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“Holy Work”
Acts 9:36-43 & John 10:22-30
Martha Beckwith was the first scholar to trace a pathway through hundreds of books, articles, and manuscripts that recorded the orally transmitted stories of the Hawaiian people.  In her highly regarded book Hawaiian Mythology originally published in 1940 Beckwith writes, “Hawaiians believe that the volcano at Kilauea is inhabited by a family of fire gods presided over by the goddess Pele who governs the activities of lava flows.” (Hawaiian Mythology, Martha Beckwith, University of Hawai‘i Press, Honolulu, 1976, page168)  

Stories of the goddess Pele were a part of our growing up years on the island of Hawai‘i where I was born and raised.  Mama would tell us some of the stories with a voice of caution and warning.  “If you see a woman walking along the roadside with a black dog, beware if you decide to pick her up.” 
Then without taking a breath, she would raise an eyebrow and say, “The kind – and that would be a reference to a family member, a friend, even a stranger – the kind said that when they picked her up they would see her reflection in their rear view mirror one moment and then the next she would be gone.  A few days latter there would be an eruption at Kilauea.”

“That’s how it was,” mama would explain.  “It was always best not to get her angry.  So even if you don’t want to pick her up, it’s best that you do.”

If there was ever any doubt about what mama said that was quickly dispelled when she added, “Otherwise . . . ”  Fear has a way of making believers out of some of us.
If Beckwith’s work has any value it is in the way in which it provides us with a deeper understanding and appreciation of the wider range of stories that come out of the mythic traditions of the past.  For example, a story is told of how after making her home at the crater of Mokuaweoweo with her brothers and sisters, Pele falls into a deep sleep.

Her spirit leaves her body and following the sound of a nose-flute and a whistle, she arrives on the island of Kaua‘i while a hula is in progress.  She takes the form of a beautiful woman and wins the young chief Lohiau as her husband.

When she departs on the third night she bids him to wait for a messenger she will send to bring him to the house she is making ready.  In the meantime, her faithful sister Hi‘iaka, has watched over her body and is relieved to see her finally awaken as Pele's spirit returns.
Pele calls for someone to go as her messenger.  Hi‘iaka is the only one brave enough to face the dangers on the way.  Hi‘iaka entrusts her beloved lehua groves and her friend Hopoe to the care of her sister Pele as she begins her perilous journey.

Before sending Hi‘iaka on her way, Pele commands her sister to return in forty days.  The journey proves to be a difficult one.  Along the way Hi‘iaka is accompanied by several women companions.  By the time they arrive on Kaua‘i they receive the news that Lohiau has died out of grief over the disappearance of the beautiful woman who came to him at the hula dance.
Hiÿiaka restores Lohiau to life.  The return voyage is now to be undertaken.  But Hi‘iaka is aware that the journey so far has already taken forty days and more delays are still before them.  She sends two of her companions to Pele to let her know what has happened.
Unaware of what has transpired, Pele becomes furious over the delay.  When the women arrive she does not wait to hear what they have to say.  Instead, she overwhelms them with fire.  She encircles Hi‘iaka’s beloved forests in flames and engulfs Hopoe in burning lava. 

As a climax to Pele’s jealousy, Lohiau dies a second time.  And for the second time, Hi‘iaka restores him to life. (Ibid, pages 173-177)
Several years ago the Edith Kanaka‘ole Foundation of Hilo produced the hula epic Holomai Pele.  Included in the production was this story of Pele, Lohiau, and Hi‘iaka performed by hula dancers.  What I remember most vividly was the amount of energy it took for Hi‘iaka to breathe life back into Lohiau's lifeless body.  As Lohiau begins to take his first breath, she crumples beside him in exhaustion.
I know there are those who may want to dismiss the story of Lohiau and Hi‘iaka because of its mythic origins in the Hawaiian understanding of the cosmos.  There are those who will say the story is pagan, not Christian.  It is too far-fetched.  Therefore, it has no value to us as followers of Jesus Christ. 

But in the very moment that Hi‘iaka was able to restore Lohiau to life, I thought about the ways in which Jesus raised a widow’s son (Luke 7:11-17); of how he raised Jairus’ daughter (Luke 8:40-56) and of how he raised Lazarus (John 11:1-44) – all of them from the dead.  What are we to make of these stories?  Would others be inclined to dismiss such stories in the same way that some would dismiss the story of Hi‘iaka and Lohiau?  Do they not seem equally far fetched?
Our reading from The Acts of the Apostles contains yet another story in which a life is restored.   A woman from Joppa known both by her Aramaic name Tabitha and her Greek name Dorcas is healed by Peter.

The healing is miraculous.  The story underscores the continuing effects of the power of God in the community that begins to emerge in the aftermath of Easter and the impact of the resurrection on the life of the church.  In both instances, many people respond with a commitment of faith believing that Jesus is the Messiah, that he is the good shepherd.
Biblical scholars would have us conclude that the power of our Easter faith is the way in which death has been overcome.  If that is true what are we to say of the story of Hi‘iaka and Lohiau or of other stories in which death is overcome, in which the dead are restored to life?
The answer for me lay in the story of Hi‘iaka and Lohiau.  

The story of Hi‘iaka and Lohiau is not only a story about death and the restoration of life.  It is also a story about what happens to us when we become impatient, jealous, distrustful, and angry.
The story of Peter and Tabitha emphasizes that Jesus’ prophetic ministry did not end when he died.  It continues not only through Peter but through John, Lydia, Priscilla and many others.  In that sense Peter continues the work that Jesus began. (Preaching Through the Christian Year B, Craddock, Hayes, Holladay, & Tucker, Trinity Press International, Harrisburg, Pennsylvania, 1994, pages 244-245)  
But the story of Peter and Tabitha is not only a story about death and the restoration of life.  It is also a story about what happens to us when we devote our lives to “good works and acts of charity” (Acts 9:36).  It is a story about what happens to us when we are compassionate and loving, kind and caring.

The miracle of Tabitha’s ministry may seem less spectacular than Peter’s ministry but it is one we must not overlook.   When Peter arrives, the widows take him to Tabitha.  Standing beside him, they weep and they show him tunics and other clothing that she had made while she was with them.

I imagine them saying, “See, Peter!  Look and see what she did for us!  She made these with her own hands.  She made these clothes with her own hands.  You know that to be a widow is not such an easy thing.  Tabitha cared about us and for that we give thanks to God.”

“We know the work that you do is holy work.  But we also want to tell you about Tabitha’s work and to tell you what she has done is holy work.”  
The miracle of Tabitha’s ministry may seem less dramatic than the miracle of Peter’s ministry but it is no less powerful.  We see in Tabitha’s ministry, holy work that pushes the boundaries of ministry wider and wider.  It is work that takes shape with those within o communities of faith and beyond.  It is work that is shown by words and actions that wipe away tears, restore life, and testify to God’s love.  It is work that unfolds when we open our lives to the Spirit and follow God’s leading. (Seasons of the Spirit, Congregational Life, Lent, Easter, United Church Press, Cleveland, Ohio, 2006, page 100)
As we continue through this Easter season we give thanks for the work to which we have been called.  Like Peter and Tabitha, we give thanks that we will be sustained by Jesus, the one who is our good shepherd.  And if we should somehow fall into a lapse of memory may we find comfort and wisdom in the following story:  “At a church program a little boy was to say by heart, ‘The Lord is my shepherd, I shall not want.’  He started, ‘The Lord is my shepherd.’  Then forgetting the rest, he stopped.
This happened three times.  Finally he said confidently, ‘The Lord is my shepherd, what more do I want?’”  (The Word & You, Duerling, United Church Press, Cleveland, Ohio, 1997, page162)
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