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“We celebrate God’s Mercy
Ephesians 2:1-10 & John 3:14-21
  
My youngest brother and my sister made it very clear to me and two of our other brothers, “Mama said that she wanted her ashes scattered in the same place that we took daddy.  That was her one wish!”


As we gathered at my mother’s home in Kona on a fall evening in late October 1999, we had much to talk about as we prepared for her memorial service.  We were all there – my mothers four sons and one daughter as well as a daughter-in-law and four grandchildren.  

My youngest brother said, “We are going out to the koÿa or place where daddy used to go fishing for ahi.”  Of the four siblings, my youngest brother was the one who would find the koÿa or fishing grounds by identifying and lining up with points on the shore. 


Where they intersected at sea would be the location of the spot where we had taken our dad a few years earlier.  We had hoped to hold the memorial service near the spot where my dad kept his canoe in the old days but we learned that week that someone had reserved the beach pavilion nearby that we had hoped to use.


My brother Rick checked on other possible sites.  It was a bit of an irony that we were able to use the facilities of the Kona Yacht Club.  I don't know that my mother ever would have imagined that we would end up in a yacht club.  But there we were with about fifty family members and close friends.


Together with my brothers and sister and my nephew and nieces we were able to share through chant, readings, and songs our memory of our mother, of our tütü.  At the close of that time the ten of us took a short walk to the pier and boarded a boat that seemed large and more lavish than we expected.  


Oddly enough the engine of the boat would not start.  A bit of a panic set in.  There was a lot of talk back and forth when Tim, a family friend, volunteered, "We can take my boat out."


"That's it," we all concluded.  "I guess mama wants it this way." We boarded Tim's boat which by my estimate was a quarter the size of the boat that wouldn't start.


"Great," I thought, "we go from a boat that can't even start to a boat that can barely carry all of us."  Tim reassured us that everything was fine and so after that we left the pier at Keauhou Bay and headed out to sea.


It was an unusually clear day.  The vog or combination of fog and volcanic haze that has covered the Kona coastline since 1983 had dissipated after a night of rain.


As we headed out to sea I wondered how it was that we were going to find the koÿa.  “How you find the place, “ I asked my youngest brother. 

He answered, “Well in the old days daddy said you look for Red Hill on this side and the tall tree over there.  But,” he continued, “no more the tree now.  Still get the red cinder cone but you have to line ‘em up with the condominium over there.”


One brother laughed, another groaned, my sister raised her eyebrows, and I was reminded that what we knew of our lives as a family was changing and that the world around us was changing too.  I turned away from the shoreline and looked out towards the horizon.

There in front of us stretched the blue waters of Kona.  We were on our way.  Occasionally I would look back towards the shoreline.  As the buildings and houses began to diminish in size the summit of Hualalai loomed higher and larger in the sky above us.

We were several miles offshore when I began to wonder, “Where is this place?  It’s a pretty big ocean.  In fact, it’s beginning to feel a lot bigger than the island.”


“So what?!?” I asked my brother, “Are we there yet?”


“No, not quite,” he replied.


And so we went further and further out to sea.  The horizon was always in the distance but now I began to feel the great expanse of the sea to my right and to my left.


“Look!” one of the grandchildren said, “Birds.”

Without my brother saying a word, Tim slowed down.  He turned to my brother.  My brother knew that the birds frequented areas where there would be a run of fish.  The presence of birds in the open sea confirmed the presence of fish in an area that was identifiable by the landmarks on shore, even if one of those landmarks was now a condominium.


We gathered everyone around, said a few words, and then proceeded to place my mother’s ashes in the ocean.  Unlike dad’s ashes that dropped straight down in what can only be described as a shaft of light, mom’s ashes drifted down into a horizontal current that pulled not only her ashes but the boat itself in a southerly direction.


We did not realize at that moment what that meant.  In a moment of spontaneity someone suggested that we should jump into the water to swim with mom one last time and to bid her a final farewell.  Three of us jumped in and the moment we hit the water we became quickly aware that like the ashes and the boat we were being pulled south by the current.


It took a little bit of effort to get back on to the boat.  Once I was back on board I took a deep breath.  In that moment I experienced a wideness of the sea that was unmistakable.


Frederick William Farber was an orator and hymn writer who was born in 1814 to ancestors who were Huguenots or French Protestants.  Farber studied at Oxford and was received into the Roman Catholic Church in 1845.  Two years later, in 1847, he was ordained a priest.


Faber was the author of over 150 hymns.  “There’s a Wideness in God’s Mercy” was one of those hymns.

What has always struck me about the hymn is what others saw in all of his writings.  Farber’s style was lucid and he was able to make profound truths accessible to everyone (The Oxford Dictionary of the Christian Church, Oxford University Press, Oxford, England, 1978, page 497).


When we took my dad's ashes out to the koÿa a few years earlier, we did not jump into the ocean.  But this time I was reminded when we took my mom's ashes to that same spot that there is a wideness to the sea that Farber recognized.  


“There’s a wideness in God’s mercy like the wideness of the sea.”   The opening line of the hymn continues to have great power and meaning for me.  I know the wideness of the sea in a very visceral way and if there is a wideness in God’s mercy that is comparable to the wideness of the sea, then we are fortunate indeed.  

Today is the fourth Sunday of Lent.  Our temptation this season of Lent is to be “so impressed by our sins and failings and so overwhelmed by our lack of generosity that we get stuck in a paralyzing guilt, a guilt that leads to introspection instead of directing our eyes to God” (Renewed for Life:  Daily Lenten Meditations from the Works of Henri J.M. Nouwen,  Creative Communications for the Parish, U.S.A., 2003, page 3).

Our reading from The Letter of Paul to the Ephesians invites us to recognize that the initiative of our salvation is God’s love.  It is “out of the great love with which God loved us” that we come to appreciate that it is God who “made us alive together with Christ” and “raised us up with him” (Ephesians 2:5-6).

Paul emphasizes that salvation is “not (our) own doing, it is the gift of God” (Ephesians 2:8).  God is the one who initiates.  God is the one who acts (Ephesians 2:4-7).  Despite and in spite of ourselves, we are who we are as a result of God’s mercy and God’s mercy is as wide as the sea.

Our reading from The Gospel According to John reminds us that God’s mercy was demonstrated when God sent Jesus into the world (Luke 1:58; Ephesians 2:4; Romans 11:30-32).   The ancient Hebrews understood mercy as an attribute of God.  Several Hebrew words were used for “mercy.”  The word that was used the most frequently was hesed.

Among other things hesed meant loving-kindness, loyalty, and faithfulness.  The ancient Greeks understood mercy as an attribute not only of God but of human beings who themselves felt compassion and love for other human beings (Harper’s Bible Dictionary, Harper & Row., Publishers, San Francisco, 1971, page 626).

In other words as we find ourselves embraced by God’s mercy so it is that we must embrace others with that same mercy.  God’s mercy and the mercy we show to others are closely associated with what is just, with what is pono, what is righteous.

As we continue our journey through Lent, we look for the rainbow, we follow the way of the cross, we proclaim Christ crucified, and we celebrate God’s mercy, a mercy that is as wide as the sea. 
PAGE  
1

