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Ho‘okipa, ha‘aha‘a:  Hospitality, humility”
Hebrews 13:1-8, 15-16 & Luke 14:1, 7-14
A young Pilipino couple stopped by the church office a few days after I had left for a month-long vacation on August 1st.  ‘Anakë Lei, our Administrative Assistant in the office, was in that day and was able to let them know that I was not going to be back until the end of the month.

Lei and I had a chance to talk not long after she spoke with the couple.  She informed me that they were encouraged by an Anglican priest to find a Hawaiian kahu or pastor to offer a blessing for their home.  I gave Lei a time and date.  The couple agreed and so late last Friday afternoon I stopped by their home in Kahului.
“It’s an obake buster,” Lei said using the Japanese word referring to a “ghost.”  


“It’s a ghost buster.”   I learned later that the husband and wife as well as their son and daughter had been living in their home for about a year.  At various times throughout the year one or the other would fall ill for unexplained reasons, some sensed passing shadows and others felt a presence that frightened them.

I learned from the couple that their home was previously owned by an elderly Japanese couple.  After the husband died, a decision was made by the surviving children to have their mother move to O‘ahu.  At that point the house was put up for sale.
“We had a house blessing, Father,” the husband explained.  “But still something is not right.”

“Yes, Father,” the wife agreed.  “I get chicken-skin inside that house.”

For those of us born and raised in Hawai‘i such stories are not new to any of us.  We have grown up with them.  Whether the events or circumstances described are true or not is of less consequence than the fact that the feelings are real.  In other words if some tells us, “I get chicken-skin”, our immediate conclusion can only be, "You get chicken-skin!”  
There is no debate.  It is not our place to say, “Not.”

So for me it was important to acknowledge the reality of her feelings.  And by doing so I also acknowledged that we live in a world filled with spirits.  That is an understanding that comes to us not only out of cultural traditions whether we want to say we are Pilipino, Japanese, Hawaiian, or anything else.  It is also an understanding that comes out of our Christian faith.
In The First Letter of John we read, “Beloved, do not believe every spirit, but test the spirits to see whether they are from God . . . ” (1 John 4:1)  Whenever we get “chicken-skin” we become afraid and when we become afraid we assume that whatever we may be experiencing is bad or evil.  That may or may not be the case and so we are to test the spirits.
But what are we to do?  Whenever I do any “obake busters” one of the teachings I recall comes from our küpuna or Hawaiian elders.  Long ago he said, “We use the pa‘akai or sea salt and the ‘ohe or bamboo twigs and we pray to God.  The sea salt is a symbol of cleansing and the bamboo twigs bound together symbolize the strength of family.”
So as I met with the couple and their son and daughter and many other extended family members, I explained to them what I had learned long ago.  I also explained that it was important for them to let go of their fear and hold fast to love.  I reminded them of the words that also appear in The First Letter of John:  “God is love, and those who abide in love abide in God, and God abides in them.  There is no fear in love, but perfect love casts out fear . . . ” (1 John 4:16b, 18a).

Our reading from The Gospel According to Luke has very little to do with what I’ve just shared with you about the blessing.  However, the reading does have everything to do about what followed after we were pau, after we were done with the blessing.  

I noticed a number of aluminum trays that were wrapped neatly in aluminum foil sitting on the kitchen counter.  When we began the blessing there about ten family members present.  By the time we stepped outside the outside the house and into a back patio area the number of family members had grown to about thirty.

There were more aluminum trays.  The women and girls were preparing some vegetables. The men and boys had begun a barbeque.  It was clear that the occasion had become a time for the family to celebrate with a feast.

Although I could not stay through the evening I was invited to at least have some dessert.  I sat next to the matriarch of the family.  Grandma offered me some puto and kutsinta.  “Come, come, you eat,” she said gesturing with her hands as she sat down next to me.    “You eat some cascaron.  I make them all, you eat.”

Her daughter returned with a bowl of piled high with four scoops of pineapple ice cream.  And then she brought a plate of hot dogs and Azeka-style ribs from the barbeque.  She looked at me and asked with a little bit of concern in her voice looking at the puto and cascaron, “You eat Pilipino food, yeah?”

“Yes,” I answered.  “I like.”

“Well, I make some for you take home,” she added as she filled five zip lock bags with more puto, kutsinta, and cascaron.  “And this you must have,” she said.  “This is a special recipe of a ground pork sausage that I make.  Nobody else make.”

By the time I left she added two bottles of Coca-Cola to the box of food and I was on my way.  What struck me about her and about her grandmother as well as the rest of the family was their ho‘okipa or hospitality and the way in which they were ha‘aha‘a or humble in sharing their food with me.

Although my presence with them as a pastor was understood, in other ways I was a stranger to them and to all of their family members.  They demonstrated their ho‘okipa in a setting familiar to all of us.  We sat down at table together.

In that moment I recalled once more one of keys to understanding our faith that is found in The Gospel According to Luke.  Sitting "at table," around meals, was of profound theological significance for Luke (Preaching Through the Christian Year – C, Craddock, Hayes, Holladay, & Tucker, Trinity Press International, Harrisburg, Pennsylvania, 1994, page 393).

Bread was important; in fact, where some eat and some do not eat, we learn that the kingdom of God is not present (Luke 16:19-31).  Breaking bread was important; in fact, the real test of whether the church included persons who were different was not at the point of baptizing them but of eating with them (Acts 11:1-3).  Meals were central to the church’s early life together and that was no more clearly demonstrated than in how the risen Christ “had been made known to (the disciples) in the breaking of the bread” (Luke24:35).

There are those who suppose that Luke’s intention in locating many of Jesus’ teachings “at table” is a nice touch.  But they would be wrong and we would be wrong in making such an assumption.
In our reading Luke tells us that Jesus spoke in a parable which means he was concerned with more than giving advice on social etiquette and behavior with regard to where one sits at a meal.  What Jesus had in mind was the kind of behavior appropriate for those who would seek a place within the kingdom of God.  “For all who exalt themselves will be humbled, and those who humble themselves will be exalted” (Luke 14:11).

Whether guest or host we become aware of the ways in which as guests we may fall victim to a humility that can be a form of pride.  We may want to make a mad rush for the lowest seats, the seats farthest back, all the while looking toward the head of the table, waiting to be called up.  As hosts, we may find ourselves offering what we have as a way of making others feel they are indebted to us for our generosity.
As we gather around the table that has been set before us today, we may want to make assumptions about who is invited to share the bread and the cup.  We may think ourselves the host.  After all “we” prepared the bread and the cup.

But in the kingdom of our faith, it is God who is the host.  We are called to extend God’s invitation, not our own, to others without expectations.  Jesus calls us to live out this conviction about the kingdom by inviting to table those who have neither property nor place in society – “the poor, the maimed, the lame, and the blind (Luke 14:13).”  

This understanding of our faith and the way in which we live out our faith about the kingdom of God is at the heart of our mission statement.  “’O mäkou nö  nä haumäna a Iesü Kristo, e heahea akula me ke aloha i nä lähui a pau i kou mäkou ‘ohana.”  “As haumäna of Jesus Christ, we welcome all, love all, and accept all into our ‘ohana.”
So come now and taste and see that God is good.
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