Keawalaÿi Congregational Church
United Church of Christ (USA)

Twenty-sixth Sunday in Ordinary Time

World Communion Sunday
Sunday, October 1, 2006
The Rev. Kealahou C. Alika
“Pray and Praise”

James 5:7-20

Auntie Aletha Kaohi is a kupuna, an elder in one of our Hawaiian churches on the island of Kaua‘i.  She lives in Hanapëpë on the west side of the island and is an active member of Hanapëpë Hawaiian Church.  


She is a graduate of the Class of 1948 of what was known back then as the Kamehameha School for Girls on the island of O‘ahu.  I was born a year later in June 1949 so you understand why I speak of Auntie Aletha as a kupuna.


She is a retired librarian and in her retirement years she continues to remain active in the church as well as in the wider community.  Her primary commitment these days is to her work at the Visitors Center in the town of Waimea.


It was through her invitation that I was able to travel to Williamstown, Massachusetts last weekend for a conference on “missions.”  Auntie Aletha was asked to lead a workshop on the “lessons we have learned here in Hawai‘i with regard to the impact of the early Christian mission to our islands” – both positive and negative.  


Through the support of the Hawai‘i Conference of the United Church of Christ of which our church is a member, Auntie Aletha was able to organize a five-member delegation.  In addition to herself and myself, the others included Naomi Yokotake, a kumu hula or hula master and member of Waioli Hui‘ia Church located in Hanalei, Kaua‘i; Uncle Stanley Lum, a member of St. Ann’s Catholic Church in Windward, O‘ahu; and Kahu Neal MacPherson, the pastor of the Church of the Crossroads in Honolulu.

Uncle Stanley served as the official researcher and writer for a power point presentation that was created by Auntie Aletha.  Naomi provided her skills as a chanter and singer with her ‘ukulele, pahu or drum, püniu or small knee drum, and ipu heke or double gourd drum.  Neal was there to facilitate the panel discussion that followed.  I was there as the official technician making certain that the power point presentation ran smoothly.


The workshop went well.  We had an opportunity during the panel discussion to respond to questions that were raised by those attending the workshop.

There were other events throughout the conference that required our involvement.  After Dr. Dennis Dickerson, a Professor of History at Vanderbilt University, had to cancel his participation on an afternoon panel on “missions” I received an invitation from the organizers of the event to join three other panelists.  Because I knew the Rev. Carrie Bail, Senior Pastor of the First Congregational Church in Williamstown and one of the organizers of the conference, I said “Yes.”


The other panelists included The Rev. John Thomas, the General Minister and President of the United Church of Christ; Dr. Timothy Tennant, Associate Professor of World Missions at Gordon-Cornwell Theological Seminary in Ipswich, Massachusetts; and Dr. Ada Maria Isasi-Diaz, Professor of Christian Ethics and Theology at Drew University Theological School in Madison, New Jersey.   When I realized the company I was about to join I imagined what Charlie Brown would feel like if the Boston Red Sox decided to put him on their roster.

As it turned out the ‘Ölelo Mikiona or Mission Statement that we affirm each week in our time of worship here at Keawala‘i suited the occasion well.  I was able to share my mana‘o about my understanding of mission through the commitment for ourselves here in Mäkena.
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At the close of the afternoon panel on missions, the conference participants were invited to gather at a monument on the campus of Williams College that marked the location where the first prayer meeting was held that gave birth to what became known as the American Board of Commissioners for Foreign Missions.  It was at the site of the monument that, as representatives from Hawai‘i,  we presented a ho‘okupu or gift of sea salt and kukui or candlenut wrapped in ti leaves.


Naomi chanted.  I shared the reading from Matthew 5:13-16 in which Jesus tells the disciples and those gathered around him:  “You are the salt of the earth . . . you are the light of the world.”  Auntie Aletha laid the ho‘okupu at the base of the monument.


Last Sunday morning, all of us attended the worship service at First Congregational Church, Williamstown.  Naomi was invited to share her music during the moment for the children.  Right after her time with the children, Auntie Aletha, Uncle Stanley, Kahu McPherson, and I joined Naomi to sing the first verse of “Iesü No Ke Kahuhipa” or “Savior, Like a Shepherd Lead Us.”

We sang the verse a second time in Hawaiian with everyone joining us and then continued singing in English through the three verses that followed.  At the close of that service I was asked to offer the benediction.  


Later that afternoon we attended the closing worship service at the chapel at Williams College.  By the end of the service we were all feeling a bit worn out.  Our stay was coming to an end.  It was an exhausting but exhilarating time.  


On the way back to church parking lot from the chapel where Uncle Stanley had parked our van, Auntie Aletha looked over to one edge of the parking lot and said, “Oh, look at those leaves!  I must pick some to take home.”


When we had arrived six days earlier almost all of the leaves of the trees were green.  But within that period of time the color of the leaves had begun to change.  
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“The colors are changing,” Auntie added.  “Very soon, very soon it will all be changed.”
Someone had explained eariler, “As the days grow shorter and the nights become colder, the trees are unable to absorb the light of the sun to produce the chlorophyll that keeps the leaves green.”

Or as someone else said more pointedly, “The leaves are dying and when they die, the colors change from green to yellow to orange to red and in time they will all fall to the ground.”


The change is so dramatic and so beautiful that many travel great distances to see what others refer to as the “fall colors” or as “the changing of the colors.”  I’ve heard of the change, I have seen photographs of the change, and standing there in the park that afternoon I knew that I was seeing only a very, very tiny glimpse of what was to come.

Ironically, such a change can only come when life gives way to death.   I turned to Auntie Aletha and sad, “Auntie, you know there are people looking at us and probably thinking we must be lölö.  In a few weeks they will be raking up millions of leaves before the deep winter snows come.  And here we are picking these leaves like they are maile.”

“Ah, that’s okay.  What do they know anyway.  They lucky.  We no more this kind leaves back home so they will have a few less leaves to rake up.”


As I stood there collecting my share of leaves it occurred to me once more that if the lessons of our faith are to be learned it is likely that some of those lessons will be learned as we pay heed to God’s creation and the world in which we live.  Our reading from The Letter of James envisions a community of faith in which people suffer and pray, rejoice and sing, become sick and get well, sin and are forgiven.  This broad spectrum of activities between our birth and our death reflects our life together as a church, as a community of faith.
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In the midst of suffering and sickness, we discover comfort and we find cheer.  “Perhaps,” as someone said, “it is cheer that comes from alleviated pains or restored health, but it is cheer all the same.  Or there may be the recognition that within every community tears of joy exist alongside tears of pain.”


“On the same Sunday that we hear someone old has died we also hear a child has been born.”  (Preaching Through the Christian Year: B, Craddock, Hayes, Holloday, & Tucker, Trinity Press International, Harrisburg, Pennsylvania, 1993, page 425)


Whatever the case may be our reading from James recognizes that prayer and singing belong together, whatever the circumstances may be.  Praying seems to take many forms.  The sick pray for their own recovery.  


But sometimes there are those who are too sick to pray for themselves and so they turn to those in the church who have been appointed to a ministry of healing.  Very soon some of you will be hearing about the commitment the members of our Board of Deacons have made to establish what they call “The Keawala‘i Prayer Connection.”  


The intention of the prayer connection is to keep one another in prayer.  But our reading from James goes a bit further and provides us not only with the instruction to pray for others but to go to others and to anoint them with the oil of healing.  


Our reading tells us not only of sickness but of sin.  Confessing our sins to one another is closely linked with praying for one another.  Praying for our own health and the health of the church are mentioned alongside the assurance that sins will be forgiven.


Our reading does not indicate that God sends physical sickness as punishment for sin.

Even if our text does not provide us with a clear-cut cause and effect relationship between sin and sickness it seems to recognize that they are sometimes related.  
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In the end our reading provides uswith a glimpse of what it means for us to be a community of faith, a place where the connection between sin and sickness is recognized and where prayer and confession go together with forgiveness and health.  For me the key to our reading is in verse 16 (James 5):  “Therefore, confess your sins to one another, and pray for one another, so that you may be healed.”


What happens to us when someone says something to us that causes us to become nuha or sullen?   We get mad and we say, “You know what so and so said?  Do you know what so and so did?”  

In our anger and in our hurt we seem to find fault in others for what they have said or done.  Because we have determined that they are at fault then it stands to reason that they are the ones who have sinned.


But may it not also be true that as a consequence of our anger and our hurt that we have also sinned?  Our reading compels us to consider time and time again the need for us to always seek to reconcile ourselves to one another if we are to be healthy as individuals and healthy as a community of faith. 

In other words we must go to another to confess and to pray with one another, as difficult as it may be.  By so doing we remind ourselves once more that our willingness to reach out and restore our relationships with one another is nothing if not a sign of the love for which Jesus died.  We pray to God with grateful hearts and we praise God with singing.

As we come today to share in the eating of the bread and the drinking of the cup we remember that “if anyone is in Christ, there is a new creation:  everything old has passed away; see everything has become new!  All this is from God, who has reconciled us to himself through Christ, and has given us the ministry of reconciliation . . . not counting their trespasses against them, and entrusting the message of reconciliation to us.”  (II Corinthians 5:17-19)
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