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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

Why develop a program like this?

When my daughter was three months old, my wife and I travelled to the Hawaiian
island of Kauai for a visit with a parish that was searching for a new rector. At that point
in my life, I had never visited the islands, crossed the Pacific Ocean, or dreamt of living
in Hawaii. The excitement of this wonderful adventure was overwhelming. When I
arrived for my interview, I was greeted with a warm welcome, balmy trade winds, and
breeching humpback whales. Discerning the call to serve a parish is rarely an easy task,
but doing it in the midst of such staggering natural beauty seemed impossible with the
mindset I brought with me from the mountains of East Tennessee.
In order for me to truly embrace the spirit of discernment that I considered
necessary for this particular phase in my life, I needed to find a way to listen for the voice
of God in the experience I was having. I found that voice in a wonderful mix of
traditional church teaching, Hawaiian cultural values, and an experience with God in
creation. More specifically, I found a deep emotional and spiritual connection to the
water that spanned from the eastern shore of Kauai to the western shores of North
America.
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Every morning, I would walk from the rectory where I stayed with my family to
the beach across the street. With toes in the sand, I watched the sun rise on the eastern
horizon creating new light and quiet magnificence. The brilliant colors and change in
perspective allowed me to listen to the still, small, voice of God moving in creation and
in my spirit. The water of the shallow tidal pools became a reminder of my baptismal
covenant, my connection to the Creator, and the excitement of new possibilities in
ministry.
It wasn’t until much later that I realized that those morning experiences with
creation, specifically the water of the Pacific Ocean, were opening a new understanding
about my relationship with God and my responsibilities as a faithful person active in
ministry. I didn’t know this yet, but those four days of meditation and experience were
the beginning of a new dimension of relationship with God and the people of God that
crossed my path. The purpose of this project is to allow participants an opportunity to
experience a similar encounter with God in their own lives, while combining elements of
church practice, spirituality, and experience in nature.
By connecting cultural values that are uniquely expressed in the Hawaiian
language, traditional church practices of baptism, and a hands-on encounter with nature, I
hope to provide the participants with an experience to reflect on God’s movement in their
own life. I wish that I could provide people with an opportunity to put their toes in the
warm grainy sand of Kauai, but perhaps a deeper connection with God and God’s people
can be had for all of us, no matter where we come into contact with creation. The hope
of this project is to give people tools to find deeper connection with their own spirituality
through an experience with water, Hawaiian values, and a reflection on their own
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baptism. Islands in the Pacific, rivers that run through college towns, and even our own
backyards can be reminders of our connection to God in creation. All of these places can
be springboards for encountering God in nature and the uniting dynamic of water all
around us in many forms.

What is this program?

The purpose of this project is to introduce a program containing three distinct
areas of experience that enhance our encounter with God in creation. These three areas
are: a personal experience with naturally occurring water sources, traditional Hawaiian
values, and the language of baptismal covenant found in the Episcopal Book of Common
Prayer. The program itself is designed to use these three areas (experience with water,
Hawaiian values, and baptism) as lenses for encountering the relationship between God
and the participant of the program.
The course, entitled “Spirit of Water, Spirit of Aloha,” was offered to the people
of St. Mark’s Episcopal Church in San Marcos, Texas as part of the parish formation
program on Monday nights. Thirty-one people participated in the program and were
offered the chance to evaluate the course. The resulting evaluations gave a good sense of
who participated in the course, and also the outcome of the course material. These results
are addressed in the fifth chapter of this project.
The first three chapters of this project introduce the areas of integration and how
they support the spiritual experience for a participant of this course. Experience with
water, Hawaiian values, and church teaching about baptism are introduced separately, but
they are integrated through reflection and discussion during the course. The course itself
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is outlined in the fourth chapter with a detailed framework. The program offers an
opportunity for participants to reflect intellectually on several areas in order to facilitate a
more spiritual and emotional process in nature around water. The resulting experience is
a deeply moving connection through experience of water, baptism, and an oceanic
people’s values that have relevance and resonance with modern Christians in this course.
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CHAPTER 2

EXPERIENCING GOD THROUGH WATER

Three Areas of Integration: Where to Begin?

As I spent time with the concept of giving people an opportunity to deepen their
own relationship with God, I began to see an effective way to help people engage their
own spirituality by reflecting on the three distinct “areas” that helped me in my own
process of discernment on Kauai. These areas of integration fit together in providing an
opportunity for deep relational connection with God. The three areas are: an experience
with water in nature, traditional Hawaiian values, and church language about baptism.
Together, these three areas enable a participant in this program to be open to an
experience with God.
The figure on the next page (figure 1) visualizes the three areas connected by our
relationship with God in creation. This relationship not only includes environmental
experience, but also experience with human beings and their role/place in creation. The
three corners of the triangle represent angles of reflection to prepare the participant for an
experience with God. All three sides are meant to converge on the middle of the triangle,
which is a deeper understanding of our relationship with God in creation. This
relationship can be approached intellectually, physically, spiritually, and emotionally- as
the graphic reflects.
5

Figure 1: What are the three areas of integration and how do they relate to our
relationship with God?
The course begins with reflections that are rooted in the intellectual and emotional
experiences of baptism and Hawaiian values. Neither of these areas is complete without
an experience of water in nature. Because this project seeks to integrate the three areas of
values, baptism, and experience, it makes sense to begin the discussion with an
examination of the role of water as an integrating factor. Water is present in baptism and
serves as the outward and spiritual sign of the inward and spiritual grace. The people of
Hawaii are rooted in an oceanic culture formed by the ever-present realities of living in
the middle of the largest ocean in the world. Each of us, no matter where we live, cannot
live without water. For the purposes of this course, an experience with water is
absolutely necessary for deeper relationship with God and God in creation.

6

Brought Together by Water

Water is universal, and something that everyone has experience with in nature.
We drink it, we cannot survive without it, and we are often aware of water as a precious
resource for human beings. Here in Central Texas, where this course was offered, our
parish buildings are located on top of a very important water source for the region. The
San Marcos River cuts through our downtown area (right through the heart of the campus
of Texas State University), and many people in our congregation are engaged in river
conservation and ranch land management. Whether the participants in this type of
program are Texas cattle ranchers or environmental activists (which does not imply that
these are necessarily mutually exclusive), using water as experiential component of the
course leads to deeper discussions about God in creation and our role in that relationship.
Participants’ responses to course questionnaires revealed the importance of water
in their experience of God. One participant wrote in his pre-course evaluation: “God’s
presence is known in my life when I am at peace in or on water.” When asked in the precourse evaluation, “how have you experienced God in creation, especially around
water?” another participant responded: “The first experience we all have is floating in
(placental fluid) water in the creation of our little spiritual beings. However there are
personally few places I feel closer to the Divine than when I am close to or in the sea or
in a lake. There is a feeling of coming home- of a most precious element that is so
essential to our survival.” Many of the responses showed this deep desire to connect
these experiences with language from the Christian tradition and the community of faith.
These responses, and the work of the participants over the course of the eleven-week
program, show that water is a uniting factor in deeper relationships with God in creation.
7

Subtle changes in perspective offer new ways of seeing God in creation, and quite
often water can be the catalyst. When the crew of the Apollo XVII spacecraft captured
images of the earth on December 7, 1972, human beings got their first glimpse of the
radiant sphere that we call home. The most widely known photo, credited to the entire
Apollo XVII crew, showed the earth from approximately 28,000 miles away and is often
referred to as “the blue marble” photograph. It is credited with being one of the most
widely distributed photographs ever taken and has been seen by millions throughout the
world. The photo’s influence is far-reaching and deep, but for many who view this
image, the earth and creation are seen in a new and powerful way.

Figure 2: "The Blue Marble"
The vast oceans of the earth, viewed from space, give the experience of seeing the
planet as a blue sphere hanging in the darkness of space. That experience is, for some, a
deeply connective encounter with God and our fellow human beings. Perhaps a great
deal of this connection can be found in the blue waters that unite the people of the world
as Bishop Halapua suggests. This project strongly suggests that allowing three distinct
8

areas to change one’s perspective can deepen personal understandings of ministry and
stewardship, spirituality and commitment to the Body of Christ, as it is made known on
the blue marble- “our fragile island home.”1
In “Opening the Book of Nature” a classmate reminded me of a beautiful line
from the film version of Norman MacLean’s A River Runs Through It that had captured
the sentiment of our experience with the outdoor meditations. These lines, voiced by
Robert Redford, at the end of the film resonated with me as I prepared this course for the
people of San Marcos:
Eventually, all things merge into one, and a river runs through it. The river was
cut by the world's great flood and runs over rocks from the basement of time. On
some of those rocks are timeless raindrops. Under the rocks are the words, and
some of the words are theirs. I am haunted by waters.2
One of the themes for this project and the course experience is the vast
interconnectedness of all creation with the movement of the Creator. History, tradition,
experience and future are all contained in the massive energy contained in the molecules
of water that connect us.
The Christian community and the congregations we comprise are in need of
reorientation regarding our care and concern for the environment. The connectedness of
every human being on a scientific and spiritual level is difficult to comprehend without
some type of experience with the creator. By allowing a process to change the
individual, new perspective can be gained on the community and the corporate.

1
2

The Book of Common Prayer. New York: Seabury Press, 1979.
Maclean, Norman (story), Friedenberg, Richard (screenplay). A River Runs Through It. DVD. Directed by
Robert Redford. USA: Columbia, 1992.
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Two Resources for Experience with Water

Before the class was given an opportunity to experience God in creation at the
San Marcos River, they were given opportunities for reflection in the areas of Baptism
and Hawaiian Values. They were also given two resources for preparing themselves for
contact with the Creator. These resources were rooted in two different Christian
traditions. One resource, the primary keys for learning from nature (explained below),
comes from a tradition of experiencing God in creation and the “Opening the Book of
Nature” process offered through the School of Theology. The other resource comes
from a Polynesian bishop in the Anglican Communion and is decidedly more academic
and intellectual. Both are helpful in framing and introducing the experience, but do not
replace the experience itself. The “keys” are more personal and help the individual
prepare spiritually. “Moana Theology” is a way to think theologically about water, God
and creation, and the character of human beings in creation.
“The Keys”

The University of the South School of Theology offered a class in the Advanced
Degrees Program called “Opening the Book of Nature.” This class was a three-week
course that combined experiential learning, theology, and ecological economics. Here in
this class I encountered a resource known as the “Primary Keys for Learning from
Nature.” The keys were useful in developing this course and framing the experience for
course participants to engage God in creation at the San Marcos River.
This class acquainted me with the concept of preparing myself for an experience
with creation. The tools for preparation found in the primary keys are shown below in
10

figure two. The “keys” (reorientation, facing death, mental receptivity, prayer,
thanksgiving, love of creation, humility, and attunement) are acts of emotional/spiritual
preparation that help focus the participant on Christ in Creation (and in ourselves) and
reinforce the themes within this project. While not a primary focus of this particular
course, they are very helpful in giving the participants tools to prepare for their
experience with water.
The keys also provided helpful language in reflecting on the Hawaiian values we
discussed in this course. They offered grounding for the course discussion on water and
baptism and helped connect the participant to their own experience with nature. Each
“key” also helped provide insight for presenting the Hawaiian values used in the
program. The class was given a copy of this handout (see figure 2 on the following page)
following the first class on Hawaiian values right before their first “field trip” to the San
Marcos River.
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Figure 3: "Primary Keys" handout from "Opening the Book of Nature"
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“Moana Theology”

Bishop Winston Halapua, the Anglican bishop of Polynesia, has introduced a
concept of practicing theology that begins from the perspective of the ocean. Halapua
defines “theomoana” by writing:
In the word theomoana, the first part of the word theology, “theo”, from the
Greek word for God, is retained, but “logy” is replaced with moana. The use of –
moana helps us move towards an understanding of the God of flowing energy and
unity, whose being is ever life-giving and embracing. The use of moana with theo
provides a new way of expressing the dynamic, creative being and nature of God
whom we experience as God the Creator, God the Son and God the life-giving
Spirit. Theomoana provides an approach to an understanding the God of dynamic
relationship, in other words the doctrine of the Trinity.3
Bishop Halapua goes on to remind us that the ocean (moana) is more uniting than
dividing in human relationships.
The bodies of water that permeate an oceanic point of view are deeply connective
both spiritually and ecologically. The metaphorical language of water allows for many
different expressions of faith, and the complex structures of aquatic ecosystems help
highlight the interconnected nature of creation. Both environmental concerns and
experiencing God in creation can be understood symbolically using the language of
oceans and rivers. Halapua expresses this thought, “On one hand the life of the moana is
a mystery, but on the other, moana embraces and impacts closely on life on land.”
Oceans may span miles, but they unite millions of God’s people. Just as the waves of the
ocean travel from shore to shore, so do the waves of God’s connection. As streams flow
and rivers run, so does the experience of God’s love among God’s people. We share in
the life of the water. This is true in any community where water is an issue.
“Moana Methodology: A Way of Promoting Dynamic Leadership”
https://sites.google.com/a/nomoa.com/talanoa/Home/papers-presentations/halapua--moana
3

13

In this project, many of the values expressed by the Hawaiian culture are rooted in
being an oceanic people. The first Hawaiians were sea-faring people who ventured
across miles and miles of ocean and had a great appreciation for the mystery and life that
water brought. Fresh water was seen as a source of life and richness, and many of the
cultural values reflect this notion. As a person of Polynesian ancestry and an Anglican
clergy person, Bishop Halapua’s point of view is helpful in framing an integrated
discussion about these values, our experience with nature, and the traditions of the
church. Seeing water in new ways and as a source for personal theological reflection can
be a wonderful resource in creating new perspective on old ways of thinking.

Using the Two Resources
Using “moana theology” and the “keys” as resources for going outside, the
participants were given background for going on “field trips” to the San Marcos River.
These trips highlight the experience with water in nature by engaging a participant’s
relationship to creation and Creator. This engagement is especially powerful given the
significance of a local water source like the San Marcos River. The participants are given
the chance to contemplate God in the waters of the San Marcos while reflecting on the
other areas of integration. This contemplative personal experience deepens when
integrated with Hawaiian values like aloha and ohana. When the personal experience is
shared, the connections between Creator, creation, and community are deep and
powerful.
While baptism, Hawaiian values, and an experience with water in nature may
seem unique and diverse on the surface, they provided the group with a significant
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framework for expressing individual experience. All of the participants have the
opportunity to share their own individual contemplative experience in reflection
following the experience. The reflections given by the group are an opportunity for the
participants to be united in their common experience with water. This course offers a
fresh perspective on the important values that the people of God have held true for
centuries in experience with creation.
Confirming this experience of God in creation, St. Augustine wrote about the
practice of opening our hearts and minds to God in nature:
Some people, in order to discover God, read books.
But there is a great book: the very appearance of created things.
Look above you! Look below you!
Note it. Read it.
God, whom you want to discover, never wrote that book with ink.
Instead He set before your eyes the things that He had made.
Can you ask for a louder voice than that?
Why, heaven and earth shout to you:
"God made me!"4
While Augustine does not use the language of baptism or the values set forth in Hawaiian
culture, he supports the experience with water that this program offers as an opportunity
for encountering God.
As Christ is to be found in creation, so Christ can be found in the creature, a truth
that will offer a wonderful new avenue for speaking about baptism, values, and faith. My
hope for this project is to have created an opportunity for deeper understanding and
connection between the rich Hawaiian traditions and the wondrous tradition of the
Christian Church.

4

As quoted in The Spiritual Values of Wilderness: A Guide to Religious Experience in Nature Edited by
Frederick W. Krueger.

15

CHAPTER 3

HAWAIIAN VALUES
“Ua Mau ke ea o ka aina I ka pono”
The life of the land is perpetuated in righteousness…
Hawaiian State Motto5
Defining the Hawaiian ideals as “values” is important because they have
significant substance in framing this program’s discussion of responsibility and
stewardship. In many ways, the language of Hawaiian values is connected to the
exposure to the “primary keys for learning from nature.” The primary keys for learning,
like thanksgiving, love of creation, humility, and prayer, are all easily translatable into
Hawaiian cultural values, and the unique angle of using this other language gives the
participants a chance to integrate important values into their own experience with water
in nature.
With the experiential component in place (experiencing water in nature), the other
areas of reflection can be formed by basic understandings given through definition and
discussion. The idea of teaching Hawaiian values is a daunting task given the limitations
that I have as someone who had limited exposure to the culture. Living in an area for

http://www.netstate.com/states/mottoes/hi_motto.htm I have since learned that this motto is
on the state seal, state letterhead, and virtually every state vehicle on the island of Kauai- when I
lived there I reflected on the implications almost every time I saw the words.
5
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four years does not make an expert, but being immersed in the ideas for that length of
time helps to translate an experience of these values to others.
The first time I read (and heard translated) the state motto for Hawaii, I was
exploring the grounds of ‘Iolani Palace in Honolulu, the official residence of the
Hawaiian Monarchy during the last days of that institution’s existence. The palace was
built in 1882 for King David Kalakaua and was used as a place for entertainment and
social functions. Iolani palace had a remarkable history of hosting dignitaries from all
over the world, but it was also be the site of great political upheaval and controversy
when powerful economic interests collided with the tradition of the Hawaiian Monarchy.
There is an interesting interplay between many cultural values in Hawaii and the
language of Christian baptism. The Hawaiian values addressed in this project provide an
ethical and moral framework that is similar to the language of baptism. The language of
Hawaiian culture offers an economy of meaning that is helpful in sorting out the
community ideals held in the language of the baptismal covenant. Using these values as
integrative resources for the Christian tradition significantly helps much of the discussion
about our involvement and connection with creation. While many of the Hawaiian values
do not directly connect to Christian tradition, they can be helpful in reframing the
conversation about the spirituality of creation and especially so when speaking about
responsibility and relationship. These values can be spoken about comfortably in the
context of the Christian tradition, because they have something to offer in making
practical applications to everyday life in Christian community.
As the state motto implies, there is a connection between the people of Hawaii
and the land the live upon. Many of the cultural values espoused in Hawaii are uniquely
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tied to a sense of place. Like Bishop Halapua suggests, these values are connected to
being an oceanic people, a people whose land is deeply tied to water. This notion makes
a great deal of sense for people of the islands, but also for those of us who are connected
more subtly to the water of creation.

Aloha: A Value of Unconditional Love
“Aloha is the outpouring and receiving of the spirit.”

Reflecting on aloha as a value is an important piece of understanding the ideals
offered in this piece of Hawaiian culture. Native Hawaiian culture assumes that all
human beings are spiritual beings. The aloha spirit is assumed to potentially exist in all
people, although some would choose not to recognize this aspect of their life. The
assumption of spirituality is an important part of Hawaiian identity. Literally translated,
aloha refers to the divine breath in every human being. Dr. Wil Gafney, a biblical
scholar and frequent guest of mine in the islands, helped me understand that the Hawaiian
notion of aloha is somewhat relatable to the Hebrew idea of shalom. This is a useful idea
for the purposes of integrating the Hawaiian value with church teaching. The divine
spirit of Aloha found in God’s people is a uniting and connecting force in our lives in the
economy of creation.
Aloha is not simply a greeting or dismissal in Hawaiian culture, but a value that is
sought out and given freely as part of daily existence. This value is at the heart of
Hawaiian culture. Aloha is the spirit that moves through all of creation. Rosa Say, author
of Managing with Aloha writes that aloha “is an expression of unconditional kindness,
hospitality, spirituality, cooperativeness with humility, unity and graciousness that
touches the souls of others” (21). It is an expression of the breath of life within every
18

human being. This aloha relationship with God, creation and one another is important to
understanding community in Hawaiian culture.
On another level, aloha is an attitude that is understood to be positive and healthy.
It is a value to be shared, and something that is meant to be a recognizable part of one’s
spiritual identity. Aloha is meant to be believed in and hoped for in all people. One of
the most important aspects of the aloha spirit is the intentional way that it is pursued as a
value- a moral and ethical guide to interacting with people, places, and things.
Pono: Right Relationship with God and God’s Creation
The value of integrity, of rightness and balance.
The feeling of contentment when all is good and all is right

A cumulative effect of sharing and receiving aloha is to experience the value of
pono. Say describes pono as a value of contentment and peace on a personal level.
However there is also an larger underlying notion of justice and balance in relationships
with people, places, and things. As written in the Hawaiian state motto, pono can also be
connected to the idea of righteousness or right relationship. While deeply connected to
the individual sense of contentment, there is also a shared understanding that without
personal acts of giving and receiving of unconditional love, there can be no true sense of
pono. The spirit of creation is deeply tied to the individual sense of balance and justice.
Many of the values addressed in this project are component pieces of pono.
Creating right relationship in these values comes from recognition of the everpresent spirit of aloha alongside the practices of gratitude, stewardship, personal
responsibility, and familial connections. One is considered successful if they are “being
pono” and seeking right relationship with all of creation. Pono begins and ends with the
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individual, but is much more than just personal success. There is a sense of justice
associated with this value because one’s actions can bring about a larger sense of balance
with all of God’s creatures by seeking pono.

Malama: Stewards of Creation
The value of stewardship. To take care of.
To serve and to honor, to protect and care for.

When a person decides to share aloha, there is a deep sense of caring that goes
along with the sharing. All of creation is seen as being connected to the divine breath of
God, and therefore human beings are seen as having a duty to care for creation. This
value, called malama in the Hawaiian culture, is most easily connected to the idea of
stewardship in the church. Understanding that all that we have and all that we are is a
gift helps to sacramentalize this value. Not only is malama seen as a form of caring for
creation, it is also seen as a divine way of loving something completely. To malama
something is to be deeply honest and rigorously protective of the intrinsic value of that
object.

Kuleana: Our Personal Responsibility
I accept my responsibilities, and I will be held accountable.
Connected to the idea of malama is the notion of one’s own personal
responsibility in the place of the bigger picture. The Hawaiian value for this idea is the
kuleana of the individual. My kuleana is deeply tied to the malama of the world. I have
certain gifts and talents that are useful to the community and these gifts are meant to be
used in service of the greater good. As one who is given responsibility, I am entrusted
with following through so that my kuleana has a positive impact on the greater
20

community, family, or group. I accept my responsibility to provide care for the
community in whatever way I am called, and I will be held accountable.
On this point, Wendell Berry reminds us in an essay from Experiencing God in
Creation that an experience with God in the wilderness is essential to re-orienting our
responsibilities (our kuleana) as Christians. He writes:
The Bible gives exhaustive (and sometimes exhausting) attention to the
organization of religion: the building and rebuilding of the Temple; its
furnishings; the orders, duties, and paraphernalia of the priesthood; the orders of
rituals and ceremonies. But that does not disguise the fact that the most significant
religious events recounted in the Bible do not occur in “temples made with
hands.” The most important religion in that book is unorganized and is sometimes
profoundly disruptive of organization. From Abraham to Jesus, the most
important people are not priests but shepherds, soldiers, property owners,
workers, housewives, queens and kings, man-servants and maidservants,
fishermen, prisoners, whores, even bureaucrats. The great visionary encounters
did not take place in temples but in sheep pastures, in the desert, in the wilderness,
on mountains, on the shores of rivers and the sea, in the middle of the sea, in
prisons. (Berry 59-60).
The practical implication for us in reflecting on our life in Christ is a renewed sense of
conviction about the role that faithful people can play in transforming the lives of God’s
people and the world. If the goal is to be responsible for “the life of the land” through
right relationships with Creator and creatures, then we must first acknowledge the
tremendous range of God’s ability to speak through our own individual kuleana
(responsibilities) and allow each person to connect to these roles.
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Ohana: No One is Left Behind
Those who are family, and those you choose to call your family.
As a value, ‘Ohana is a human circle of complete Aloha.
Ho'okahi ka 'ilau like ana
"Wield the paddles together."

When aloha is shared amongst a group of people, there are often bonds created
that mimic the bonds of family. While the word ohana is also used to mean a person’s
related family, it can also imply a sacred form of sharing common ideals and
responsibilities. This value is a very positive value that creates strong bonds between the
people who are connected by the ideal. This is most readily seen for the church in the
familial bonds established in baptism. The ohana ideal has strong implications about
inclusion and connection and assumes a language of kakou or “togetherness.”
By “wielding the paddles together” a family does not carry burdens alone. This
too, is reminiscent of the language in baptism that says, “We will with God’s help” when
supporting a new member of the ohana of Christ. Part of the understood connection with
ohana is a reconciliation process called Ho’opono’pono -No one is left behind in the life
of the family. Members of the Ohana are deeply intertwined to the community and there
is a shared sense of responsibility to the family and to the world around. For many
Hawaiian people, ohana is a place where love, forgiveness, understanding, acceptance
are shared in real and lasting ways.
Several paddling clubs in Hawaii (and even a few churches I know in the
Hawaiian islands) make this proverb ("Wield the paddles together") a motto for their
organization. The idea of acting as a group is an important sentiment in Hawaiian culture
because it is connected to sharing aloha, living pono, and taking care of the community
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through malama and kuleana. Churches, businesses, Hula groups, and many different
communities imagine themselves as ohana, pulling together to accomplish tasks and live
in aloha.6
One of the challenges of communicating the ohana relationship between God and
Humanity is stressing the importance of our ability to make a difference in the very small
communities that we find ourselves. Contrary to popular belief in many modern
incarnations of Christian practice, our faith is one that “thinks globally, but acts locally.”
The righteousness of perpetuating the land begins with a right relationship to God and
creation, and that experience can be born out of a re-orienting experience with God in
Nature.

Mahalo: A Life of Gratitude
“Thank you,” as a way of living.
Live in thankfulness for the richness that makes life so precious.

The Hawaiian value of mahalo represents a way of living in gratitude for the
richness that makes life so precious. There is a connection between the preciousness of
land and water and the gift of life that is expressed by one who offers mahalo as a value.
The word itself is more than a statement of gratitude, it is a value based on simple
gratitude for all of creation. The value is practiced in habits of thankful living, and from
a baptismal standpoint, living with a “sense of joy and wonder” in all God’s works,
especially in creation. By practicing this sense of gratitude and joy, one who adheres to
the value of mahalo is called to a life of caring from the abundant gifts of life and

6

A good example of this can be found at the Kamehameha Schools website. This organization has been
very helpful in educating the broader community on Hawaiian values.
http://extension.ksbe.edu/content/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=69&Itemid=50
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creation. This practice is connected deeply to the value of stewardship and responsibility
that flow from the spirit of aloha.
One of the most interesting aspects of mahalo as a value is that there is not a
corollary response to an individual offer of thanks. Mahalo is an expression of gratitude
rather than a word of thanks. In the culture where I grew up, we were strongly
encouraged (to the point of being obligated) to say, “You’re welcome” whenever
someone offered a word of thanks. There is not a traditionally appropriate way to say,
“you’re welcome” in the Hawaiian language. A person is expected to acknowledge the
gratitude with gratitude. The value of gratitude is more than simply saying “thank you”-it is a way of life.
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CHAPTER 4

BAPTISM

Language and Tradition

In order to integrate language from the baptismal covenant, consideration needs to
be given on the language of baptism in the Book of Common Prayer and the participants’
experience with baptism as a practice in the church. The language of covenant and
transformation dovetails nicely with several of the Hawaiian values, and can provide
participants with another avenue for reflection. By staying close to a basic catechetical
discussion of baptism while focusing on the ideas like responsibility, call to ministry
(action), and love, the participants can draw from their own knowledge to engage with
the experience with water in nature. The prayer book language becomes another way for
the course to integrate and engage the experience of the individual while reflecting as a
group on important community values.
As the program engages the language of baptism, it is helpful to offer the class an
understanding of the history and development of baptism as a rite of initiation into the
church. Generations of Christians have been connected to one another by the simple act
of baptizing the faithful, with water, in the name of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. Just
as the cultural ideas explored in the previous chapter give new life to language of
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community, the language and practice of baptism have given meaning to the people of
God throughout history.
While there is a great deal of variety in the language and practice of
denominations and groups throughout history, there are common values held in the ritual
itself, and in order to address the current language, this program seeks to offer a basic
understanding of the history behind our tradition. Since the earliest days of the Christian
Church, baptism has been the foundation for connection with roots in Judaism, the
ministry of John the Baptist, and the example of Jesus himself. The New Testament
references to baptism, which are numerous, all point to the use of water as the “outward
and visible” sign used to illustrate and convey the “inward and spiritual grace” that is
believed to be the connection among the faithful.
In many of these scriptural references, water and the spirit are used to describe the
process by which baptism “works.” The movement of the Holy Spirit is deeply
connected to the waters of baptism, and this is reflected, not only in the words of the
Episcopal Prayer Book service, but in the thoughts and feelings of participants of this
course. Many of the references to baptism in the Book of Acts connect the language of
preaching to the practice of baptism. These examples give significance to using language
as a lever for deeper understanding of our relationship with God. The language of the
early church found it important to communicate the values of the community, and these
values are shown in baptismal practices.
As the ritual of baptism was developed in the early church, the people of God
began to develop methods of teaching and instruction that were helpful in offering deeper
meaning for the baptized and for the community of faith. The use of water in these
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rituals was seen as vital, and early church examples show that communities sought to
heighten this connection with architecture of baptisteries, language of prayer, and shape
of early liturgies.7

Experience with Baptism

As these rites were developed, a gap between the church and the secular was
emphasized and made more prominent. Over time, this gap began to take on a flawed
dichotomy between Creation and church that de-emphasized the role of the natural world
in the act and practice of baptism. The nuanced language of our current prayer book
offers a rich reflection on the role of water and spirit in baptism, and there is helpful
discussion to be had about reconnecting to these components within creation. Using only
the language of the prayer book, in my experience, has limited the creativity of the
discussion. This project seeks to infuse new life into the rich language of the prayer book
practice by making connection between baptism, creation (water), and the values set forth
in Hawaiian culture and language.
All but one of the participants in this course had been baptized, as infants, or as
adults. While all the participants are connected to the church through this education
program, only fourteen out of the thirty-one respondents listed their religious affiliation
as “Episcopalian.” The range of current affiliations varied from Episcopalian to
Buddhist, Baptist, Methodist, none, non-denominational and “recovering catholic.” The
responses showed a great interest and connection to full-immersion, and deep emotion
surrounding the act of baptism itself. Much of the reflection about baptism originated
7

Much of the discussion surrounding early church baptism in this project is formed by the work of Daniel
B. Stevick in Baptismal Moments, Baptismal Meanings – see bibliography. I am also indebted to The Rt.
Rev. Neil Alexander for his guidance in my liturgical training in seminary.
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from the participants’ experience. Rich discussion emerged around topics such as the role
of the spirit in baptism, the use of water (immersion versus “sprinkling” or pouring), and
the language of covenant.

The Language of Covenant

Using the language of the prayer book, the class reflected on many of the themes
addressed in the Hawaiian values discussed throughout the course. In order to discuss
these themes we reflected on this part of the baptismal service:
Celebrant
People

Do you believe in God the Father?
I believe in God, the Father almighty,
creator of heaven and earth.

Celebrant
People

Do you believe in Jesus Christ, the Son of God?
I believe in Jesus Christ, his only Son, our Lord.
He was conceived by the power of the Holy Spirit
and born of the Virgin Mary.
He suffered under Pontius Pilate,
was crucified, died, and was buried.
He descended to the dead.
On the third day he rose again.
He ascended into heaven,
and is seated at the right hand of the Father.
He will come again to judge the living and the dead.

Celebrant
People

Do you believe in God the Holy Spirit?
I believe in the Holy Spirit,
the holy catholic Church,
the communion of saints,
the forgiveness of sins,
the resurrection of the body,
and the life everlasting.

Celebrant Will you continue in the apostles’ teaching and
fellowship, in the breaking of bread, and in the
prayers?
People
I will, with God’s help.
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Celebrant
People

Will you persevere in resisting evil, and, whenever
you fall into sin, repent and return to the Lord?
I will, with God’s help.

Celebrant Will you proclaim by word and example the Good
News of God in Christ?
People
I will, with God’s help.
Celebrant Will you seek and serve Christ in all persons, loving
your neighbor as yourself?
People
I will, with God’s help.
Celebrant Will you strive for justice and peace among all
people, and respect the dignity of every human
being?
People
I will, with God’s help. (304-305)

This piece of liturgy, the covenant language given in the Book of Common Prayer, was
helpful in reflecting on our experience with the Spirit of God, our responsibility to
creation, and our inter-connected nature with all of creation.
The language of baptism gives a good place for integrating the ideas contained
within the language of Hawaiian values and also an interesting place to reflect upon our
own experience with these values in our own context. Discussion around these ideas
connected the class with the Hawaiian ideals of ohana, aloha (as spirit of God), malama
(as stewardship) and the personal responsibility of kuleana. The notion of gratitude as a
value (mahalo) was also explored through the Prayer Book language.
One of the most interesting areas of discussion was centered on the idea of
baptism being a source of pono (right-relationship). Pono, as a value, has to do with the
idea of being balanced personally and sharing that balance within the community. Many
of the ideas of justice and peace contained within the language of baptism connect deeply
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to this value. The idea of “seeking and serving Christ in all persons” is yoked to the idea
of aloha as a value, in that there is a mutual respect in the giving and receiving of the
aloha spirit among God’s people.
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CHAPTER 5

THE PROGRAM

Setting and Background for the Course

As the idea for this course was forming, I was called to serve a congregation in
the Hill Country of Central Texas. St. Mark’s Episcopal Church is located in San
Marcos, a relatively small town that is home to Texas State University. While the
genesis of this project began in Hawaii, the execution takes place in Texas. In many
ways, the setting dictates the experience, but the course could be tailored for many
different settings. I found the setting of San Marcos to be very helpful in shaping the
integration of the three areas. The geography is suited for reflecting in and around
naturally occurring water sources, and the community is attuned to this type of
interpretive thinking and reflection.
The population of San Marcos, according to 2011 statistics is 46,685. The
University enrollment for graduate and undergraduate students is 34,229 in 2012. The
congregation of St. Mark’s is a representative cross-section of the San Marcos
community comprised of townspeople, university faculty and staff, students, and several
generations of faithful people. Although ours is a relatively affluent congregation, there
are several different economic groups represented. The ideological spectrum ranges from
extremely liberal to relatively conservative. The racial and ethnic background of the
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congregation is comprised of a Caucasian majority, with a small percentage of diversity
among congregants (Hispanic, African-American, and Caribbean).
Geographically speaking, the city of San Marcos is located on edge of the Central
Texas Hill Country and it situated around the San Marcos River. The river is an
important part of community life, and is a place of environmental exploration, recreation,
and natural beauty. The university has an academic interest through the department of
Geography that specializes in hydrology studies, environmental concerns, and other
“water-related” areas of academic study. One of the premier “experts” in river geography
is a member of the faculty at Texas State, and also a member of this class. The river is an
important piece of identity for the community, the class, and the congregation.
Jim Kimmel, a participant in the course and author of The San Marcos: A River’s
Story, writes that the “complex nature of the San Marcos River explains why it has been a
blessing to the people who have lived with it for twelve thousand years. Even though the
San Marcos was deceptive, it was a treasure to the First Peoples and the Europeans”
(Kimmel 2006, 2). The deceptiveness he addresses is the wonderful mix of spring-fed
headwaters and the confluence of the other rivers that also feed the Edwards Aquifer, the
source for the fresh water spring that feeds the San Marcos. This complexity, combined
with the rich history of the place, add to the mystery and appreciation of the river as a
sacred place in this community.
The course offered for this project takes place in the context of the parish
formation program, known as the “School of Wisdom at St. Mark’s.” The program is
approximately ten years old, and offers adult formation in various traditions. Generally
speaking, the school of wisdom offers an opportunity for learning to the community as
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well as the parish, and is popular among participants ranging in age from early 30s to late
80s. Course evaluations show a good representation of this age range present for the
course. Seventeen of the thirty-one participants in this class are parishioners of St.
Mark’s Episcopal Church. Five participants attend services with us on occasional Sunday
mornings but do not consider themselves parishioners.
Each class met on Monday evenings from 6:30 to 8:15 in the worship space of St.
Mark’s. The class began with an outdoor meditation and a short introduction followed by
small group time to reflect on “homework” and experience throughout the week between
class meetings. In addition to the Monday night meeting, the class was invited to gather
at the San Marcos River for three experiential sessions. Participants that could not attend
the Saturday experiences were encouraged to participate on their own time.

The Course: Guidelines for Participation

In order to facilitate integration of the three distinct areas, guidelines for participation
were set out during the first class. These guidelines, or group norms, were designed to
help the participants keep an open mind for personal reflection and give some framework
for the individual experience. There was an expectation in the class that the participants
allow God to speak through the experience with nature and the group reflection, and
these guidelines serve as a reminder (and catalyst) for such interpretation. Here are a few
of those ground rules:
1.
2.
3.

We bring our own backgrounds and understandings to the conversation.
We try not to impose our backgrounds and understandings on others.
We respect the beliefs of all traditions and allow our experience with them to
speak in the conversation of the class.
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4.

5.
6.

7.
8.

We hope to speak out of personal experience, past and present. We do our
best to leave ideology and pre-conceived notions within the realm of our own
personal experience.
Criticism and gossip have no place in the discussion, participants refrain from
either when listening to the experiences or interpretations of others.
Disagreement is healthy for personal reflection, but not for this particular
conversation. Negative response to another’s experience is to be held for
personal growth and self-awareness.
Interruption or talking over one another is not permitted. We hope to practice
active listening to the greater conversation.
We experience one another through the spirit of love and aloha. Generous and
open, listening to the voice of God in our conversation.

These guidelines brought together the various participants by respecting and developing
the experience of the whole group. While the individual encounters were varied and
differ from person to person, the group norms offered a place of common ground to
support such unique experiences.
By integrating three distinct areas- Hawaiian values, baptism language, and
experience in nature- the individual was given the opportunity to participate in a
communal encounter with the spirituality of creation. In order to bring together these
areas, the program offered a way for participants to deepen and grow new relationships
with Creator and creation, using language as a lever for learning. Using these guidelines
as a foundation, each person was encouraged to share from their own personal experience
and reflect upon the collected wisdom of the group.

The Course: Schedule and Outline
The course met eleven times with three distinct sections, including three “field
trip” opportunities for personal reflection in a natural setting. Two of the classes were
devoted to evaluation (before and after) for the purposes of this project. Six of the
classes were meant to be instructive about Hawaiian language and culture, the history and
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theology of baptism, and what it means to integrate these two ideas with an experience in
creation. These classes were meant to be informative and instructive, but also allow for
reflection on individual experience. Using the language of baptism and Hawaiian culture,
the participants were given tools for reflection and the means to express that experience
in a group setting.

1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
9.
10.
11.

Outline for The Course
Pre-Registration and reflection
Experiencing water as sacred
Introducing Hawaiian culture and language -aloha, pono, and malama
“A River Runs Through It”- A Field Trip to The San Marcos River
Reflecting on the connections-changing our perspective “theomoana”
Introducing Ideas and Thoughts about Baptism.
“Integration and Flow”- A Field Trip to Rio Vista
Hawaiian Culture and Language Part II- kuleana, ohana, and mahalo
Tying it all together… Aloha, waters of Baptism!
“Sacred Water”- A Field Trip to Spring Lake.
Evaluation and closing reflections

The Course: Class Design and Purpose

The design of the class was to integrate the language of the church, Hawaiian
values, and an experience in Creation. Each class began with a prayer and meditation
from scripture, the Prayer Book, or voice of wisdom connected to the topic.8 The
opening meditation was always held outside so that the participants could be in contact
with creation and center the group in prayer and reflection. The class meetings lasted
approximately an hour and a half with time each week for small group discussion.
The class was held in the worship space for regular meetings, and there was
opportunity for larger group discussion throughout the presentation of the material.
Participants were encouraged to participate with ideas and thoughts throughout, and also
8

See Appendix
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given the chance to respond in the large group and in small group settings. The class was
encouraged to keep a journal throughout the nine weeks of course work. These written
reflections could be kept by the individual, shared with the class, or given to me as the
instructor.

Design: How do the Classes Flow?

The first class gave the participants an opportunity to reflect on their own
preconceived notions about water, environmental stewardship, the traditions of baptism,
and the culture of the Hawaiian Islands. This class discussion provides a foundation for
reflection about our own perspective on Creator and creation. The discussion was based
on an evaluation form given the week before. Each class begins with a meditation, and
time for group discussion about leftover topics from previous weeks. This was not
necessary in the first class, but remained useful for later sessions. The opening
meditation was a chance to introduce the idea of listening to God in creation and helped
give context for reflection in the class. Each class uses a different meditation from
scripture or sacred tradition to begin.
The first class allows time for the group norms and guidelines to be offered for
discussion (and agreement) with a conversation about listening to one another’s
experience and story. The class is allowed to frame this particular discussion around the
baptismal language of “respecting the dignity of every human being” and the traditional
Hawaiian notion of Aloha. In order to give structure to the class, the thesis of this project
is presented and an outline of the class meetings was given at this time.
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As part of the introduction, I presented my reasons for putting this class together,
and my own responses to the registration form. From this experience the class was given
an opportunity to share their own reflections on water, Hawaii, and traditional church
baptism. The goal of the first class is to introduce the participants to the practice of
bringing three very distinct areas of reflection into a synthesized experience. The theme,
experiencing water as sacred, is presented as a method for engaging the Holy in creation,
and in our own lives. At the conclusion of the first class, the participants are reminded to
keep a journal and given a handout on Hawaiian values (see Appendix).
Building on the theme of changed perspective, the second class focused on the
culture and history of the Hawaiian Islands, with special attention to the three Hawaiian
values of aloha, pono, and malama (respectively spirit of love, right relationship, and
stewardship). Each idea, discussed in some detail, is framed by a piece of history about
the islands beginning with the blending of Polynesian cultures brought by the first
Hawaiian settlers. Using Queen Liliokalani and Queen Emma (two Hawaiian monarchs)
as historical examples, the abstract ideas from Hawaiian culture were given relevance to
more modern discussion. Both women’s stories involve struggles with environment,
tradition, and the Christian church, and were helpful in framing our own experiences with
these three areas of reflection.
The class was given the opportunity to discuss their own experience with
Hawaiian culture and language, and many were able to make connections between their
own understanding and the values that are espoused in the unique language of Hawaii.
From this discussion the participants were invited to join the class for an experience in
creation on the water that flows through our community- the San Marcos River. This
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experience is a chance to listen for God in creation and reflect on themes presented in the
class thus far. The class met on a Saturday morning at one of the local river parks. They
were given an hour of solitary “quiet time” on the river and then called back to the group
for discussion.
The next class was an opportunity to begin thinking about water as a metaphor for
speaking about our experience with God. Using an idea from Bishop Winston Halapua’s
book, Waves of God’s Embrace, the class was invited to share their own experiences with
the ocean. By speaking literally about ocean experiences, we were able to find parallel
language for reflecting on the life of faith, baptism, environmental stewardship and a host
of other topics. This class utilized this discussion as a means of integrating some of the
Hawaiian values to discuss the responsibilities found in our baptismal covenant. By
sharing experience in nature, the participants were also able to make connections with the
other areas of faith in this course.
This particular class allowed for important discussions on responsibility,
covenant, and personal connection to God in creation. There was also a very clear
articulation among the participants about their experience with the Hawaiian values and
traditional church language about baptism. The class spoke extensively about the change
of perspective that occurs when seeing the connectedness of human beings and creation.
Water sources, especially rivers and oceans, were used metaphorically in speaking about
our relationship to creation (and one another). These same water sources were also
spoken about as very real experiences with God in creation. There was a clear
connection between the values espoused by Hawaiian culture and the values spoken in
the more traditional language of faith to which our community was accustomed.
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The fifth gathering was a chance to discuss some of the history of baptism in the
Christian church. This history was helpful in understanding the language that the prayer
book uses in shaping the liturgy and theology. While the class time does not allow for an
in-depth historical study of early church baptism, it did give an opportunity to discuss the
earliest practices and the level of commitment that the early church expected in baptism.
Using the four gospel accounts of Jesus’ baptism as a basis for small group discussion,
the class was invited (in small groups) to make connections between the Hawaiian values
they had previously addressed and their own experience at the San Marcos River.
The sixth class meeting and second “field trip” was an excursion to Rio Vista, a
local park on the San Marcos River. The participants were invited to walk along the
river, find a place for reflection, and spend some time listening for God in creation. The
group was given an hour for reflection and then brought back together for group
discussion. This particular area of the river contained a series of rapids that many of the
participants found engaging on a spiritual level.
The second piece of discussion about Hawaiian language and culture takes place
at the seventh class session. This class focuses on the ideas of kuleana, ohana, and
mahalo. These ideas are more abstract in nature, but give the participants the chance to
discuss personal responsibility (kuleana), family relations (ohana), and gratitude
(mahalo) in the context of Hawaiian culture. Using historical references and personal
experience, the class continued to integrate the outdoor encounters with baptism ideas
and make personal connections using the Hawaiian language as a springboard for
discussion.
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The final presentation class was centered on the teaching of the Episcopal Church
about baptism and the language of the Book of Common Prayer. The discussion gave
participants a chance to share experience with baptism and to integrate their own
understanding about God in creation. Using the handout from the Prayer Book (see
appendix) the class was able to connect many of the Hawaiian values with personal
experience, including experience that came from our previous field trip experience.
The final field trip (class number nine) traveled to the headwaters of the San
Marcos River, known as Spring Lake. This local spot has been viewed as important, and
even sacred, for generations of people in this community. According to some experts,
this area has been inhabited since 19,000BC. Spring Lake has seen many different
incarnations, and most recently has been adopted as a place of ecological restoration and
instruction for Texas State University. The pathways around the lake have been recently
reopened after part of this restoration effort. This was the setting for our final outdoor
gathering. The participants were given an hour for reflection and then called back for
group discussion.
At the final meeting, the group was invited to fill out post-course evaluations and
offer parting comments. The final section of this project reports on these comments and
evaluations. The class closed with a final outdoor meditation on the grounds of St.
Mark’s church.
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CHAPTER 6

EVALUATION

Personal Reflections from the Participants

As part of the evaluation process, the participants were invited to offer their
personal reflections on the course. Of the thirty-two people who participated in this
course, twenty-one people responded in both the pre- and post-course evaluations.
Thirteen people responded in the first evaluation, but were not present the night we
offered the second opportunity for evaluation- three dropped out of the class shortly after
it began due to conflicts in schedule for them. Given the volunteer nature of the course,
almost two-thirds participation is a positive response to the program.
One female participant offered this reflection following the last field trip to
“Spring Lake” – the headwaters of the San Marcos River. This particular place is very
important to the community, and as the participant indicates in her reflection a place of
great transition and change for us in San Marcos. The participant wrote about her
experience there:
An ancient place where people have been coming to its sacredness for at least
19,000 years. I have loved it, walked its banks, meditated by its waters, played my
gong for classes on its grounds, peered at it through glass of its antique boats,
photographed it, signed books of its life, brought painting classes to it, celebrated
its sacredness with The Grandmothers and been blessed by them in its setting. It is
sacred and you feel it if you allow.
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Today was the first time I have returned since the Aquarena Springs amusement
structures were removed. It has been a dry winter. Native grasses planted in the
fall have not sprouted. Silt fences still must surround its parameter. The natural
beauty is further marred with rusty pieces and broken concrete. The extra money
needed for restoration was necessary for a second crane to be brought in, the 2nd
largest south of the Mason-Dixon Line, to pull form its waters the old submarine
structure held down by tons of concrete.
I wanted to stay by this area of the springs, but could not bear it yet. I walked to
the end of the peninsula and sat under a bare sycamore tree. It took me a long
while to settle. I watched the vultures, black and turkey, in their buzzard ballet,
ducks, cormorants, and tiny fish flitting in the clear water of Spring Lake between
the bank and the heads of turtles surfacing further out. I listened to songs of the
birds and passing trains. Felt and smelt the cool air. Physical senses alive. Subtler
senses overwhelmed.
But as often happens when you simply wait, calm, quiet, allowing, the world
came into balance, oneness. The subtle sense of connectedness replaced the
outward rush of tensions and separations, allowing a place that never leaves us, to
come back into focus. Pono, Aloha.
This type of reflection was indicative of the connections that participants made between
the experience outside and the underlying spirit of the Hawaiian values. This particular
response was helpful in evaluating this course because of the clear tensions between the
transitions and changes that are being felt in the community around the San Marcos
River. The post-course evaluations indicated a healthy integration of church-held values
and new ideas introduced by the use of the Hawaiian language. Reflections based on
experience showed that the participants were engaging all three areas on personal levels
and then applying those engagements to deep reflection on their own spiritual lives.
The class discussion reflected connections of personal spirituality and the
integration of baptism, Hawaiian values and experience in nature. Class discussion often
allowed for people to share written reflections from journal entries, and these reflections
showed deep connections as well. One participant, who reflects on baptism in her life
and the new life of spring on one of her experiences in nature, shared this journal entry:
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As Christians we read much about water: the Holy Spirit moved over it; the
children of Israel were led out of bondage through it; Jesus was baptized in it…as
was I. In it we are buried with Christ in his death; through it we are reborn. Water
can be lovely, scary, common, scarce, polluted, and yet holy to those who are
baptized in it: so simple yet so complex. Often times it is where the holy and the
common meet. It is where many of my lessons are found.
Today the bud on the lily pad says “promise” to me as I see the yellow peeking
from the top of the tightly closed bud. It holds the promise of a lovely blossom in
the near future, the promise of spring.
As I settle into my seated position for my Saturday morning meditation, the word
“promise” stays with me. I begin to think about the promise of baptism given to
me through the water of my baptism…not unlike the water into which I am
staring and am focused on at the moment. It is pure, clear and refreshing. I am
distracted when a rather large fish swims slowly by. He is at home in this water.
Another fish goes by who is at home in this water. I see a duck across the way,
swimming and occasionally diving for food. He, and a mossy-backed turtle are
also at home in this water. They all share this common source…the lily pad and
these animals. The water is what sustains them, giving them shelter, food and air.
Is that what the water of my baptism has done for me? I am inextricably
connected in a very real and spiritual way with all who enjoy the household of
God, and I am sustained by it every time I am present for the baptism of another. I
am fed; I feel safe in the shelter of my spiritual community; I am home. It is the
water of baptism we all share; it is the water of our baptism that binds us to each
other and to our Father.
These pristine waters at which I sit remind me of the baptismal waters, and how
connected and re-connected I become every time I am present for a baptism and
renew my own vows…just as surely as these plants and animals are connected to
this water source. A dead leaf goes by and I move my focus to the dead branch
below it. Death also shares the water with the living, as the water of my baptism
connects me with those still living and those departed.
For me, my baptismal covenant has connected me in a profound way to “those
who are family, and those (I) choose to call (my) family.” If the Hawaiian value
of “Ohana” is considered “a human circle of complete Aloha…one of
unconditional love…the outpouring and receiving of the spirit,” I can think of no
more apt correlation in our lives as Christians than when we gather around the
font to celebrate the baptism of another. Through God’s baptismal waters, we are
fed, sustained, sheltered, and drawn into the circle of His complete Aloha.
The positive responses from the evaluations have shown varying levels of integration for
each of the program areas. As the participants have shown, the class has provided a
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framework for reflection that has guided their own experience while making connections
among the group.
While some of the participants were drawn to the Hawaiian values, others
reengaged their interest in the language of the Prayer Book baptism service. Both areas
(baptism and Hawaiian values) served as an additional resource for communicating the
experience of God in creation. Some participants found baptism to be a more accessible
concept, while others found the Hawaiian values to be fresh and invigorating. There was
significant interplay between the three concepts (Hawaiian values, baptism, and water)
and this interplay had an impact on how people respond to God in creation
(environmental stewardship). While not all of the participants were changed in their
perception of traditional church baptism, experience with water, environmental
stewardship, or Hawaiian values- the subjective responses show reflection and awareness
at new or different levels of integration.

Looking at the Numbers
The program participants in “Spirit of Water, Spirit of Aloha” were given the
opportunity to respond to an evaluation questionnaire before and after the course. The
pre-course evaluations gave a snapshot understanding about the people who had enrolled
in the course. The post-course evaluations provided quantitative data about the mindset
and experience of the participant following the course. Thirty participants filled out the
pre-course evaluations, while twenty-two filled out the post-course evaluations. Nineteen
participants filled out both the pre- and post-course forms. These nineteen responses
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were the basis for complete evaluation of the program- this represents sixty-three percent
of the course enrollment.9
The figure on the next page shows the responses to four questions from the postcourse evaluation about the impact of the class. The four questions were:
1. The use of native Hawaiian values and ideas has helped me understand my
own relationship to God in Creation.
2. This course has allowed me to reconnect with the significance of traditional
church baptism.
3. This course has changed my relationship with water.
4. This course has affected my understanding of environmental stewardship.

Topic of
Question
Hawaiian
Values
Baptism

Strongly
Agree
(5)
11

Agree

Neutral

Disagree
(2)
0

Strongly
Disagree
(1)
0

(4)
7

(3)
1

6

7

4

Average

4.52

2

0

3.89

Experience w/ 8
3
7
0
1
3.89
Water
Environmental 10
5
4
0
0
4.31
Stewardship
Figure 4: Table of Responses Regarding the Impact of this Course
The average responses show a greater than four response for two of the four areas, and
positive response for the other two. Analyzing comments about baptism and experience
with water show that the small number of people who disagreed with the effect of the
course in these areas had admitted biases about these areas. They were not changed in
these areas because they already claimed strong opinions about these two areas.
Eighteen out nineteen participants responding in the post-course evaluation stated
that they “strongly agree” that they experience God in creation. Seventeen participants

9

Sixty-three percent participation in the survey is an excellent response given the fact nine people
were absent the night we offered the post-course evaluation. Three course participants withdrew
from the course for various reasons.
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strongly agreed that they experienced God’s presence in or through water. Fourteen out
of nineteen strongly agreed that water was personally important. Eight out of nineteen
were “neutral” in their view about baptism being an important concept affecting daily
spiritual life, while eleven agreed with the notion that “non-traditional indigenous
spirituality” was important to their personal spirituality. All nineteen respondents that
participated in the pre- and post-course evaluations agreed or strongly agreed with the
statement “Environmental stewardship is important to me.” This data is only based on
evaluations received after the program experience. The quantitative research for this
project was only gathered after the course, and there cannot be a quantifiable
determination of changed attitudes due to an absence of pre-course information of this
nature.

Conclusions and Challenges

There are many options for recreating this class in other settings. A retreat setting
close to a body of water would be a wonderful opportunity for this experience again. The
diocese of West Texas, where St. Mark’s is located, hosts such retreats at both diocesan
conference centers. One is located on a river, while the other is located on the Gulf of
Mexico. The possibilities for such a retreat are exciting given the response of the
participants.
Offering this course over several weeks did present challenges, and many of those
challenges could be addressed in an intensive retreat-style format. The biggest challenge
to presenting this material is keeping the participation of the group consistent. While
consistent attendance was high, there were still people who missed a class or two, which
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definitely affected the overall presentation. Those who missed the outdoor experiences
often felt disconnected. Condensing this program would alleviate that problem.

Could the Program be Replicated?

This program could be replicated in this parish on many other levels, but there
would be challenges to overcome to make it available to the wider church and
community. Sunday school classes, versions for youth and children, and weekend retreat
formats are already in the works. However, in order to make this program available to
others, there would need to be some facilitator training. The most difficult area would be
developing leaders who could articulate the Hawaiian values as a piece for integration.
There are three great resources available for learning more about Hawaiian
values, with the most helpful being Managing with Aloha by Rosa Say. Her managerial
approach simplifies these values and makes them accessible for those who may not have
much exposure to Hawaii and Hawaiian culture. The University of Hawaii has good
resources for studying these values, but for further facilitator training I would recommend
Ku Kanaka, Stand Tall, A Search for Hawaiian Values by George Hu’eu Sanford
Kanahele and Voices of Wisdom, Hawaiian Elders Speak edited by M.J. Harden.
Once trained, a facilitator could offer this course in any community where there
was a naturally occurring water source. While the course would seem to work best
around rivers, streams, lakes, and oceans- it could be possible to offer this course
anywhere. One of the challenges would be finding a location that would be suitable for
experiences with water, but the character of this course allows for a great variety of
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sources and experiences. A program would be limited only by the imagination of the
facilitator and the ability of the group to connect to whatever water source was available.

Potential Places for Improvement
The course participants were self-selected, and many were “biased” toward care
for creation and environmental stewardship. While they helped the overall discussion in
they group, there was a sense during the course that many of these “true believers” would
be impatient with those who were not “on the same level” with environmental
stewardship. In order to keep the appeal of the course broad, there might be intentional
discussion about where we were in our understanding and experience with environmental
stewardship. The question is asked in the pre-course evaluation, but there was little
intentional follow-up on this part of the experience.
The course mentioned and addressed many areas of environmental concern, but I
often observed as the facilitator a gap between those who were active in environmental
stewardship practice and those that were not. Because the program used the integration
of nature experience, Hawaiian values, and baptism the participants were able to come to
the overall experience from any of these angles. A challenge was presented when a
participant was “biased” toward environmental stewardship. The course participants
varied in experience with environmental stewardship, and this was more of a challenge
than was expected.
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Were the Challenges Overcome?

Much of the challenge was overcome by the diversity of the group and the design
of the program. For some, the Hawaiian values helped provide an emotional foundation
for the experience while others benefited more from the “experience with water.” The
baptism piece was helpful to the church-oriented participants, but not as much for the
spiritual but not religious group. The diversity of the group was a significant part of the
overall success of the program. This diversity helped highlight the importance and
impact of the three focus areas. The challenge of bringing these perspectives together
helped the overall integration of the experience.
Using three diverse areas helped bring the group together in a way that was
visible in the responses after the course. As mentioned above, the post-course
evaluations showed a strongly positive response to the four quantitative questions about
the impact of the course. The data show that the group as a whole was affected by the
overall content of the course, while one or more aspects of the course often affected
individuals. This group was brought together by the overall experience of the course, and
the individuals came at this unity of experience through one or more of the three areas of
integration.
All in all, this program was found to be a tremendous success in seeking to
integrate Hawaiian values, experience in creation, and language from the service of Holy
Baptism in the Episcopal Church. For ninety-five percent of the class, there was a
positive response to the idea of integrating Hawaiian values with a deepening of personal
relationship to God in creation. Sixty-eight percent agreed with the idea that this course
allowed them to reconnect with the significance of traditional church baptism. Fifty49

seven percent agreed that this course has changed their relationship with water, while
almost seventy-nine percent agreed that this course had an effect on their understanding
of environmental stewardship.

Results that Go beyond the Numbers

While the quantitative evidence from the post course evaluations is positive and
encouraging, the responses from the qualitative questions give me great hope for the
future of this program. One participant, who has given me permission to use her name
and the details of her story, expressed her gratitude for the opportunity to heal some of
her experience with God in creation.
Rebecca “Becky” Cultra was a participant of this class who had experienced the
trauma of losing a brother in a sailing accident in 2009. Her brother had previously
completed a sailing voyage around the world thirty-eight years prior to the accident. On
his second voyage, he was caught in the middle of two major storms off the coast of
Madagascar. A rogue wave swept him from the helm and into the sea. His body was
never found. In her pre-course evaluation, Becky indicated that this accident had robbed
her of the connection to God in creation she once felt snorkeling and sailing in the waters
of the world. She hoped to allow this class to help her with this loss of connection.
Shortly after the class, Becky shared with me that the opportunity to reflect on the
three areas had allowed her to personally integrate some of her own experience and find
some level of healing and reconciliation with the sea. In the midst of the class she wrote
a poem as part of the journaling/reflection process. The poem, “Two Loves,” expresses
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the process of healing and reconciliation she experienced in the midst of this course.
Cultra writes:
TWO LOVES
He has two loves
The Land
The Sea
The land is the woods, the fields, the creek, his family his dog
Together they share picnics, bonfires, animals, long walks, with all of us
At night, when in the arms of the land
The sea calls to him
Come with me
Come with me
I will give you excitement, adventure
I will show you undiscovered places
Civilizations of long ago
Sunrises, sunsets, sails full
The Southern Cross, the green flash
Together they share the waves, the beaches, the fish
The peoples of the earth
With all of us
Now he is
Older, weaker, more tired
At nights when in the arms of the sea
The land calls to him
Come home
Come home
Come and enjoy, find peace, happiness
His love, the sea knows that she is losing him
Jealous, angry, grasping
She violently takes him in her arms
He is gone from all of us
He embraces her and leaves her forever
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He returns to his love, the land
He roams the woods, the fields, the creek—with his dog
He sees the beauty of his family
He embraces her, and leaves her forever
Sitting in my office, Becky shared this poem with me and I was astounded at the effect
this course has had on her. For the entire process, we talked about the oceans and rivers
of the world being a metaphor for all of the theology contained in Hawaiian values,
baptism, and our experience in nature. Becky processed these in a deeply meaningful
way that addressed ohana, aloha, pono, and others. She dealt with the notion of
resurrection and she met, head on, the challenge of new life.
From the perspective of offering this type of program in the church, this story is
perhaps the most positive response I could have hoped for in this course. Many of the
participants expressed a spiritual and emotional connection that was not there when they
began this course. Some like Becky, experienced healing and reconciliation. Others
experienced a deeper connection with the church by having a “new” way to look at the
tradition of baptism. The participants of this course were made up of church people and
spiritual seekers, environmentalists and neophytes, academics and laborers. Somehow,
through the spirit of aloha and the spirit of water, they were brought together in this
course.
I am grateful for the people of this course who have shared with me their
experience with oceans, rivers, and streams. I am grateful for their struggle to understand
God’s spirit moving over and through the waters of baptism, in the church and in their
experience. This class was an opportunity for each of us to make deeper connections
with God in creation. Through the spirit of water and the spirit of aloha, we have found
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and strengthened our connections. Mahalo to the class, mahalo to the water, and mahalo
ke Akua (Thanks be to God) for the connection.

53

Appendix A
Pre-Course Evaluation Form
“Spirit of Water, Spirit of Aloha”
An Experiential, Interpretive, Program that Combines Hawaiian Values,
Environmental Stewardship, and Theological Reflection.
Aloha and welcome to this class! I hope it will be for you a rewarding experience filled
with self-discovery and connection. The first section of the class is a nine-week
“experiential” component that is part of the research that I am using for my Doctor of
Ministry project at the University of the South School of Theology. With your
permission, I would like to gather information that will be helpful in developing this
program for long-term use in the church. This “registration” form will help me
understand the participants, know my audience, and tailor the program for future use. It
will also help me establish objective data for the evaluative piece of my project. Thank
you in advance for participating in this way.
Name ____________________________ Age _________________ Gender ________
Religious Affiliation ______________________ Education________________________
Favorite Way to Come into Contact with Water _________________________________
How have you experienced God in creation, especially around water?

My experience with traditional church baptism is…

My experience with non-traditional indigenous spirituality is…

My experience with oceans, rivers, streams, and other water sources is…
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Pre-Course Evaluation (Page 2)
My experience with environmental stewardship is…

From this class, I hope to learn…

Fill in the blank…
I experience God’s presence in my life when I am ___________________________.
(Please say more on any of the questions in the space provided below)
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Appendix B
Opening Meditations
Meditation One - Yonder is the sea, great and wide,
creeping things innumerable are there,
living things both small and great.
There go the ships,
and Leviathan that you formed to sport in it.
These all look to you
to give them their food in due season;
when you give to them, they gather it up;
when you open your hand, they are filled with good things.
When you hide your face, they are dismayed;
when you take away their breath, they die
and return to their dust.
When you send forth your spirit, they are created;
and you renew the face of the ground.
May the glory of the Lord endure for ever;
may the Lord rejoice in his works—
who looks on the earth and it trembles,
who touches the mountains and they smoke.
I will sing to the Lord as long as I live;
I will sing praise to my God while I have being.
May my meditation be pleasing to him,
for I rejoice in the Lord.
Let sinners be consumed from the earth,
and let the wicked be no more.
Bless the Lord, O my soul.
Praise the Lord!
Psalm 104:25-35
Meditation Two - “If you wish to observe the heavenly bodies being baptized, make
haste now to the Ocean, and there I will show you a strange sight. If you look there you
will see the heavenly bodies beign baptized. At the end of the day.. the sun sinks into the
sea, and when it has been bathed in symbolic baptism, it comes up exultantly from the
waters, rising…. So to the stars and the moon… like good disciples are soaking up pure
brilliance.” Melito of Sardis, circa 165
Meditation Three - God is our refuge and strength, a very present help in trouble.
Therefore we will not fear, though the earth should change, though the mountains shake
in the heart of the sea; though its waters roar and foam, though the mountains tremble
with its tumult.
There is a river whose streams make glad the city of God, the holy habitation of the Most
High.
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God is in the midst of the city; it shall not be moved; God will help it when the morning
dawns.
The nations are in an uproar, the kingdoms totter; he utters his voice, the earth melts.
The Lord of hosts is with us; the God of Jacob is our refuge.
Come, behold the works of the Lord; see what desolations he has brought on the earth.
He makes wars cease to the end of the earth; he breaks the bow, and shatters the spear; he
burns the shields with fire.
“Be still, and know that I am God! I am exalted among the nations, I am exalted in the
earth.”
The Lord of hosts is with us; the God of Jacob is our refuge. Psalm 46
Meditation Four - We thank you, Almighty God, for the gift of water.
Over it the Holy Spirit moved in the beginning of creation.
Through it you led the children of Israel out of their bondage in Egypt into the land of
promise.
In it your Son Jesus received the baptism of John and was anointed by the Holy Spirit as
the Messiah, the Christ, to lead us, through his death and resurrection, from the bondage
of sin into everlasting life.
We thank you, Father, for the water of Baptism. In it we are buried with Christ in his
death. By it we share in his resurrection. Through it we are reborn by the Holy Spirit.
The Book of Common Prayer
Meditation Five - “The ocean has been used as poetic picture language for God—the
ocean as mysterious and living, as vast and deep, as conceiving and carrying, as
embracing and giving life—and so it has come to express something of eternity.”
The Rt. Rev. Winston Halapua
Meditation Six - I will open rivers on the bare heights,
and fountains in the midst of the valleys;
I will make the wilderness a pool of water,
and the dry land springs of water.
I will put in the wilderness the cedar,
the acacia, the myrtle, and the olive;
I will set in the desert the cypress,
the plane and the pine together,
so that all may see and know,
all may consider and understand,
that the hand of the Lord has done this,
the Holy One of Israel has created it. Isaiah 41:18-20
Meditation Seven - “Some people, in order to discover God, read books. But there is a
great book: the very appearance of created things. Look above you! Look below you!
Note it. Read it. God, whom you want to discover, never wrote that book with ink.
Instead He set before your eyes the things that He had made. Can you ask for a louder
voice than that? Why, heaven and earth shout to you: ‘God made me!’”
St. Augustine
57

Meditation Eight - We give you thanks, most gracious God, for the beauty of earth and
sky and sea; for the richness of mountains, plains, and rivers; for the songs of birds and
the loveliness of flowers. We praise you for these good gifts, and pray that we may
safeguard them for posterity. Grant that we may continue to grow in our grateful
enjoyment of your abundant creation, to the honor and glory of your Name, now and for
ever. Amen. The Book of Common Prayer
Meditation Nine
A generation goes, and a generation comes,
but the earth remains for ever.
The sun rises and the sun goes down,
and hurries to the place where it rises.
The wind blows to the south,
and goes round to the north;
round and round goes the wind,
and on its circuits the wind returns.
All streams run to the sea,
but the sea is not full;
to the place where the streams flow,
there they continue to flow.
All things are wearisome;
more than one can express;
the eye is not satisfied with seeing,
or the ear filled with hearing.
What has been is what will be,
and what has been done is what will be done;
there is nothing new under the sun.
Is there a thing of which it is said,
‘See, this is new’?
It has already been,
in the ages before us.
The people of long ago are not remembered,
nor will there be any remembrance
of people yet to come
by those who come after them.
Ecclesiastes1:4-11
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Appendix C
A brief listing of the 19 Hawaiian values used in this course
(from Managing with Aloha.)
ALOHA—
Aloha is a value, one of unconditional love.
Aloha is the outpouring and receiving of the spirit.
HO‘OHANA—
The value of work: To work with intent and with purpose.
‘IMI OLA—
To “seek best life.” Our purpose in life is to seek its highest form.
The value of mission and vision.
HO‘OMAU—
The value of perseverance. To persist, to continue, to perpetuate. Never give up.
KŪLIA I KA NU‘U—
The value of achievement. “Strive to reach the summit.”
Pursue personal excellence in all you do.
HO‘OKIPA—
The value of hospitality, a hospitality of complete giving.
Welcome guests and strangers with your spirit of Aloha.
‘OHANA—
Those who are family, and those you choose to call your family.
As a value, ‘Ohana is a human circle of complete Aloha.
LŌKAHI—
The value of teamwork: Collaboration and cooperation. Harmony and unity.
People who work together can achieve more.
KĀKOU—
The value of communication, for “All of us.” We are in this together.
Learn to speak the language of we.
KULEANA—
One’s personal sense of responsibility.
“I accept my responsibilities, and I will be held accountable.”
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Hawaiian Values (Continued)
‘IKE LOA—
The value of learning. To know well. To seek knowledge and wisdom.
HA‘AHA‘A—
The value of humility. Be humble, be modest, and open your thoughts.
HO‘OHANOHANO—
To honor the dignity of others.
Conduct yourself with distinction, and cultivate respectfulness.
ALAKA‘I—
The value of leadership. Lead with initiative, and with your good example.
You shall be the guide for others when you have gained their trust and respect.
MĀLAMA—
The value of stewardship. To take care of.
To serve and to honor, to protect and care for.
MAHALO—
“Thank you”, as a way of living.
Live in thankfulness for the richness that makes life so precious.
NĀNĀ I KE KUMU—
Look to your Sense of Place and sources of spirit, and you find your truth.
PONO—
The value of integrity, of rightness and balance.
The feeling of contentment when all is good and all is right.
KA LĀ HIKI OLA—
“The dawning of a new day.” Optimism.
The value of hope and promise.
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Appendix D
Post-Course Evaluation
“Spirit of Water, Spirit of Aloha”
An Experiential, Interpretive, Program that Combines Hawaiian Values,
Environmental Stewardship, and Theological Reflection.
I hope this course experience has been rewarding and filled with self-discovery. With
your permission, I would like to gather information that will be helpful in developing this
program for long-term use in the church. Your response will help me evaluate the
experience and tailor the program for future use. It will also help me establish objective
data for the evaluative piece of my DMin project. Thank you in advance for participating
in this way.
Name ____________________________ Age _________________ Gender ________
Religious Affiliation ________________________ Education ___________________
I experience God’s presence in creation (circle the appropriate number)
Strongly agree
Neutral
Strongly Disagree
5
4
3
2
1
I have experienced God’s presence in or through water
Strongly agree
Neutral
Strongly Disagree
5
4
3
2

1

Water is personally important to me (beyond the fact I need it to live)
Strongly agree
Neutral
Strongly Disagree
5
4
3
2
1
I find baptism an important concept affecting my daily spiritual life
Strongly agree
Neutral
Strongly Disagree
5
4
3
2
1
Non-traditional indigenous spirituality is important to my personal spirituality
Strongly agree
Neutral
Strongly Disagree
5
4
3
2
1
Environmental stewardship is important to me
Strongly agree
Neutral
Strongly Disagree
5
4
3
2

1

The use of native Hawaiian values and ideas has helped me understand my own
relationship to God in Creation.
Strongly agree
Neutral
Strongly Disagree
5
4
3
2
1
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This course has allowed me to reconnect with the significance of traditional church
baptism.
Strongly agree
Neutral
Strongly Disagree
5
4
3
2
1
This course has changed my relationship with water.
Strongly agree
Neutral
Strongly Disagree
5
4
3
2

1

This course has affected my understanding of environmental stewardship.
Strongly agree
Neutral
Strongly Disagree
5
4
3
2
1
From this class, I have learned…

I understand environmental stewardship and spirituality of creation as follows:

Has this class changed how you experienced God in creation, especially around water? If
so, how?

Please offer any thoughts or comments on how this course could be revised for use
outside of St. Mark’s and the School of Wisdom. Are there other groups or venues where
a program like this might be useful?
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Appendix E

Completed Evaluations from Participants
40 Pages of Pre-Course Evaluations
38 Pages of Post-Course Evaluations
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