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“First fruits”
Deuteronomy 26:1-11 & Romans 10:8b-13
I remember my mother diving during the season when wana or sea urchins were plentiful.  Some may have suspected that she was fearless, others foolhearted.  She was always oblivious to the dangers of being impaled by the spines of the sea urchins.

My mother loved eating sea urchins so I concluded she was not about to let the threat of any injury get in the way of her appetite.  My mother also enjoyed fishing.  The word in our family was that any time mama got pregnant she wanted to go fishing.  Yes, she loved eating sea urchins and she also enjoyed eating fish.

Whenever she was not busy harvesting whatever the sea would offer up to her in the way of food she found other delights.  One year she decided she was going to start a collection of sand from various beaches around the island.  Although she took note of the size of each grain of sand and its texture, she took particular notice of the various colors of sand - whether it was the white sand from Hapun or the green sand from Ka Lae or the black sand from Kaimu.
Along with her collection of sand she also collected shells.  I remember days when she would comb the beaches of Kona for shells.  She would sit low to the ground and run her fingers through the sand.  Every now and then a shell would appear.

About thirty years ago I traveled to the island of Moloka‘i while I was still living in Berkeley, California.  I stayed at the Hotel Moloka‘i in Kaunakakai.  I drove out to the east end and hiked up to Halawa Falls.  I drove out to the west end and sat on the sands of Kepuhi beach in Kaluako‘i.

It was while I was at Kepuhi that it happened.  As I sat there looking out over the beach I began to imagine what my mother would do if she were sitting on the beach.

The water was rough so fishing, at least for my mother, would have been out of the question.  Collecting some sand would take all of a few seconds to do.  

Well, I decided I was going to do what my mother would have done – it was time to look for shells.  I began at one end of the beach and walked its length.  By the time I reached the other end of the beach I had managed to acquire a handful of shells.
I doubled back and returned to the place where I had been sitting.  I sat down and took a closer look at what I had been able to find.  I was pleased with what I saw.

“Yes!” I said to myself.  “These are beautiful shells indeed and now they all belong to me.”

And just as those thoughts entered my mind I heard a voice whisper, “The ones you want the most, you must leave behind.  The rest you may take, but you must return at least two of them to the beach.” 

I looked around uncertain about what had just transpired.  I tried to convince myself that whatever I was hearing was the result of an active imagination.  But the voice was persistent.

I knew what I needed to do.  I reached into the palm of my left hand and said, “Okay.”

I placed the shell back on the beach.  It was late afternoon and the sun was dropping out of the sky and moving towards the horizon.

I left Kepuhi that day thinking whatever needed to be done was done.   It would not be until a decade later that I would come to appreciate what happened on that day.

Today is the First Sunday in Lent.  Lent is the season that commemorates the forty days of Jesus’ temptation and fasting in the wilderness.  It is a time of repentance.  But it is also a time of remembrance.
Our reading from The Book of Deuteronomy is about a time of remembrance and response.  It includes a series of addresses that are attributed to Moses.  Each serves to prepare the people of Israel for entering the land after wandering in the wilderness for forty years.
Our reading comes at the end of a collection of laws (Exodus 12:1-25:19) that are to govern Israel.  Although we live in a different day and time, our reading this morning provides us with an understanding of God’s covenant of where we have come from and the basis of our hope in God.   (Seasons of the Spirit, Congregational Life – Lent, Easter, 2006, page 20).

God gives.  The people respond with offerings, confession, and celebration.  It is a response in which the people offer their “first fruits” as an affirmation that the land and its produce belong to God.

“First fruits” literally refers to the first crop harvested.  This crop is considered the prime part of the harvest.  Offering first fruits becomes an expression of faith in and gratitude for all that God provides.
Parallels of the tradition of offering the “first fruits” may be found in other cultures.  Our Hawaiian ancestors believed that of the many gods that give help to those who fish the most important was Kü‘ula.  He taught his son ‘Ai‘ai how to set up fish altars and how to address the gods.

After his father’s death ‘Ai‘ai traveled around the islands building fishing shrines which today are called kü‘ula in honor of his father.  At these shrines a custom was established that an offering of two fish from each catch would be made, one for his father Kü‘ula and one for his mother Hina.

Some may want to argue that such talk of other gods is blasphemous.  But whatever we may believe, the story of the kü‘ula or fish shrine is about offering up the “first fruits” or in this case the “first fish” in gratitude for all that Akua provides.  (Nä Pule Kahiko:  Ancient Hawaiian Prayers, June Gutmanis, Editions Limited, Honolulu, 1983, page 69 & Nä Mo‘olelo Hawai‘i o ka Wä Kahiko:  Stories of Old Hawai‘i, Roy Käkulu Alameida,  The Bess Press, Honolulu, 1997, pages 45-46)
What is central about our reading from The Book of Deuteronomy is the reality of God’s giving.  The people are reminded that the land and the harvest are all attributed to what God has done for them, of all that God has provided. 
The focus is upon the actions of God in history, especially God’s saving activity in bringing the people out of slavery in Egypt and into a new land.  The response called for is the offering of the first fruits.
Our reading from The Letter of Paul to the Romans also focuses upon God’s saving activity.  In this instance salvation comes through our confession of faith that “Jesus is Lord” (1 Corinthians 12:3; 2 Corinthians 4:5; Philippians 2:11; Colossians 2:6) and through our belief  that God raised him from the dead (Romans 4:24; 1 Peter 1:21).    

It is on the basis of this confession and conviction that the Apostle Paul declares we are saved.  What then are we to offer?  First fruits?  First fish?

Ten years after I left Kepuhi beach I shared the story of what had happened to me with a kupuna, a Hawaiian elder.  “I did not recognize the voice that whispered to me.   Whoever it may have been, the instruction was very clear," I said.
I paused for a second and then asked, “What happened?” 

She was quiet for a moment and then answered, “Perhaps when you were a keiki, your tütü held you close and whispered such words in your ear to teach you that you must not be so quick to take; that you must not be greedy; that you must not think that you can possess or own what Akua has created.”
These days I have come to believe whose ever voice it was that I heard that day at Kepuhi, it is important to remember and be mindful of all that Akua provides.  And in remembering to know that we may offer our first fruits, our first fish, even our first shells as expressions of our gratitude.
Amen.
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