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I suppose the title of the sermon this morning could have been “One dog, eight nënë, ninety-seniors and prayer.”  It has been that kind of a week full of events and experiences that seem disparate from one another yet oddly connected in other ways.

The one dog is Hanu – my five month old collie, terrier, hound dog, huskie mix.  I promised myself and you soon after getting Hanu that except for the first two Sunday sermons when I talked about him, I was going to do all I could to avoid mentioning his name.

Well, five months have gone by and the inevitable has arrived.  There are some things to be said about Hanu.  We completed our second dog training class last Tuesday in Pukalani.  We have six more weeks to go.

It is clear to me that the training class is as much for the dog owners as it is for the dogs.  There are things that Hanu and the other dogs do that are instinctive.  But there are many things they need to learn and there are many things I need to learn.
We spend about ten minutes each day going over things we’ve learned in the dog training class.  I take him every morning to a dog park in Wailuku.

On Wednesday morning we arrived in time to meet Buddy, a black Lab and Ridgeback mix.  It’s funny how all of the owners who take their dogs to the park remember the dog’s names but not each other’s names.

Hanu and Buddy began sniffing their way across the field. We followed them.  The conversation between Buddy’s owner and me was easy.  

“Good morning!” he said.
“Good morning,” I said.  “How’s Buddy doing?” I asked.
“He gets heated up pretty quickly.  He doesn’t seem to be in the mood to do much running today.”


As we talked I could hear high above us a honking sound that was not familiar.  I turned around, looked up and there they were – eight nënë or Hawaiian geese flying in a V-shaped formation – five in one cluster and three in another.  It was a rare sight indeed but apparently a flock has taken up residence in Wailuku.
Thirty years ago scientists estimated that there were only 40 nënë left in the wild.  Since then as a result of laws that have been enacted to protect the geese, their population has increased.  
Since Hanu was busy sniffing the ground, he was not given to looking up into the sky as the geese flew above us.  I wondered why they flew in such a formation.

First, scientists tell us that the geese use the formation as a way to conserve their energy.  Each goose flies slightly above the other in front of him or her, resulting in a reduction of wind resistance.

If we were able to watch them long enough we would notice that they take turns being in front, falling back when they get tired.  In this way, the geese can fly for a long time before they have to rest.

The second benefit is that it is easy for the geese to keep track of one another in the flock.  It may be that some of what the nënë do is instinctive but it is also true that they must learn the benefit of energy conservation and visual assurance.

But the geese must also learn.  Someone said that a lazy bird who decides to fly with the flock by tucking inside the V-shaped formation, does nothing to enhance the flight efficiency of the flock.  Apparently, birds won’t stand for any one flying in the middle of the formation, otherwise we would see more birds flying that way.

The idea that a dog or a goose does what it does out of instinct is one that is evident.  But it is also clear that dogs and geese also learn, which brings me to 99 seniors who graduated from the Kamehameha Schools Maui High School last night.   

On Friday evening there was a Baccalaureate service at Ke‘öpüolani Hale – the multi-purpose facility that serves as the chapel and performance art center for the students of the school.  The Rev. Dr. Jack Belsom of ‘Ïao Congregational Church in Wailuku offered the Baccalaureate sermon.  Among the scriptures chosen for the evening was the following text from the Book of Deuteronomy (6:4-9):
“Hear, O Israel:  The Lord is our God, the Lord alone.  You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with your soul, and with all your might.  Keep these words I am commanding you today in your heart.  Recite them to your children and talk about them when you are at home and when you are away, when you lie down and when you rise.  Bind them as a sign on your hand, fix them as an emblem on your forehead, and write them on the doorposts of your house and on your gates.”

The word to the 99 seniors was to make certain that they would pass on to the next generation all that they had learned and come to value.  The writer of Deuteronomy commands his listeners to keep his words in their hearts and to teach them to their children.  But the prophet Jeremiah also reminds us that it is no longer necessary for us to teach one another because the command to love will be written on our hearts. (Jeremiah 31:27-34)

Hanu and nënë know some things instinctively.  But we know that dogs and geese also learn from their parents and siblings.
In some ways the 99 seniors and you and I are not unlike Hanu and the 8 nënë.  We know some things instinctively (Jeremiah 31:27-34) and yet there is so much we have to learn.  
Our readings from The Acts of the Apostles and from The Gospel According to John are about what it means for our lives to be guided in prayer.  In the reading from Acts, those who were in the early church sought a new leader following the death of Judas.  A decision needed to be made and so they sought guidance through prayer.  
Today is Ascension Sunday – a time when we remember that as Jesus prepares to ascend to God 40 days after the resurrection, he orders the disciples to remain in Jerusalem, devote themselves to prayer and to wait for the Holy Spirit to come to them.  It is said that about a hundred and twenty persons were gathered.
It may be that some prayed by themselves; that others prayed with someone else or in groups or as one large group.  They may have prayed in the ways that they were taught and for some prayer may have been a natural almost instinctive part of their lives.  

Even though they had seen the risen Christ it is likely that there were lingering fears of what was to become of them.  Jesus commends the disciples into God’s care because he was probably aware of their fears and in his own prayer he asks God to protect them.
I watched the nënë as they flew overhead.  As the goose at the head of the formation dipped its wings and gently swooped down the others followed guided by instinct and by what they had learned.  

May our lives be guided by prayer – the prayers we have learned from the faith of our fathers and mothers and the prayers already written on our hearts by the Spirit who prays for us when we ourselves are unable to pray.  Mahalo ke Akua!  Amen.
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