Most of you are aware that this is the one week of the year, 


where my face is not red from wind burn or snow burn, 



but actually sunburn.  

We have just returned from our adventure in French Polynesia 


and have many fun stories to tell of beautiful lush islands, 


amazing sea life, 


and a few perilous moments of being encouraged forward by a commercial truck 



and virus' picked up on the Alaska State ferry.  

All of those stories will have their time and place, 


but my biggest take away from French Polynesia, 



the islands of Tahiti, Huahine, Raitea, and Tahaa is one word, 




“Joy.”

This word may not seem like the right word probably 


to most of you right now 


and I have a clue why.  

Facebook works in French Polynesia, 


so I heard of all the ferry cancellations, 


the pass being closed, 


the barges being delayed, 


the snow, ice, and lack of restaurants.  

All this while enduring the 10 darkest weeks of the year 


and a rapidly changing world coming through the our news feeds.

I do want to talk about the need for joy, 


because despite being in such a wonderful place, 



it has twice now been a place of deep despair for me.  

During my sabbatical in 2023 

and now again this winter, 


I have experienced dark nights of my soul there.  

This is not because of the place itself, 


but more because it has been the place 



where I have slowed down enough 




to have extended times of reflection and evaluation 





concerning my life.  

It is a place that naturally invites joy, 


the joy of the Lord, 

and usually when I have reached Tahiti, 


my joy in the Lord is almost on empty.  

So it is a little like being depressed during Christmas, 


all the more stark 



when everything is supposed to be merry and bright.

This despair becomes all the more real, 


when everyone around you is smiling 


and whenever two people come together to greet one another, 



laughter immediately ensues.  

When it has been weeks or months 


since you have had a great belly laugh, 



the continuous laughter makes one wonder 



“What am I doing wrong with my life?”

Now we know island life has its own hardships.  


Hurricanes will come, 


life on a remote island has many of the same supply and survival issues we have.  

But I think the joy that I often saw in Tahiti and beyond 


wasn't because of anything unique to island life, 



but is due to a cultural difference.  

There is a pervading sense 


that they are not in control of the world.  

An underlying understanding 


that there is a higher power than humans at work.  



God's hand bringing the tides, 



the swells, 



the rain and the sun 




remind everyone daily that God is at work and providing.  

In Revelation 22:2, 


we are told that 



“On each side of the river stood the tree of life, 




bearing twelve crops of fruit, 




yielding its fruit every month.”  


In the tropics, 



the same thing happens.  

Trees produce fruit year round, 


not just for two weeks during the summer.  

So there is always something to eat, 


something to harvest.  

In the rest of the world with our seasons, 


there is a time to plant


and a time to gather, harvest, and store, 



hoping that you have enough to make it until next year.  

This daily provision of bananas, 


mangoes, pineapple, watermelon, fish and more 



kill all the good moral lessons from the Ant and the grasshopper.  

God's provision is on display daily.

Taking the hording narrative out of the picture, 


that we have to harvest today 


or tomorrow it turn to chaff and blows away, 



changes the way people live.  

You start to realize that each day, 


God provides 


and you are not in control for your whole life.  

Twice, we were at the beach in Huahine 


near groups of Tahitians also enjoying the water on a weekday afternoon.  



The girls interacted with some of their kids.  

One group was snorkeling for oysters, 


then cracking them in the water  


and eating them using a coral head as a table.  

This caught my attention as I pondered the process of this delicacy.  


Before I knew it, 



a little child was sent over 



and offered me some.  

I figured I was not going to get any fresher raw oysters 


and gave it a try.  

Oysters raw 


is not the best tasting thing 



and they all laughed at my face 



trying to be thankful for the cultural experience.  

They then told me to try it with a little bit of lime 


and it was delicious 


and they continued to laugh.  

The same thing happened at another beach, 


this time with a sandwich.  

They offered it to Esme, 


who took a single bite 


and the meat spread was not for her.  



So I finished the other 10 inches of the sub sandwich.  

But this generous giving wasn't because of anything we were doing, 


but just because they had food to enjoy 



and shared it with all that were around them.  

Even if we could barely speak a little French 


and no Tahitian.  

They shared, 


because they were constantly aware of God's provision.

Paul's instructions to rejoice in the Lord always, 


are easy in situations like these I have described so far.  



But the trip was not all rainbows and unicorns.  

We also were able to experience to their ferry system 


as we traveled from and to Tahiti.  

We were Alaskan's, 


we travel on the ferry all the time, 



how bad could it be?  

Their ferry was similar dimensions to the Columbia, 


with a few differences.  



It's top speed was 36 knots 



compared to the 17 max for a State Ferry.  


It was a catamaran, 



as opposed to a monohull.  



And it was a jet boat.  

Which led to the trip advisor review of 


“Barf o'rama” to be quite accurate.  

With an ocean swell 


and a large boat skipping off the top of every wave 


rather than plowing through them, 



it was not the smoothest ocean crossing I have ever been on.  


But the whole staff just accepted this as part of life.  

The attendants walked the aisles 


handing out sick sacks 


and helping people make it down the aisles 



as we rocked back and forth off the waves. 

Esme said, 


“I think I am going to throw up 


and 5 seconds later an attendant magically appeared with a bag 



and a couple of paper towels, 


smiling, 



because this is a standard thing.  

Suffering was worth it 


because you were going to see friends and family.  

Where as part of the reason for the Alaska Ferry's higher cancellation rates 


the last few years 



is captains getting penalized if people get sick on their voyage 



and complain.  


So any voyage that might get them written up for pushing our comfort 



is cancelled, 


even though most of us want to be home 



and see their friends and family.

This persevering through trials, 

knowing that God provides, 

and the cultural practice of maintaining a sabbath 


creates a different way of life, 



a life filled with the joy of the Lord.  

It is a lifestyle that is very appealing to outsiders.  

It is a lifestyle that is contagious.  


We also caught it by the end of our trip.  

On our last full day, 


we were completing a trip around the island of Tahiti in our rental car.  

A dog ran out in front of our car 


and Lisa stopped for the dog in time for it to be fine.  

The truck behind 


us did not stop in time for our car to be fine.  

We were initially a little scared 


as there was some smoke in the car 


and we did not see the truck since it hit us from behind.  

But the way everyone treated us, 


allowed us to quickly rejoice in the Lord, 



even in this situation.  

The driver called all the emergency personnel, 


as we calmed down the girls, 

he provided a cool place for Eva to sit 


until the ambulance arrived, 

he then stayed another 3 hours afterwards, 


while Esme and I waited for the car rental company 



to bring us a new car.  

I told him he could go, 


but he saw that his truck was providing shade for Esme in the hot afternoon sun, 



so he stayed until we left.  

His kindness, 

his non-hurried attitude, 

his good samaritan efforts 


made it really hard to complain about what had happened.  

We had all been able to walk away from the accident, 


our car was undrivable 



but no one was worried about that, 


it was only the people that mattered.  

Life, not things brought joy.   

We were aware of how much worse it all could have been, 


but we were rejoicing in God's goodness in keeping us safe.

That reality was compounded 


as Lisa and Eva spent 7 hours in the waiting room 



of the urgent care section of the hospital, 

waiting to get an official 


“Eva is okay” 



before getting on a plane for 9 hours to Seattle.  

Esme and I joined them for the last three hours of waiting.  


Again, 



watching people come in and out with major medical issues, 



but still hugging, 



greeting, 



and talking with joy in the midst of much harder trials 




and gruesome injuries.  


Not everyone was all smiles all the time, 



but when a friend was seen, 



hugs and kisses were exchanged 




and a quick check in occurred.

As we landed in Seattle and the faces were not filled with smiles, 


I wondered why I struggle 


and so many people around me struggle 



to rejoice in the lord always. 

Paul knew people would struggle to do this.  


So he repeated himself, 



again I say rejoice.  

I now have an inkling why we struggle to rejoice in the Lord so much 



in the United States 


and in the wider world.  

It is because the great theological question of our time is simply, 


“What is a human being?”  


Why are we here on this earth?   

Some of us may know the good catechismal answers like, 

“What is the chief end of man? 



to glorify God, 




and to enjoy Him for ever.”

 but most of us struggle to live into those answers 



and are constantly being bombarded 




with alternate answers to what a human being is.  

We are in a time 


where this debate about what a human being is, 



will be the underlying question of every headline.  

We have multiple viewpoints being offered 


from the right and the left.  

Neither of which fully align with scripture.  

So my hope over the next five weeks 


is to explore what the world is saying a human being is 


and what scripture says a human being is.  

Then for the season of Lent, 


I hope to move into how we live into the life that scripture calls us to 



as a human being.  

If we can move towards and live into what scripture calls us to be as human beings, 


then it will no longer be such a struggle to rejoice in the Lord always.  



Again, I say rejoice.
Moral evil  has entered the world and moral evil has damaged the world.  But Biblical faith never gives up on the belief that the good creator who designed this good world is still involved in blessing it.

Behold, the dwelling of god is with humanity.

