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Her name is Rachel.  Although that is not her true name, her story is true.  In 1994,

Rachel met the man she would one day marry.  

In 1995 Rachel and Jacob welcomed the birth of their daughter.  The years went by quickly.  When their daughter was eight years old, tütü and other family members insisted that they get married.

With very little time to prepare and with little fanfare a civil ceremony was quickly put together and by the end of 2003 they were married.  A year later their daughter, now nine years old was diagnosed with cancer.  She died in 2004.


When I met Rachel and Jacob to talk about the death of their daughter, she was very reluctant to say much.  “I’ve not really talked about her death at all,” she confessed.  


“Now that two years have gone by,” I asked, “what have you learned that has value to you?”


She answered quickly, “Nothing!”


And then went on to say, “I prayed to God to heal her and to spare her life but in the end she died.  I went into a deep depression and eventually made an attempt to end my life.  Our daughter was our life, my life.”


“After she died,” she said, “I asked God ‘Why?’ And I waited and waited for an answer.  There was no answer.  It all seemed so senseless.  I was angry, very angry.  That’s when I decided that I wasn’t of any value to anyone, not to my husband, not to other family members, not to anyone.”


“But you had value to someone,” I said.


She looked puzzled.  


“Who was that?” I asked.


She hesitated.


“You had value to yourself,” I answered.  

“What happened?" I asked.


“I tried to end my life but something clicked and I haven’t quite figured it out.  I had what I thought was a relationship with God but all that disappeared when my daughter died.  I want that relationship back,” she said.  “But I am not sure how to do that.”


“You’ve taken the first step,”  I explained, “by being willing to talk about your daughter.”


Jacob listened.  He did not say anything.

Rachel leaned back and sighed.  “Boy, that took a lot out of me,” she said as she placed her finger below her right eye holding back the water that had welled up in both of her eyes. 

“I keep asking ‘Why?’ she said.  “But there’s been no answer.”


“It may be that there is no answer,” I responded.  “I suppose one could say that God has a plan or a higher purpose?  But no matter the answer what is clear is what someone said to me recently following the death of his wife, ‘No matter what one may say or do, no matter what one may think or feel, at the end of the day, she is still gone.’”

Her name was Hannah.  She was married to Elkanah.  Like Rachel, Hannah did her share of weeping.  But her cries were not for the death of a first born child.  Instead, she cried and longed for the birth of a first born child.  

Hannah went to a shrine in a place called Shiloh to pray.  Our reading this morning from The First Book of Samuel tells us “she was deeply distressed and prayed to the Lord, and wept bitterly.”  Yet, even in her distress and bitterness she made a vow that if she bore a son she would dedicate him to the service of God.


And it came to pass that Hannah conceived and bore a son by her husband Elkanah and she named him Samuel.  She did as she had promised.  


Hannah later bore three more sons and two daughters (1 Samuel 2:1-10).  Hannah’s prayers were answered in very concrete ways.  


Rachel’s prayers were also answered, perhaps not in the same way as Hannah’s prayers were answered.  When Rachel’s daughter died it seemed as though a part of her died as well.


Rachel shares two things in common with Hannah.  First, there is a persistence in Rachel, as there is in Hannah, to trust in God even when all else seems futile.  The second is the deep way in which Rachel is affected as is Hannah by what it means to be a family.

The gifts Hannah brings to us is her persistent trust in God and her love for family.  Such love for family is at the heart of the commitment we have made as we began our 18-month long celebration yesterday here at the church with our Ho‘olaule‘a or open house. 

Her name was Ho‘oho-kui-kalani.  Her life is recorded in the mythic stories of ancient Hawai‘i.  It was to Ho‘oho-kui-kalani and Wäkea that a premature infant was born.  


The child was named Hä-loa-naka-lau-kapalili which literally means, “long-stalk-quaking-trembling leaf,” referring to the trembling taro leaf on its quivering stalk.  This first-born child died and was buried by Wäkea.  (Plants in Hawaiian Culture, Beatrice H. Krauss, University of Hawai‘i Press, Honolulu, 1993, page 5)

There is no doubt that Ho‘oho-kui-kalani mourned the death of her child.  But from the child’s body sprang a taro plant perhaps similar to the ones you see in this sanctuary today.  A second child was born to the couple and was simply called Häloa.  It is said that he became the ancestor of all people.


Thus to the Hawaiian planter, taro, the first-born, was genealogically superior to and more kapu or sacred than man (sic), the second-born.  Western tradition both within the church and outside the church would insist that human beings are superior to all other living forms.  


But for our kupuna or elders, culture and the cultivation of taro were closely interwoven.
It was this close association with and reverence for taro that the word for ‘ohana or family was derived.  Because the ‘ohä or offspring that were attached to the mother corm or underground stem, taro was the source from which the term ‘ohana came to be understood as family or kin. 

As I shared with those who were here for yesterday’s open house, our Hawaiian ancestors may have brought not more than a dozen varieties of taro with them from the Marquesas and Tahiti, yet over time 300 varieties were cultivated here in Hawai‘i.  There is evidence that our Hawaiian ancestors knew the process of cross-pollination, and in this way they were able to produce a certain number of hybrids.   (Op. cit., page 6)

What makes the varieties of taro significant to me is whether it was the lehua variety known for its reddish corm or the uahi-a Pele with its green leaf or the ‘apuwai with its cup-shaped leaves, the word for family would still be derived from the taro, regardless of its variety.  Just as there are 300 varieties of taro so it is that we can also say there are as many varieties of families.  

Ho‘oho-kui-kalani and Wäkea.  Hannah and Elkanah.  Rachel and Jacob.   



As we continue to celebrate 175 years of ministry throughout the coming year and beyond we give thanks:  “Mai kahi hanauna a kekahi, ‘o ke Akua ka pu‘uhonua o käkou:  From generation to generation, God has been our dwelling place.” 


Thanks be to God.
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