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“Believing in God's constant love and care"
1 John 3:16-24 & John 10:11-18
It happened at any number of family occasions.  Whether it was when we gathered in Kona at tütü's house for a family Christmas or at the beach at Keauhou Bay “to make wana” we would say whenever it was time to harvest sea urchins.  It happened whether we were invited to a family baby lüÿau or to the wake of a family member who had died.  

As children we would run and play in the yard and in the surrounding area through shrubs and trees.  If we were at the beach we would spend what seemed like endless hours chasing waves along the shoreline.

Depending on how many of us showed up at a particular gathering the frenzy of scampering and screaming children would eventual reach a critical mass.   High above the din a voice would eventually cry out: "E!"

In that instant one of us would recognize the voice.  How was it that any of us could identify the person who called out to us?  Some said it came from knowing the tone, pitch, and rhythm of a person's voice.  Others insisted we knew who it was because the person would go on to say:  "Quit running around so much. Watch out before somebody fall down."  

While it was true that an extended verbal warning made it easier for us to identify a person's voice, more often then not it was enough for us to hear "E!"  Sometimes it was quick and sharp, "E!"  Sometimes it was slower and softer, "E!"
It's important for us to make a distinction between the Hawaiian "E!" and the English "Hey!"  While some may consider the English "Hey!" to be rude, the Hawaiian "E!" was not.  It is always used as a subject marker in the Hawaiian language.

To call out to someone by name would be as simple as saying:  "E, Evelyn!" or "E, Kate!"  I always knew my mother's voice apart from auntie's voice or an older female cousin.  I always recognized my mother's voice even if I didn't always listen to her.

It was not surprising that if it was her voice, all of the other children would ignore whatever she was saying and continue on their way.  But God forbid if a chorus of voices filled the air – "E!  E!  E!"  Each one distinctive, each one destined for the ear of a particular child, and each one calling for a halt to the commotion we were causing.
One might suppose that the chorus of voices meant that our failure to comply would bring punishment of some kind.  But often that was not the case.  Inevitably what would happen is someone would go tumbling to the ground, scrape a knee or cut a finger.

The injured child would either start sniffling or crying loud enough for our parents to hear.  All running ceased, everyone gathered around to check out the latest casualty and one of the adults would invariably say, "Ah, you see.  You folks so hard head.”  Another would say, “What we told you.  Now look.  You scrapped your knee.  Now you going get kaki‘o.”
Then someone would ask, "Okay, where's the bactine and the band aid?" Once a band aid was applied to the scrape or cut, all was made well in the world again.
Over time all of us as children came to understand that the voices that called out to us were expressions not of disdain but of love and care.  In my imagination, I would like to think if Jesus were among us he would call out to us in the same fashion, "E!” and that we would recognize his loving and caring voice.
In our reading from The Gospel According to John, Jesus identifies himself as the Good Shepherd.  The image of the shepherd is one that is also applied to God.  

Shepherds in the Middle East were said to use the expression "to set the table" when referring to preparing fields for grazing.  Their preparation included "uprooting poisonous weeds 
and thorns and clearing the area of the sheep's enemies such as snakes and scorpions nests.  In 
the evening, as the sheep were corralled, the injured and sickly ones were separated from the others and treated with oil and a curative drink made of fermented material and herbs sweetened with honey."  (Preaching Through the Christian Year – B, Craddock, Hayes, Holladay, & Tucker, Trinity Press International, Harrisburg, Pennsylvania, 1993, page 251)

Such preparations present us with several images of God, that of not only the shepherd for the sheep but that of a human host for a guest (Psalm 23: 1-3, 4-5).  And I would add that of a parent for a child.
When Jesus identifies himself as the Good Shepherd, he fulfills the Old Testament promises that God will come to shepherd the people (Isaiah 40:11; Jeremiah 23:1-6, Ezekiel 34:11).  That promise is about God's love and care for us, so that whatever life may bring our way, we will not be overwhelmed.  
We see in Jesus the good shepherd who gives his life as the ultimate act of love and caring.  Our reading from The First Letter of John tells us:  “We know love by this, that he laid down his life for us . . . (1 John 3:16).  In our reading from The Gospel According to John, Jesus says: “I am the good shepherd.  The good shepherd lays down his life for the sheep.  I know my own and my own know me, just as God knows me and I know God.” (John 10:11, 14-15)
But how is it that Jesus speaks to us?  How is it that we hear his voice?   How is it that we can  come to know him?   The First Letter of John indicates that we cannot love God and ignore those in need. (1 John 3:16-17)  Such love is love acted rather than love spoken and by actively loving we come to know truth.  (1 John 3:18).

In other words by loving “in deed” we come to know that we belong to the realm of truth, a realm embodied by Jesus himself.  (John 5:33; 8:40, 45; 16:7; 18:37; 1 John 2:21; 2 John 4)  We may not hear Jesus’ voice audibly but we hear him nevertheless whenever our hearts tell us we have fallen short of our love and care for others and for ourselves. (1 John 3:20)
We know as people of faith how difficult it is to love.  Perhaps Jonathan Swift, the seventeenth century English satirist, was not far off the mark when he wrote:  “We have just enough religion to make us hate, but not enough to make us love one another.”  (The Sun, Chapel Hill, North Carolina, April 2006, page 48 & The Oxford Dictionary of the Christian Church, Cross, Oxford University Press, Oxford, Great Britain, 1978, page 1328)

The commandment to love remains as much of a challenge to us today as it did to those in the early church.  “And this is the commandment, that we should believe in the name of Jesus Christ and love one another . . . ” (1 John 3:23)
Down through the centuries we hear the voice that calls us to love.  “Beloved, let us love one another, because love is from God; everyone who loves is born of God and knows God.”  (1 John 4:7)  In the Hawaiian language Bible that same text reads:  “E nä punahele, e aloha käkou i kekahi i kekahi; no ka mea, no ke Akua mai ke aloha; o ka mea e aloha aku ana ua ho‘ohänau‘ia mai ia e ke Akua, a ua ‘ike no ‘oia i ke Akua.”

As we gather this day here in Mäkena, we are thankful for God’s constant love and care revealed to us through the cup and bread that we share.  Thanks be to God.  Amen.
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