the required rites of purification after his birth (Luke 2:22, 39).  Jesus’ family makes the annual pilgrimage to Jerusalem to the Passover feast (Luke 2:41).  (Seasons of the Spirit, Congregational Life – Advent, Christmas, Epiphany, 2006, page 72)
All of these details makes clear that Jesus grew up firmly grounded in God’s love.  We learn that his Jewish faith and heritage were important in his family life.  It is his Jewish faith and traditions that form the foundation that Jesus drew upon in his ministry and teachings.

Faith was also important for Samuel’s family.  It was an important part of life for his parents, Hannah and Elkanah.  So it was that the boy Samuel grew in stature and in favor with God and with people.  (1 Samuel 2:26)
In time so it came to be that the boy Jesus also grew in wisdom and in years, in favor with God and with people.  (Luke 2:52)  Both Jesus and Samuel are firmly grounded in God’s love and nurtured by the wisdom of the elders and the traditions of the community.

The stories of Samuel and of Jesus teach us that growing is wisdom may not necessarily be about growing older.  We are inclined to believe, especially during this time of year, that growth is something that comes in the future. 

We make resolutions for the new year about what we hope to accomplish or what we hope to do better.  But rather than only spending time looking ahead, why not look back over the year and ponder the things we have learned?  If we are growing in wisdom it is likely that such wisdom will come to us as we look back on our lives and not necessarily forward.

In one sense that is the point of the often quoted story of The Velveteen Rabbit.  For those of you who know the story it bears repeating.  For those of you who are hearing it for the first time, it offers us a different perspective about those we perceived to be old and wise and experienced.

“’What is REAL?’ asked the Rabbit one day, when (he was lying side by side with Skin Horse) near the nursery fender, before Nana came to tidy the room.  ‘Does it mean having things that buzz inside you and a stick-out handle?’”

“’Real isn’t how you are made,’ said the Skin Horse.  ‘It’s a thing that happens to you.  When a child loves you for a long, long time, not just to play with, but REALLY loves you, then you become Real.’”

“’Does it hurt?’ asked the Rabbit.”

“’Sometimes,’ said the Skin Horse, for he was always truthful.  ‘When you are Real you don’t mind being hurt.’”
“’Does it happen all at once, like being wound up,’ he asked, ‘or bit by bit?’”

“’It doesn’t happen all at once,’ said the Skin Horse.  ‘You become.  It takes a long time.  That’s why it doesn’t happen often to people who break easily, or have sharp edges, or who have to be carefully kept.  Generally, by the time you are Real, most of your hair has been loved off, and your eyes drop out and you get loose in your joints and very shabby.  But these things don’t matter at all, because once you are Real you can’t be ugly, except to people who don’t understand.’”  (The Velveteen Rabbit, Marger Williams, www.mindspring.com, Page 2 of 4 pages)

As we look back on our lives what do we see in ourselves?  What have we learned about real love?  About loving God?  About loving others?  About loving ourselves?
Among the many who were at Ka‘ehu yesterday were those like Mary and Joseph keeping a wary eye as a son or a daughter wandered off too far.  There those like Hannah weaning their newborn.  

There were others  there – aunties and uncles, grandpas and grandmas - each child, every child surrounded by the collective wisdom and love of their elders and the hope that each will grow in wisdom, in stature, and in favor with God and with others.  As we celebrate the birth of the Christ Child today and proclaim his birth to the world, once more may we, like him and like Samuel, continue to grow in wisdom, in stature, and in favor with God and with others.
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