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“Out of a great darkness”
Exodus 34:29-35 & Luke 9:28-36

I don’t know if it was my frequent visits to my urologist last fall which prompted me to become more reflective about my life over the last several months.  I find myself looking back on my life more and more these days – whether it is about my own childhood or about my own family.  

Within the popular culture of the U.S. I am considered a baby boomer, someone born in the years following World War II.  Much is written about baby boomers these days.  We have long passed the period of our coming of age.  
Most if not all of us are now official members of AARP and we get the discount at Ross’ Dress for Less on the first Tuesday of every month.  I can only speak for men in saying that our hairlines are receding and our waist lines are expanding.  

While I do worry about my own health I find myself preoccupied with wanting to make sense of the memories that have become more and more vivid to me with each passing day.  One such memory came up for me this week.

I grew up in the country.  The Hawaiians would say of those of us who grew up in the country, as distinct from the city, that we were “kua‘äina.”  It was often used in a pejorative way and often mispronounced in a forceful way, “Oh, you ku‘äina.  You country jack.”
The implication was that we were not very sophisticated; that we were, to put it mildly, “country bumpkins.”  Somehow that never bothered me because I had fond memories of growing up in the country.  Our house was located right next to the road in the upland area of Kona.
There were coffee farms all around us.  There wasn’t much traffic at night once everyone got home from work or school.  When it was time to go bed, it was pretty much time for everyone else as well. 

The nights were dark.  There were no street lights along the road.  I was never afraid of the night.  In fact it was a great source of comfort to me to be able to sleep through the night without the distraction of city lights.
These days there are two street lights near my home in Wailuku.  Across the way  neighbors on the makai side of my home keep their kitchen light on all night every night.  I could do without all three sources of light but there’s nothing I can do to change that so I’ve become accustomed to their nightly glow.  
As I look back on days spent growing up in the country I have come to realize that what sustained me through the night was the memory of the love and care of those around me.  Tütü or grandpa has been gone now for many years.  Those still living have long since moved away.
In the summer of 1814 a young Hawaiian man named ‘Öpükaha‘ia left the home of the Rev. Samuel J. Mills in Torringford, Connecticut to live with the Rev. Joseph Harvey of Goshen.  Five years earlier, in 1809, a much younger ‘Öpükaha‘ia left Hawai‘i on the sailing vessel Triumph that was anchored in Kealakekua Bay.  

The ship he boarded led him to China then to New York City and then New Haven and eventually to Cornwall, Connecticut.  Over the course of ten years ‘Öpükaha‘ia found a new life and a new faith and a new hope.  

He may not have been the first convert to the Christian faith.  After all we know that many other young Hawaiians left on other whaling and trading ships in the years prior to his departure.  But church historians recognize ‘Öpükaha‘ia as the first.

Although he had many moments of solitude while residing at the home of Mr. Mills, it was probably because he was surrounded by the love and care of those around him that he was able to write the following in his journal:  “Many happy and serious thoughts were coming into my mind while I was upon my bed in the night.  Every thing appeared to be very clear to my own view.  Many times the Lord Jesus appeared in my mind to be the most great and glorious.  O what happy hours that I had in the night season!” (Memoirs of Henry Obookiah, Kingsport Press, Inc., Kingsport, Tennessee, 1968, pages 36-37).
‘Öpükaha‘ia died on February 17, 1818 in Cornwall, Connecticut over 189 years ago yesterday.  In the moments prior to his death he became aware that his desire to return to Hawai‘i to share his new found life, faith, and hope would be left upon the hearts of others.  
Those who were with him remember him saying, “Oh! How I want to see Hawai‘i!  But I think I never shall – God will do right – he (sic) knows what is best.”  After bursting into a flood of tears he said to his dear friend William Hopu, “If you go home, remember me to my uncle.”  (Op. cit.)  ‘Öpükaha‘ia’s words to his friend Hopu were remarkable given the fact that church historians have always bemoaned the concern that under the uncle’s tutelage ‘Öpükaha‘ia was being prepared to become a kahuna or pagan priest.  
Whether or not the early mission to Hawai‘i would have been any different had ‘Öpükaha‘ia returned, we will never know.  What we do know is ‘Öpükaha‘ia’s life and witness became the impetus that gave birth to the American missionary movement that saw the sending of missionaries not only to Hawai‘i but to other parts of the world.
Many did come to Hawai‘i and while much may be said about the positive and negative consequences of the Christian mission upon Native Hawaiians, what is undeniable is the good news of Jesus Christ was brought to these shores.  The light that shone over Bethlehem centuries ago to reveal Jesus’ birth was good news indeed.
Out of a great darkness a marvelous light has come.  As this season of Epiphany draws to a close we celebrate the transfiguration of Jesus in our reading from The Gospel According to Luke.  We hear a voice from the heavens again.  What was spoken at the river (Luke 3:22) is now proclaimed on a mountaintop, “This is my Son, the Chosen; listen to him” (Luke 9:35).  
Jesus as the Messiah is revealed when Peter, James, and John go with him up a mountain where Jesus prays.  As Jesus prays a transfiguration occurs - the appearance of his face changes and his clothes become dazzling white.  
Moses and Elijah appear to discuss with Jesus his impending death.  The Greek word that is used may be translated to mean “departure” but it may also be translated as “exodus.”

There was a time when Moses and Elijah were both called to lead God’s people in a new direction.  Jesus shares this same call with them.  

When the disciples see Moses and Elijah begin to leave, Peter suggests that they build a dwelling for each one of them.  It is unclear what Peter intends but a cloud soon overshadows them.  It is then that the voice from heaven is heard admonishing Peter and the other disciples to listen to Jesus.
When they come down from the mountain, they find themselves in the midst of a great crowd.  As Jesus begins to heal a child that the disciples had failed to heal, it is said that “all were astounded at the greatness of God” (Luke 9:43).

The transfiguration of Jesus is not so much about Jesus as it is about the glory and holiness of God.  That same glory and holiness is what we see in the story of Moses and his encounter with God on Mount Sinai.  When Moses returns to the people his brother, Aaron, and all of the people saw what had happened to Moses.

What makes the life of ‘Öpükaha‘ia significant to us today is that we also see in his life the glory and holiness of God. It is said that just before ‘Öpükaha‘ia died, his physician said to him, “How do you feel now . . . ?”
‘Öpükaha‘ia answered, “Very well.  I am not sick.  I have no pain.  I feel well.”  (Op. cit., page 96)
The Rev. Edwin Dwight, a teacher, friend, and biographer to ‘Öpükaha‘ia wrote of his death in the following way:  “The expression on his countenance was that of perfect peace.  He now seemed a little revived, and lay in a composed and quiet state for several minutes.  Most of those who were present, not apprehending an immediate change, until one of his countrymen, who was standing by his bedside exclaimed, ‘‘Öpükaha‘ia’s gone.’   All sprang to the bed.”

“The spirit had departed – but a smile, such as none present had ever beheld – an expression of the final triumph of the soul, remained upon his countenance.”  (Op. cit.)
Jesus and Moses encountered God on a mountaintop.  ‘Öpükaha‘ia's experience was in a place far below the mountaintop.  Perhaps he knew that like Jesus and Moses, he already knew that if his life, faith, and hope were to have any substance, it was not enough to stay on the mountaintop.

On January 27, 1965 the Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. delivered what many have called his "mountaintop" sermon.  This is what he said:  "I must confess that I have enjoyed being on this mountaintop and I am tempted to want to stay here and retreat to a more quiet and serene life.  But something within reminds me that the valley calls me in spite of all its agonies, dangers, and frustrating moments."

"I must return to the valley.  Something tells me that the ultimate test of a man (sic) is not where he stands in moments of comfort and moments of convenience, but where he stands in moments of challenge and moments of controversy.  So I must return to the valley."  (Seasons of the Spirit, Congregational Life –Advent, Christmas, 2006, page 137).

God’s glory and holiness and God’s hope were embodied in ‘Öpükaha‘ia.  Out of the darkness of death, there has come a marvelous light and for that we give thanks to God.
Mahalo Ke Akua!
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