MW sermon Blessing of Hākui Meri Tapu o Ōwheo 18/06/23
This is a beautiful church, beautifully designed with much beautiful art – the pulpit, tabernacle doors, and Rood carved by Frederick Gurnsey, the Christus Rex above the pulpit made by Ria Bancroft, the Stations of the Cross sculpted by Kirk Nicholls. We also have many beautiful windows - some from catalogues of European window making studios, some designed and made specifically for this church.  Art from European mindworlds and different design traditions are present throughout the church.
 
A couple of years ago Fr. Wiremu gave a copy of the Māori Madonna painted in 1943 by Mercy sister Julia Lynch which sits in the Lady Chapel. That was the first time a Māori face appeared in a piece of art in this richly adorned church.
In the past couple of years we have been blessed to host several Māori events here - each time Māori friends would enjoy the beauty of the church, then ask ‘where is the tukutuku?’, ‘Where is the whakairo?’, ‘where is anything Māori?’
Each time I was asked where is anything Māori I was reminded of something poet-theologian James K Baxter wrote to his Māori wife Jackie Sturm from Hiruhārama/Jerusalem:

No rafter paintings/No grass-stalk panels/No Māori mass,
Christ and his Mother/Are lively Italians/ Leaning forward to bless/ 
No tāniko band on her head/ No feather cloak on his shoulder/ No stairway to heaven/ 
No tears of the albatross/ Here at Jerusalem/After ninety years/Of bungled opportunities/
I prefer not to invite you/Into the pākehā church. 

In 1971 Baxter wrote about his hopes for the future of the church in Aotearoa New Zealand:

“I will be interested to see what the walls and the windows and the rafters are like. I hope they are mainly in Māori style. I hope the tukutuku panels and painted rafters are part of Te Atua’s plan for us. I hope that Te Ariki and Te Whaea will stand in the middle of the house, and look at us with Māori faces. God builds the house…only God can build with living timber. We build with plans. God builds with souls, and our own doubtful souls have a place somewhere in that unknowable design.”

Today we have the joy and privilege of the unveiling and blessing of Hākui Meri Tapu o Ōwheo carved by
Rongomai-Tawhiti Parata-Taiapa. We now have the joy and privilege of seeing Te Ariki and Te Whaea standing in the middle of this whare karakia, looking at us with Māori faces. 
Rongomai-Tawhiti is the son of Ranui Parata and Rev. Barney Taiapa, well known to many here. Rongomai is following in the footsteps of his famous grandfather Hone Taiapa; Hone and his brother Pine were instrumental in reviving traditional carving, with the encouragement of Sir Āpirana Ngata. 
As well as carving the interior of the Hukarere college chapel, Hone produced carvings for more than 44 houses and many other buildings throughout the country. The brothers also established the carving school at Te Puia New Zealand Māori Arts and Crafts Institute in Rotorua, where Rongomai-Tawhiti later studied.

Rongomai’s last conversation with Barney was about how proud he was that Rongomai was carrying on the family tradition. “We always knew whakairo was there. Papa didn’t talk about it much. But me and my brother used to go into the mānuka forest and build these little whare, without knowing anything about whakairo. We just had a passion for kaupapa and tikanga Māori.”
While Rongomai’s Ngāti Porou connections are strong, he grew up among his Kāi Tahu whānau. “Mum and Papa decided to go back down to Karitane. We grew up amongst the Parata whānau there. That’s home for us. It’s a beautiful place, I love Karitane.”

When asked about the carving for All Saints’, Rongomai was initially hesitant and then threw himself into the project- working much faster than we anticipated. Rongomai writes “I was stoked as to be able to have the privilege and honour to work on such an awesome Kaupapa and project!! Incredible!! I really tried to do the best I could with the taonga and try my best to bring the whakairo out of the rakau and bring it to life, and so I really hope you and the church will like it.”

Some people question the value of sacred art- they say why waste time and money on pictures, windows, vestments, music or sculptures? Why not give the money to the poor or the hungry? And they are absolutely right to remind us that feeding the hungry and caring for those in need is the core business of the church. And, as well as attending to people’s physical needs the church is absolutely in the business of offering beauty to God, and in the business of attending to people’s spiritual needs. 
This church is visited every day by people coming in to pray, tourists, people who happen to be passing, architecture buffs, people who were married here, people whose ancestors worshipped here, people who come to look at a particular window. This church is absolutely in the business of beauty; and of feeding the eyes, the ears, the nose, and the soul.   

Scripture demonstrates to us that beauty comes from God, that God dwells in beauty and that God’s holiness is beautiful. The Bible tells us that architecture, carving in wood and stone, metalwork, vestments, poetry, dance and music are all valued by, and inspired by God as a means of reflecting and glorifying the wonder of God. Sacred art is an invitation to draw closer to the Divine and to worship God. God created humanity in God’s image: all creation serves as a testament to God as an artist. Likewise God equips and inspires humanity to create beautiful works of art for God’s glory.

The earliest depictions of Mary are found in the Catacombs of Rome and date from the 2nd century. The classical Madonna and child imagery developed from the 5th century. Marian devotion rose to great importance after the Council of Ephesus in 431 which formally affirmed Mary’s status as "Mother of God”- Theotokos "God bearer”. Concerns about worship of images meant that in the Eastern church religious sculpture was effectively banned. In the Western church sculpture flourished for centuries, and then came the Protestant Reformations. Extreme reformers saw religious images of any sort as idolatry, and sacred art was systematically destroyed in many areas. This destructive process continued until the mid-17th century. In Scotland and England destruction of religious art, most intense during the English Commonwealth period was especially heavy. The Anglican missionaries who came to Aotearoa were also concerned about graven images - this had a huge impact on how Māori art was perceived, and informed how churches in this country were decorated. Happily fear of graven images is not so strong in Anglicanism nowadays, and three-dimensional images can be found in Anglican churches throughout the world. And at Christmas time Christians of all traditions seem to forget their fears of graven images as they set up their nativity scenes. In this church a large sculpture has had pride of place for 83 years, and the Bible has been read in this church from a sculptured golden animal for 128 years.

Tekoteko are carved wooden figures which stand on the gable of traditional meeting houses, at the front centre post, at the base of the poutokomanawa (central ridge support post) of the house, or at the entrance of a marae. Two known tekoteko depict Mary and Jesus; they are now held in museums in Wellington and Auckland. The Auckland Museum tekoteko has been dated to 1845 and attributed by some to master carver Patoromu Tamatea of Te Arawa. The carver of the 1890 tekoteko is unknown. The 1845 sculpture is free-standing, possibly intended to stand inside a church in the Bay of Plenty; the 1890 sculpture is possibly meant to hang on a wall. 
Eminent Māori Roman Catholic academic and community leader Manuka Henare (1942-2021) wrote: “The two tekoteko are excellent examples of symbols with a multitude of meanings which exist simultaneously; such carvings are not just signs to be read piecemeal, – they are part of a total symbolic system of the Māori people in the 18th and 19th centuries. Together with the Māori world view and other cultural institutions of the period, the two tekoteko were obvious attempts by the carver to shape his people’s experiences of the introduction of a new religious insight (a virgin mother giving birth to the Son of God) conveying a message about reality as the Māori was perceiving it in the 1840-1890s.”

The tekoteko were carved at a time when Roman Catholic and Protestant missionaries discouraged adaptation of carvings for religious purposes because of nervousness about Māori imagery and fear of idolatry.  Manuka Henare wrote: “Art can be a force for change or it can maintain the status quo. According to Māori thinking, the artist is a vehicle used by God to express the artistry of their genius.  If the work of art is successful, the supernatural intervention is said to occur and qualities of ihi, wehi (awe, respect) are felt to be present. The Madonna and Child tekoteko are part of a wider cultural expression. They mediate between people and their new notion and insight about God, and represent an attempt to mediate, not just Māori-to-Māori, but also Māori-to-Pakeha…Māori carving is a religious activity, and Patoromu (the carver) is articulating the central metaphysical concerns of his society. The carvers had clearly attempted to integrate the new religious insight of Jesus Christ and His Virgin Mother as part of Māori religious thought and practice.”

According to stories attached to the tekoteko, the carver of each artwork presented the tekoteko to the parish priest, who reluctantly told him it could not be accepted by the church as it was unsuitable because of the Māori style. The carvers of the tekoteko were not warmly embraced by the church, and their work ended up in museums. In 1986, the 1845 sculpture was finally and very publicly embraced by the church when it held pride of place when Māori welcomed Pope John Paul II to Aotearoa New Zealand. Unfortunately, it took the church 141 years to receive the gift of a specifically Māori interpretation of Mary and Jesus.
 
Today with great joy we welcome Hākui Meri Tapu o Ōwheo, a taoka from a master-carver, descended from the carvers who with Āpirana Ngata brought Māori carving into the church.
 
This is a taoka uniquely grounded in this context- a taoka made in the beautiful style unique to this place, a taoka named after the river which flows through our parish, and after the historic kaika which stood where Howe St meets Leith St. 
This taoka reminds us where we are; it reminds us that God meets us in this place, Dunedin North, Ōtepoti ki te Raki, Ōwheo, that God meets us in the peoples and cultures of this place.
And this taoka reminds us of the life, refreshment, goodness and generosity of God which flow through our world and through our lives- just as the river Ōwheo flows through our parish.
American art historian Liz Lev says: “Mary has been equated with the church since the beginning of Christianity. She is the most represented woman in all history because of the universality of the church. Mary who represents the church, is always bringing her face, her image to new contexts. Mary is out presenting her son, pointing towards her son, in every locality she becomes part of that world so she can draw us to the true Christ.”

In this taoka Hākui Meri Tapu o Ōwheo, may we see Mary presenting her son to us, pointing us toward her son, drawing us to the true Christ.
May this taoka recall for us Mary’s response to God’s invitation to be part of God’s plans and God’s kingdom, 
May this taoka remind us that we are called to proclaim God’s kingdom in this particular place- Dunedin North/Otepoti ki te Raki, by the banks of Ōwheo 
May this taoka tell us, that being Christian means joining Mary in proclaiming God’s care for the hungry and lowly, and proclaiming God’s faithfulness from generation to generation. 
May this taoka remind us that beauty comes from God, that God dwells in beauty and that God’s holiness is beautiful. 
May this taoka invite us to join Mary in making a beautiful offering to God.
Amen.
2

