
As I begin, allow me to share this untitled poem by Pawnee artist Abigail echo-hawk: 

When they buried the children 

What they didn’t know 

They were lovingly embraced 

By the land 

Held and cradled in a mother’s heart 

The trees wept for them, with the wind 

they sang mourning songs their mothers 

didn’t know how to sing 

bending branches to touch the earth 

around them. The Creator cried for them 

the tears falling like rain. 

Mother Earth held them 

until they could be found. 

Now our voices sing the mourning songs 

with the trees. the wind. light sacred fire 

ensure they are never forgotten as we sing 

JUSTICE 

 
 
 
 
 
 



I left home -- the sticks of NL-- when I was 18, to go to university. I attend Memorial University in NL for my 
undergraduate and master’s degrees.  While we were in seminary one of the classes we had to take was 
‘elocution.’  We had to learn to leave our NL accents/slangs etc.. behind and learn to speak like a proper North 
American.  I did relatively well in the class because I didn’t have much of an accent to being with.  Others, I’m 
sure, had to fail that class.  Though I still speak with a slight NL accent (I know I say certain words that give my 
heritage away), I do not sound like (or at least I don’t think I do) what you would describe as an atypical Newfie 
accent.  Years of higher education and “moving to the mainland” have taken the edge off my accent.  Enough 
so, that when I go home to NL I get, not the “you ain’t from around here” look, but the “oh, you went off and got 
different” look -- which is almost as bad. 
 
When Jesus goes home in today’s Gospel lesson, he gets the “you went off and got different” look from his 
community and his family. They knew who he was, he was Mary’s boy, he was James’ brother. But then again, he 
wasn’t - something was different, something was wrong.  He had changed. 
 
Imagine, if you will, Mary finding out that Jesus was back in town.  Finding out in a backdoor kind of way.  And 
not only was he in town but he was saying things that could mar her family forever and get him killed.  Mary does 
what most mothers would do. She gathers up the family and sets out to find her boy. There are two motivations 
working in their effort to stop Jesus. One is the fact that Mary and James and the rest still live in Nazareth and 
what Jesus does reflects on them. Family honor and business are on the line. The second, and I suspect more 
powerful, motivation is love. They love Jesus. They didn’t understand him, but they loved him. 
 
They were wrong to try to stop him, but they were wrong for the right, perhaps selfish, reason. They loved Jesus 
as a son and brother and they wanted him to be happy, they wanted him to be successful, they wanted him to fit 
in, they wanted him to be safe, they wanted him to come home; if not home to Nazareth at least home to 
traditional values. 
 
When they found Jesus they discovered that things were worse than they thought. He was also openly defying the 
public officials. He was engaging in public argument with the temple scribes. This was serious business indeed.  
And if he wasn’t careful, if they couldn’t stop him, he could ruin them. 
 
The scribes were accusing Jesus of being a Satanist, of being in league with the devil. Can you imagine the fear that 
struck at Mary’s heart when she heard it said that her sweet, precious, first-born son was not only odd but that he 
was also evil? And Jesus only made it worse by arguing with the scribes, by making them look like fools. 
 
Mary had to act and act quickly.  Her family’s survival and the life of her first born hung in the balance. She sends 
in one of the boys with a message for Jesus to come out and go home. And Jesus, unbelievably, rejects his mother 
and his mother’s pleas. 
 
Jesus turns his back on his family. He looks around the crowd and says, “Who are my mother and my brothers? 
Here are my mothers and my sisters and my brothers; those who do the will of God!” 
 
In that moment, Jesus redefined for all time the meaning of family. It was shocking then and it is shocking to many 
of us now. 
 
For the people of Jesus time and place, family was not an important thing; it was everything. Who you were, what 
you did, who you married, your entire relationship to society and your relationship to God were defined by your 
family.  For the people gathered Jesus was not just “Jesus who used to be a carpenter in Nazareth and was now 
a Rabbi”. No, Jesus was “Jesus, Son of Joseph, of the house and lineage of David, a descendant of Abraham”.  
 



With Jesus’s exclamation it did not mean that Jesus no longer loved “his mother and siblings and birth family,” but 
it did mean that Jesus declared a rearrangement in the order of his relationships; and by so doing, rearranged the 
order of our relationships too. 
 
I am still wife, mother, sister, daughter-in-law, niece, reverend, neighbor and friend to many and I’m probably 
considered a host of other, more unsavory names by more people than I would like to know about. 
 
But all those relational definitions are secondary to one over-arching and defining relationship; I am a child of God 
first and foremost. That relationship takes priority over all others and it also makes sense of all others. As long as 
I remember that Christ is first in my life, everything else falls in line. 
 
Allow me to tell you a story:  For more than 600 years the Hapsburgs ruled much of Europe. For example:  The 
throne of the Holy Roman Empire was continuously occupied by the Habsburgs between 1438 and 1740, they 
produced emperors and kings of the Kingdoms of Bohemia, England , Germany, Hungary, Croatia, Illyria, Ireland,  
Portugal, and Spain, as well as rulers of several Dutch and Italian principalities & the Second Mexican Empire.  In 
1916 Emperor Franz-Josef I of Austria died. A procession of dignitaries and elegantly dressed royal mourners 
escorted the coffin which was draped in black and gold silk. A military band played somber funeral music as the 
torch-lit procession made its way down winding narrow stairs into the catacombs beneath the Capuchin Monastery 
in Vienna. 
At the bottom of the stairs were great iron doors leading to the Hapsburg family crypt. Behind the door was the 
Cardinal-Archbishop of Vienna. 
The Commanding officer rapped on the door and cried out. “Open!” 
The Archbishop replied, “Who goes there?” 
“We bear the remains of his Imperial and Apostolic Majesty, Franz-Josef I, by the grace of God Emperor of Austria, 
King of Hungary, Defender of the Faith, Prince of Bohemia-Moravia, Grand-Duke of Lombardy . . . .” And so it went, 
through the entire list of his 37 titles. 
“We know him not, “ the Cardinal said, “Who goes there?” 
The officer spoke again, using the informal title, “We bear the remains of Emperor Franz-Josef I of the Hapsburg 
line.” 
“We know him not,” the cardinal said again. “Who goes there?” 
This time the officer replied, “We bear the body of Franz-Josef, our brother, a sinner like all of us.” At that the 
doors swung open and Franz-Josef was welcomed home. 
 
Whoever else you may be, whatever other relationships you may have, there is one title and one relationship that 
can never be taken away from you; you are always a child of God, born out of water and sealed with the Holy Spirit 
forever.  Because of that your family stretches far beyond those you share a bloodline with - it extends beyond 
the borders of this place.  It extends to the community you find yourself in the midst.  And sometimes, I think 
we need a harsh reminder of who our family includes.  The people grieving the loss of children, the loss of a 
generation, are part of our family.  The prisoners, the students, the religious leaders, the protestors, and the 
questioners are all part of our family.  At the end of most services that I offer a blessing I will say “May the Blessing 
of God…be with you, those whom you love and those you find hard to love.”  Because, I think we need the 
reminder that God blesses those we find hard to love.  They are still part of the family of God. 
 
Wherever you go, you will be considered a bit odd and “not from around here” because you have “done gone off 
and got different;” but that’s ok because wherever you go you are surrounded by family and the kingdom of God.  
Amen. 


