The Deceptiveness of Hostility:
Thursday Morning Email Devotion for October 12, 2023

Aloha MPC ‘Ohana,

During his second voyage to the Pacific in 1774, Captain Cook and his crew
sighted the island of Niue. The people of Niue are Polynesians, and the flag of
their country does today fly outside the Polynesian Cultural Center in La’ie.

But you won’t find “Niue” inside the Polynesian Cultural Center, perhaps
beside “Tonga” or “Samoa” (two of Niue’s closest neighbors). Because in actual
fact, Niue is a tiny place. The whole country is just one very small island with a
population of only about 1200 people.

Because their island is and always has been so small, in order to scare away
any outsiders who might come to conquer them, in days of old the Niueans
developed an interesting habit. Upon sighting a strange canoe on the horizon, the
Niueans would immediately eat as many red bananas as they could. Doing so
temporarily stained their teeth red.

Then, as the canoe got closer to land, all the Niueans would stand on shore,
waving spears and clubs in the air, while viciously snarling and showing their red
teeth to the outsiders. From a distance, it looked like the Niueans’ teeth were
dripping with fresh blood, which was meant to communicate to outsiders that they
were vicious cannibals who would surely eat anyone who dared make landfall on
their island.

It was all a ruse, in other words, meant to scare away anyone who might be a
potential threat.

Upon sighting Captain Cook’s ship offshore, the Niuenas employed this
same tactic. And it worked! The British took one look at their blood red teeth,
assumed the Niueans were man eaters, and sailed away.

When people feel small, threatened, or vulnerable, sometimes they do try to
protect themselves by appearing hostile. This is what the Niueans were up to when
Captain Cook got too close for comfort in 1774. And although it worked for them
on that occasion, it didn’t work forever. Because within a generation, the British
returned. And this time they not only came ashore, they stayed. Niue eventually
became part of the British Empire, then passed to New Zealand, and only regained
its independence in 1974 (exactly 200 years after Captain Cook).

Closer to home, I look at some of the words and expressions of hostility
which people in our society seem to display at times toward one another. And I
can only assume that some of this is being done because people feel threatened in
some way or another by others. But whatever the cause (real or imagined), I don’t
think it’s working for any of us.



Because the Niueans scaring off Captain Cook and his crew in 1774 really
was a historical outlier. Most of the time, the reverse seems to come to a pass.
Because more often than not, manifesting hostility does not end up making anyone
(feel) safer. Instead, it often just engenders reciprocal hostility. And so a cycle of
escalating threats and counter-threats ensues, to no one’s greater good.

All of which means, I think, that there has to be a better way. And the good
news is, the Bible tells us that there is indeed a better way. Because the Bible tells
us to pay attention, not so much to what we may put into our mouths (red bananas
or otherwise). Instead, the Bible tells us to focus on what we allow to come out of
our mouths — in the form of words.

“Let no unwholesome talk come out of your mouths,” scripture says, “but
only what is useful for building others up, where there is need, so that your words
may give grace to those who hear you” (Ephesians 4:29).

So, if that’s right, then maybe if everyone — myself included — would resolve
to snarl a little less and to speak words of grace instead, then perhaps we’d all not
only feel a little safer. We would actually be safer. And happier. And holier too.
All of us together, on this tiny little island of a planet called Earth.

Me ke aloha,
Pastor Ron
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