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“Wherever We Are”

2 Samuel 7:1-14a & Mark 6:30-34, 53-56
Adele Halliday is a member of The Presbyterian Church in Canada.  She is an African-Canadian educator and has served as a writer of youth resources for the church.  She tells the following story about Kenya, a country located in East Africa (Seasons of the Spirit, Congregational Life, Pentecost 1, Wood Lake Publishing, Inc. Kelowna, British Columbia, Canada, 2008, page 67):


“Kenya . . . has more than 40 different racial and ethnic groups – each with its own language, distinct culture, and way of life.  One of these ethnic groups is the Maasai people, who live in both Kenya and the neighboring country of Tanzania.  

The Maasai people are nomadic – that is, they travel from place to place, settling in one location temporarily before it is time to move on.  When they move, they take with them only one thing:  their cows, which are considered sacred.

One day, some Christian missionaries from Europe decided that the Maasai needed to hear the gospel.  And so, the missionaries came to the land of the Maasai and did what they traditionally did:  they built a church.  They told the Maasai that the church building was an important place to come and worship God.

The Maasai people were excited, and they came to church.  They worshipped and celebrated and knew God, but when it was time for the nomadic Maasai to leave this location, they left this place of worship behind and wandered into the desert to find a new place to call home.   

The Christian missionaries were confused, and wondered what had happened.  Didn’t the Maasai people like this church?  How could they leave it behind so easily?

The missionaries searched until they found the same group of Maasai people again, living in a new place.  The relieved missionaries built a new church there and invited the Maasai to come.  For a time, the Maasai people came and worshipped and celebrated and knew God.

But one day, the Maasai left their new place of worship and wandered into the desert again to find a new home.  This time the missionaries were upset.  They had now built two churches that the Maasai had walked away from.  The Maasai seemed happy to be in the church; why would they leave it for the desert?

The missionaries looked around again until they found a new location.  And, for the first time, they asked the Maasai why they kept leaving the church house.  Wasn’t God’s house important to them?  Didn’t they respect the church?
And, for the first time, the Maasai responded.  They said they loved God and they were excited about God’s promises.  But, they said, they didn’t need a structure in order to worship God.  They would always move from place to place (in order to find fertile areas in the desert for their cows to feed).  Buildings have never been important to them.

What is important, the Maasai explained, is that they carry God with them in their hearts.  And so God’s place is always with them.  As they move from place to place, they worship God and celebrate when they come together – with great joy in the open land – without a building.  They carry symbols in their minds, God in their hearts, and celebrate their place in God’s household.

Then, the Maasai asked the missionaries, ‘If God is always with you, why is a church building so important?’”

For the Maasai whose home is the great expanse of Africa, living a nomadic life makes sense.  I wanted to share Adele’s story with you not because I believe that a church building is unimportant, but because I believe whether we are in a church building like this sanctuary here in Mākena or outdoors on the shores of Keawalaʻi bay – wherever we are – God is with us.

For a time, our Hawaiian ancestors lived their own nomadic life traveling the great expanse not of a continent but of an ocean in search of new island homes.  Like the Maasai, they moved in search of resources that would sustain their lives as a people.  But unlike the Maasai, they settled down soon after they arrived first from the Marquesas, and later from Tahiti and other Society islands.  By the year 1,000 they occupied all of Hawai‘i.  They learned to cultivate the resources of the land and the sea and formed a deep attachment to their natural environment.

They also began building heiau or temples throughout the islands.  Until the kapu or religious laws governing life in ancient Hawai‘i were overturned by Ka‘ahumanu and the temples destroyed, these sacred places were intended to be permanent structures.

Even though the heiau were destroyed, we know the people continued to carry within their hearts the things they had come to value.  The idea that one could eliminate the past by destroying physical structures makes no sense at all in the same way that it makes no sense that building physical structures will insure the future.
I suspect that over time they probably found themselves having to explain to American missionaries that for them “a sense of place” was a vital part of their lives as a people.  Knowing one’s kuʻu ‘one hänau - one’s place of birth - or literally “the sands of my birth” was important.

The piko or umbilical cord became the symbol that bound one to the place of one’s birth so much so that it was the practice of our ancestors to bury a child’s piko in the place of his or her birth.  But whether one lived in the area for the rest of his or her life or moved on to another location - that sense of place, that sense of connection to land always remained.
If we share anything in common with the Maasai it is in knowing that God’s place is not confined to a building or structure.  Because we carry God in our hearts, God is with us wherever we are.
In our reading from The Second Book of Samuel David plans to build a “house” for God.

God rejects his plans and recalls the history of salvation from the time of the Exodus out of Egypt through the forty years of wandering in the wilderness to the covenant on Mt. Sinai and the entry into the land of Canaan.  
David wanted to build God a “house” or a temple for the ark that was said to contain sacred objects that represented God’s presence with the people.  But God promises to make a “house” for David that is one that will exist from generation to generation, not in a temple, but in the human heart.  
What makes our reading from Samuel significant is the way in which it begins to help us appreciate the important aspects of the biblical understanding of a messiah.  The word messiah comes from the Hebrew word for “anointed one,” and is applied to David and the succession of other kings.  Its Greek equivalent is “Christ” and so we come to understand that Jesus as the messiah will be a descendant of David.  In that way God’s promise to David is fulfilled down through the generations.  (Preaching Through the Christian Year B, Craddock, Hayes, Holladay & Tucker, Trinity Press International, Harrisburg, Pennsylvania, 1993, page 346)
Our reading from The Gospel According to Mark joins our reading from The Second Book of Samuel in its portrait of Jesus as a shepherd - recalling David as the shepherd king who brought the twelve tribes into one nation - and presenting Jesus now as the one who brings together those once scattered and alienated into one flock.
 When we look at the ways in which Jesus and the disciples sought to respond to the needs of those who came to them, we realize that it is in the teaching (v. 34), feeding (vv. 39-44) and healing (vv. 55-56) of the people that God is present.

When we are about the work of teaching, feeding and healing, God is present wherever we are.  From time to time we may grow weary as did Jesus and the early disciples.  We may want to retreat to a deserted place to eat and to rest.  Even there, God will be present and for that we give thanks.  Amen.
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