GPP Reflection for 10 November 2019
Readings:    Luke 6:  27 – 36     Luke 20:  27 – 40

Reflection:  THE STRANDS OF TRAGEDY AND HOPE

-   Our dreams and God’s vision not misunderstanding and dishonour 
-   Mercy and love for enemies instead of a struggle for power and control
     -    Faith in action, uniting in peace

     -   The God of the living gives us hope.   

Grace and peace to you from God.

Kia tau ki a koutou, te atawhai me te rangimarie a te Atua.   

As Christians we come together to worship God.   We may not always agree with each other or be on the same side in various issues – but we can still worship God together.   Meaning is carried for us in the Biblical stories, including the stories of Jesus, and meaning is carried also in the rituals we engage in – like the communion we share together today, and in the symbols that we recognise like the cross, the bread and the cup.   They are strands of our life together.
Today, we have heard two stories from the Gospels, two stories of Jesus.  One had Jesus telling his followers to love their enemies.   In the other story, some of the enemies of Jesus were trying to trick him into saying something they could use against him.   They were in conflict with what Jesus stood for.   Today, however, we have also acknowledged other conflicts, times of war and tragedy.  Often in war both sides have claimed that God is on their side.    As ordinary soldiers, conscripted or volunteered, obey orders, they may be completely unaware of the real cause of the conflict or the political aims of the instigators.   Those in the army, navy or air force follow orders, do what they are told to do.    That happens in international conflicts like the first and second world wars, but also happened in the New Zealand Wars, including in this region. 

The Matawhero Tragedy happened in a very difficult period in our history as a nation.    Wherever you stand in relation to the events of 10 November 1868, we need to recognise the injustice and appalling results of tragic decisions on the part of various people who all thought they were doing the right thing.     I’m pleased that there seems to be a desire in New Zealand now to raise awareness around the history of the New Zealand Wars.   

A year ago today more than 100 people met in the Matawhero Church – part of this parish, and a place of historic significance.   That building was the only building in the Matawhero settlement that was not destroyed by fire early in the morning of 10 November 1868.    But we do not remember that day because buildings were destroyed.   We remember because people died.  About 70 people on that day, more Maori than Pakeha, died in Matawhero but many more also in the weeks that followed, especially the 120 who died at Ngatapa.   What happened 151 years ago, in Matawhero, was a very sad chapter in the history of this country and has had implications for those connected with it ever since.   

The killing of about 70 men, women and children in the early hours of the morning of 10 November 1868, by Te Kooti and his followers, has been variously described as the Matawhero massacre, the incident, the raid, and the Matawhero murders.  The killing of at least 120 of Te Kooti’s men at Ngatapa has been described as an atrocity.    All of those words have meaning for those who use them but none of those words encapsulates the full horror of what happened and why.  

I choose to use the term ‘the Matawhero Tragedy’ - because this story is a story of tragedy from beginning to end -  and for all involved.   Decisions made by various people had extremely tragic consequences.    There are many strands to the tragedy.    Some of the strands that were woven together in this tragedy emerge from a very different context from the time in which we live now. 

Te Kooti had been arrested on suspicion of being a spy, in March 1866.  There was no trial but he was imprisoned and sent with hundreds of other prisoners to exile in Wharekuri, the Chatham Islands.   In February 1867 Te Kooti saw visions while he lay ill with fever on Wharekuri.  He described being raised up by the Spirit of God instructing him to teach the people.   Te Kooti recovered from the fever and began to hold religious services, focused on a message of deliverance from Jeremiah 31: 16 – 17 thy children shall come again to their own border.  When an opportunity came in July 1868, Te Kooti led the escape of prisoners – 163 men, 64 women and 71 children   He commandeered the ship the Rifleman, promising the crew that their lives would be spared and the ship returned to them, if they took the prisoners to the mainland.   Te Kooti kept his word.  When they landed just down the coast at Whareongaonga, he paid the crew and also gave the ship’s mate a letter exonerating the crew from any involvement in the escape.  Te Kooti then led a service of thanksgiving for his people’s safe return.  He told them that they would no longer kneel to pray but would instead honour God by raising a hand – Ringa tu – at the end of their prayers.
Te Kooti said all he wanted was safe passage to Waikato but he soon learned that his land at Matawhero had been occupied by Major Biggs and trader George Read.   Other Maori land in the area had also been taken.   That changed things.   Meanwhile Major Biggs had decided to try to capture Te Kooti.   Skirmishes and pursuit ensued until on November 10 1868, Te Kooti and his men attacked the settlement of Matawhero.   Te Kooti was precise as to who was to be killed and their homes torched – all who had taken Maori land, both Pakeha and Maori, and were now living on it at Matawhero.  The government forces retaliated by chasing Te Kooti and his followers to Ngatapa Pa where they arrested 270 and killed at least 120 of them. 

The colonial government had made decisions about purchase and confiscation of land that resulted in tragedy.  Officials and military leaders, both Pakeha and Maori, made decisions that seemed right 
in their eyes, but produced tragic results.    It is tragic that so many people died.  It is tragic that a struggle for power and control of land resulted in the killing of innocent babies, children, women and men who had no power and no involvement in military strategy or constabulary activities.   

Four of the leaders of the government forces at Ngatapa were decorated with the New Zealand Cross for their part in actions against Te Kooti and his allies. They were honoured for killing at least 120 people whereas Te Kooti was vilified and pursued for killing about half that number.    How can that be right and just?   How is any of this story right and just?    How long, o Lord, until we see clearly that revenge is not the way?     

The strands of tragedy are also woven through with misunderstanding and dishonour - misunderstanding of what ownership and guardianship of land means in different cultures, misunderstanding of words and gestures, as well as actions, misunderstanding between cultures.   That was also evident in the arrival of Cook in Turanga a kiwa, as has been recognised recently.   All who died on this day 151 years ago were dishonoured.  Kaumatua and kuia were dishonoured, their land taken, their mana shamed.  Yet strands of misunderstanding and dishonour can be rewoven into strands of hope and love.  
There were people present at the 150th anniversary service who represented the spiritual legacy of Te Kooti as well as his iwi and whanau, and those who were connected with other parts of Te Kooti’s life;  those who represented families who were killed on that day;   and others who had a historical interest or a spiritual one.    We listened to each other’s stories.     We joined in a litany of forgiveness.    When some of the group visited the Makaraka Cemetery later that day, a woman who was descended from both Rongowhakaata, Te Kooti’s iwi, and from one of the families who died at Matawhero, asked for forgiveness on behalf of her whanau.   We cannot change the past but we can all learn from it, we can remember, we can honour all who died, we can express our sorrow and solemn sadness, we can seek healing and reconciliation, and we can focus on the future and how we might ensure that the mistakes of the past are never repeated.  That service attempted to do all of that in some measure.
Those of us who are not tangata whenua should be incredibly grateful for the long-suffering patience of so many Maori who have welcomed us – whether we have been in this country for one generation or many.     There was hope and love permeating through the congregation that day.    We sang about travelling in the Spirit’s peace, to make an end to sorrow.  May we all determine to move on into a future where we honour differences and learn from them, travel in the Spirit’s peace together, and treat enemies as friends.   

Jesus said:  “ Love your enemies, do good to those who hate you, bless those who curse you, pray for those who mistreat you.”    If we all follow the compassionate way of Jesus, and live by the golden rule that transcends all religions, we will treat others the way that we would like to be treated.   We will also go a long way towards reweaving strands of tragedy into strands of hope by following the Gentle Spirit of God and learning peace.    God said through the prophet Haggai  My Spirit abides among you.   Fear not.  God is within you.   God’s vision, and your faith in action can bring peace.  The God of the living gives us all hope.      God bless you.   Amen

We respond to God as we sing Hope for the world’s despair   ….

Our prayer today links with the Biblical Tradition of Lament
That tradition of lament is given voice in the psalms which expressed deep sorrow and a solemn sadness.   Sometimes the writers of those psalms railed at God – expressing overwhelming anger as well as sorrow, shouting out about their hurt and pain because they knew God would listen.  Sometimes the psalms show a shift in mood as people first vented their anger and later calmed down to realise that God was with them through the tough times as well as the joyful ones.   Some of that Biblical tradition, in stories and the words of the prophets as well as the psalms, shows how those who trusted God then turned to seek peace and strength from God.   
Lament is about expressing a sense of loss.   We grieve the loss and seek God’s peace and comfort, together.

We have thought about the loss of family members – men, women and children who died – at Matawhero and at Ngatapa.   We might also mourn the loss of dignity, loss of judgement, loss of justice, peace and commonsense.    Our lament could be “ O God, how long until people stop hurting each other?   How long until revenge is no longer a motive for action?”  Our lament could focus on forgiveness : “Forgive us,

 o God, when we have been guilty of misjudging people, putting our own needs before justice for others, seeking to prove that we are right.”   Maybe I can encourage you to focus instead on moving on into the future, accepting that we cannot change the past, but seeking peace and turning that into action that will bring peace to others and develop a new strong and powerful relationship with God and with each other.
We can certainly lament what happened here 150 years ago but we can also express our desire to learn peace as we pray:  …   

