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“What do you want me to do for you?”

Job 42:1-6 & Mark 10:46-52

In 1785 a male child was born in the area we know as Waikapü.  Of his parents it is said only one thing was known for certain: his mother tried to bury him alive.  (Pioneer Hawaiian Christians, Frances Eastman, Frontier Books Number 7, Friendship Press, New York, 1948, page 3-14, Out of Print)  The child was born with physical deformities and it may be that his mother wanted to relieve him of a life of pain and ridicule.  Perhaps she wanted to be free of the burden of caring for a child whom others may have viewed as a curse.  Whatever the reason may have been, a relative rescued the boy and then left him to grow up as best he could.
At first he was a child with no name.  Over time he acquired the name of Pua‘aiki or Little Pig.  Some say it was because of his appearance.  He had a small twisted body and he found food wherever he could, rooting it out in the forests.  By the time he reached adulthood he was a deformed, nearly blind beggar. 

In the years that followed others began to take notice of Pua‘aiki when he danced.  Because of his misshapen body, his arm gestures and leg movements became more exaggerated.  His facial expressions twisted.

Many laughed when they saw him dance thinking he was buffoon, acting like a clown. Ironically, the more skilled he actually became as a dancer, the more they laughed.  So in time Pua‘aiki became an entertainer.  His ability spread and eventually Kamämalu, the favorite queen of Kamehameha II summoned Pua‘aiki to her court.  

The queen announced to him, “You shall dance for us when we wish.  For this you will receive food and ÿawa.”  The food would satisfy his physical hunger and the ‘awa or drink would deaden his physical pain.  Because of the queen’s action, Pua‘aiki found employment for the first time in his life.  But there was no evidence that the future had anything better for him.

By the spring of 1820, when Pua‘aiki was about thirty-five, the ancient ‘ai kapu or the eating ban that forbade men and women from eating together had already been overturned a year earlier.  The ali‘i or chiefs moved their primary residence from Kailua, Kona to Honolulu, Oÿahu.  When Kamämalu and Liholiho who was Kamehameha II sailed to Honolulu that spring, Pua‘aiki was compelled to go along.

It was during this period that Pua‘aiki’s health began to decline.  His eyes grew worse.  He could not eat.  He developed a stomach disorder.  He felt terrible physical pain.  The day came when he could no longer stand.  Unable to dance, whatever food and ‘awa the queen had provided in the past soon ceased to arrive.

“No one,” he cried to himself, “will help me now!”

Pua‘aiki did not know that the same ship that brought him to Honolulu from Kailua also carried a company of Christian missionaries from Boston.  Included in the group were several haole members as well as four young Hawaiian men, one of whom was Honoli‘i.  Of Honoli‘i it is said that he was a fine young man of great physical stature.

Honoli‘i heard about Pua‘aiki’s physical condition.  He went to look for him and found him under a thatched roof.  It is said that when he saw Pua‘aiki for the first time, tears came to his eyes.  He gently took the blind beggar’s hand in his own.

Unable to see the young man very clearly, Pua‘aiki pulled his arm back and stammered, “Who are you?”

“I am Honoli‘i,” he answered.  “I am Hawaiian . . . like you.  But I have been away long at school.  Now I have come back to my own country.”

Pua‘aiki lay quietly for a moment.  Then he turned his head and asked, “Have you food?  Have you any ‘awa for me?”

“If you are hungry or thirsty, cannot the queen give you food and drink?”

Pua‘aiki moaned and explained because he was sick and could no longer dance in the queen’s court.  There was no food or drink.  “No one cares,” he said, “if I live or die.”

“Listen to me, Pua‘aiki.  I have good news for you.  Forget about the ‘awa to deaden your pain.  That will not heal you.  But there is someone who can heal you.  He will cure your sickness.  He will make you well.  He is the Great Physician.”

Pua‘aiki stiffened. He raised his head abruptly, staring at Honoli‘i as though he could see him.  He reached out to the young man and clutched at his clothing.

“The Great Physician!”  he said eagerly.  “What is that?”

Honoli‘i answered, “He is Jesus Christ, who heals souls and brings light into darkness.  He can save you from your misery.”

Then Pua‘aki said something quite natural that may have startled Honoli‘i.  “Take me to him immediately!” he cried.  “I want to know more.”

Honoli‘i replied, “ I cannot take you to meet him, but I can take you where you will hear more about him”

“Then let us go at once!”  Pua‘aiki insisted.

From that day and every day that followed he listened carefully.  As he listened something completely and permanently changed his life.  Whatever it was that he heard that changed his life, we do not know.  

We only know that he had been changed and that the change was not physical.  Pua‘aiki still could not see.  Instead the change occurred inside of him.  Perhaps it was not because of what Honoli‘i said to him about the good news of Jesus Christ as much as it was because of Honoliÿi's compassion and the way in which Puaÿaiki was able to experience the mercy of God through the young Hawaiian man who visited him that day long ago.   It was a change that excited Puaÿaiki so much, he immediately began to tell others.

Over the next two years many came to know him as the blind preacher of Maui.  He continued his work of listening to those who would teach him and preaching to those who would listen.

It would not be until another five years later though that he would finally be baptized and acknowledged as one of the first Hawaiians to become a Christian.  When he was baptized he was given the name Batimea Lalana.  “Lalana” is Hawaiian for London, where the king and queen had recently died while on a tour.  

We know that our küpuna often gave names that tied the birth (or in this case the rebirth) of a person to particular events.  So while it may seem odd that he would be named after the city of London, his name provides us with a reference to a specific time.

The name “Batimea” is the Hawaiian name for Bartimaeus, the blind beggar whose story comes to us in our reading from The Gospel According to Mark.   The story of Bartimaeus like the story of Batimea Lalana are stories of healing.  On the one hand they are similar in several ways and on the other hand they are very different.  

While Bartimaeus is able to physically see again, Batimea Lalana is not.  But both men come to see Jesus in much the same way.  Bartimaeus experienced the mercy of God directly through Jesus.  Batimea Lalana experienced the mercy of God through Honoliÿi and his faith in Jesus.

Like Bartimaeus, Batimea Lalana had nothing to offer, nothing to claim.  He was like Bartimaeus a blind beggar.  In their call for help they each turned to Jesus in faith.

Some tried to silence Bartimaeus from crying out for help, but he would have none of that.  He would not keep silent.  When Honoli‘i told Batimea Lalana of Jesus, his immediate response again was loud and clear.  “Take me to him!”  

Bartimaeus would not be silenced.  Neither would Batimea Lalana.  Through their persistence Jesus hears and heals them both.

Although Bartimaeus may go on his own way, he chooses instead to follow Jesus “on the way” (Mark 10:52).  Batimea Lalana may also go on his own way, but he also chooses to follow the way of Jesus.

How is it that they both choose to follow Jesus?  The stories are indeed about healing, but they are also stories of the ways in which God calls Bartimaeus and Batimea Lalana and all of us to a life of faith and discipleship. 

When Jesus speaks to Bartimaeus for the first time he asks:  “What do you want me to do for you?”  (Mark 10:51)  For Bartimaeus, Jesus’ question offers him a word of hope.  It is a word of hope that Batimea Lalana also heard when Honoli‘i spoke to him and said, “Listen to me.  I have good news for you.”  

Where once they were both beggars now they have both become disciples.  Once they were blind but now both see with new eyes of faith.

What makes Batimea Lalana 's story of particular interest to me is the decision that was made to commission him as a pastor and evangelist of the Honuaÿula district in February 1843.  This church was a part of the district and as such I have wondered if he may not have stood and preached in this very sanctuary well over a century ago.

Whether or not he did what we know is that shortly after he was commissioned he fell ill.  His stomach disorder returned.  Six and a half months later on September 17, 1843 Batimea Lalana died.  He was buried in the cemetery at Ka‘ahumanu Church in Wailuku.

I would like to imagine that there was a day when the blind preacher, Batimea Lalana, stood in this place and told the story of the blind beggar named Bartimaeus.  I would like to imagine that he told of how Bartimaeus cried out, “Son of David, have mercy on me!” and of how he cried out in the same way.   I would like to imagine that he would invite us to also cry out and not be silenced and to know that God’s mercy is indeed everlasting.  Amen.

