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“Presence as Power"
Job 38:1-11 & Mark 4:35-41
On August 2, 1959 an article appeared in the Honolulu Advertiser about this place we know as Keawalaÿi.  Jeanne Booth Johnson, the writer of the article, entitled her piece "Mäkena Chief Stilled the Sea."
This is what she wrote about Mäkena forty seven years ago:  "When the area was densely populated all the people were Protestants. The church (today) is still used by members of the Kukahiko family and surrounding residents.  Church services are now held about once a month, with the Rev. John Kukahiko, now 69, officiating.”
“The present minister is the first grandson of an unusual and extraordinary chief, the first John Kukahiko who lived in Mäkena during the whaling era.  The first John was said to have had mana (power) to calm the ocean water, no matter how rough. Thus he served to guide the whalers into the bay . . . for when he stepped into the ocean, the rough waters became calm"  (Sites of Maui, Elspeth P. Sterling, Bishop Museum Press, Honolulu, 1998, page 230).

Could such a story be true?  By whose authority did this unusual and extraordinary chief come to acquire such power that he could calm the rough waters of the ocean?  Perhaps the story was told after the arrival of the early Christian missionaries who told the story of another chief, the one they called Lord Jesus.  
Whatever the case may be, the story of Jesus stilling the storm at sea is one we know well.  It is a story in which Jesus performs an exorcism.  In our reading from The Gospel According to Mark we find the familiar rebuke and command to silence that Jesus used elsewhere whenever he addressed demons (Mark 1:25).  
The story assumes the sea is the place where forces hostile to God reside (Psalm 74:13; 89:9-13; 104:5-9; Job 38:8-11) and portrays Jesus as possessing the power of God over those forces (Psalm 65:7; 89:9).   As children growing up here in Hawai‘i we were made aware that the sea had its dangers but we were never taught that it was hostile.  After all our ancestors believed that it was in the sea that life began.
It is said of Chief Kukahiko and his family that they believed in taking care of sharks and were not afraid of them.  They fed the sharks, which in turn protected them.  Even to this day it is said that members of the family have no fear of danger in the water (Op.cit.).
Could such a story of Chief Kukahiko have been fabricated?  Or is it possible that he was bearing witness to a new found faith in Jesus Christ?  While we never may be able to retrieve any historical records from the past, we know that Mark reminds us that following the resurrection of Jesus the early disciples were commissioned to go into all the world and proclaim the good news to the whole creation (Mark 16:15).  

Jesus said to them, “The one who believes and is baptized will be saved . . . And these signs will accompany those who believe:  by using my name they will cast out demons . . .” (Mark 16:16-17).  Could it be that Chief Kukahiko came to believe and was baptized?  The question is an intriguing one to ask because it takes us back to the question, “By whose authority did Chief Kukahiko come to acquire his power?”
It was a question that filled the early disciples with great awe when Jesus rebuked the wind and stilled the sea.  “Who is this that even the wind and sea obey him?” they wondered.  
In telling the story we may find ourselves becoming preoccupied with the miraculous aspect of what happened.  For Mark the story demonstrates Jesus’ power in his words.  The storm is frightening to be sure, but it is clear that the disciples are in the presence of a power greater than the storm.
Ironically for me what becomes significant is not the power that may be present in the miracles that Jesus performed but the power that comes simply through his presence.  What is important then is presence not performance.  Let me put it another way.
The story is told of a man who once suffered the loss of a loved one.  In the midst of his turmoil he recalled being visited by two persons one day.  The first was a very dear and close friend who was determined that he needed some cheering up.

His friend offered some advice about what to do and how best to do it.  Perhaps it was his imagination but he thought that his friend did a lot of talking.  When he finally left, the man was relieved.

Not long afterwards a neighbor stopped by for a visit.  He was not someone the man knew very well.  They sat side by side without saying much.  Every now and then a word or two was said.  

The man took a deep breath and sighed.  His neighbor reached over and tapped his hand lightly.  As the neighbor stood up and turned to leave, the man pondered a thought in his heart – “I did not want to see him leave.”
There was power in the simple presence of a neighbor.  The power did not come from the performance of a miracle.  We may find ourselves drawn to Jesus because of his ability to over come disease, demons, and death.  

But for me the greater miracle is the miracle that comes from the experience of knowing that in the midst of all we experience in our lives – whether we are on rough seas or in calm waters - there is the presence of God’s steadfast love that sustains us.  It is a love made known to us in Jesus Christ and through the relationships we share with one another, and for that I am grateful.
The Rev. John Kukahiko, a descendant of Chief Kukahiko, is buried in our cemetery.  Our office and classroom building bears the name of Hale O Kukahiko.  It is through the presence of the Kukahiko ÿohana as well as other families for whom Mäkena has been home through the generations that we are able to celebrate the presence of the church of Jesus Christ in this place.

We give thanks to God for the presence of God's steadfast love and the gift of the Spirit that is ours through Jesus Christ.  And we give thanks for the presence of those who have gone before us. 
Thanks be to God.  Amen.
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