“Under the Mamane Tree”
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The Rev. Canon Steven C. Bonsey
Some of my most treasured memories of childhood come from the annual backpacking trips my family made through Haleakala Crater on the island of Maui.  My father grew up going through the crater with his father and siblings, I grew up going through with my father and grandfather, and I in my turn have journeyed through with my children.
The crater is extensive – it could accommodate the island of Manhattan comfortably within its walls – and it encompasses the whole spectrum of microclimates from desert cinders to tropical rainforest.  There are three trails into the crater but only one convenient trail out, and that is the Halema’u trail, a long series of switchbacks leading up a steep rocky cliff.

Every one of our family trips trip through the crater, then, would end with the trek up Halema’u, and we had a favorite approach to it – an obscure hunters’ trail that saved a mile or so of walking by cutting through a volcanic wasteland of cinders, small brush and sharp a’a lava flows.  There was one spot of shade along this short-cut; it was under a medium sized mamane tree, and that’s where we always sat for lunch on the last day of our journey.
I remember sitting in that spot for lunch as a young boy on my first trip through the crater; I remember the frisson of fear and awe as I sat in the absolute silence of the place and looked ahead at the cliff we would have to climb.  I have other memories of the place.  I remember as a teenager leading my friends through the crater, and the pride I felt at locating the hunters’ trail and the shady spot without the aid of markers or maps.  I remember first having lunch with my own children to the spot, telling them stories of my grandfather, and also looking repeatedly, anxiously around to be certain that I had my bearings correct, that I was not leading my children into danger.

This small spot of shade under a medium sized mamane tree has thus become for me a touchstone of memory.  Because I have returned to it again and again through the course of my life it holds the power to reveal to me something of my human identity, of what has changed and what has been consistent in my being through time.  It recalls me to who I am and who I have been.  It’s a lunch spot that locates me securely between my entrance and my exit.
In a few moments we will gather around a table and share a meal.  For some of us, this is a table we have gathered around for as long as we can remember, and our parents and grandparents before us.  For others of us, this table is a place we have only lately found, after an anxious time of searching, recognizing it finally as our true home, and the home of unnumbered forebears in the faith.

I remember the night when I first recognized this table.  I had grown up in parishes where my father served as priest; I had taken communion classes and received the sacraments for the first time as a thirteen year-old.  But it was a few years later when I first recognized it.  It happened, not in the parish, but on a beach under the moonlight beside a campfire with a diocesan youth group. We sat in a circle.  The priest who was with us – not my father – cracked the screw-top off of a bottle of cheap red wine and filled a coconut-shell cup.  He opened a plastic bag of white sandwich bread and put a few slices on a paper plate.  Then he passed them around, all the while telling us the story of a small band of fishermen sitting with their friend and teacher while he spoke to them of his death.  That night the Risen Christ was revealed to me in the breaking of the bread.
“For as often as you eat this bread and drink this cup, you proclaim the Lord’s death until he comes.”  So wrote St. Paul in his Letter to the Corinthians.  The feast at this table is a touchstone that recalls us to ourselves, to who we really are as children of God and sharers even now of the risen life of Christ.  It locates us between the horizons of our beginning and our end.
We were conceived at the foot of the cross.  We are the fruit, the bounteous harvest that came forth from the death of a single grain of wheat.  Jesus crucifixion opened the way of life for us by showing us the path of love – gratuitous, self-giving love – divine love – the same love that gave birth to the universe – the love that overpowers all the feeble pretenses of sin and death.  We were born as children of God when we were born into this love by being joined to this death.  That was our beginning, our entrance into this life that we now share with all the faithful who ever lived, who will all gather with us when we gather at this table.

As we gather here, we show forth what this life that we share consists of.  It consists of listening for God’s Word; it consists of sharing in the prayers of the Body; it consists of offering to God again ourselves, our souls and our possessions; it consists of breaking and sharing, in eating and drinking Christ’s own self-offering for the sake of the world; it consists of gathering together in faith and then going forth in hope.  We show forth all of this in this one hour together here so that we may show it forth in every hour in every place where any one of us may sojourn – until we gather again. 
“For as often as you eat this bread and drink this cup, you proclaim the Lord’s death until he comes.”  I like to think of this table as being nestled in the small shade of a medium-sized mamane tree.  It’s a place to remember the story that tells us who we are and where we’ve come from.  But it’s a place also to reconnoiter what lies ahead.

There is only one exit from this life that we share with the one who died and rose again.  If I were tell you that the only way out is a Halema’u trail of switchbacks laboring up the side of a steep cliff, I wouldn’t be lying.  The way ahead will require all of our strength, our courage, our patience, and our endurance – Jesus promised us that.  

But something else is true:  Into the midst of this journey, Christ comes.  The end of our journey cannot be seen, but it is not in doubt.  Christ comes.  Into every moment of our labors, our trials and our despair, Christ comes.  Into a world unshakably committed to violence, injustice and self-destruction, Christ comes.  Every time we bring ourselves to gather at this table in spite of all the reasons not to, we proclaim it: Christ comes.  He will not be slow.  Christ comes.
“For as often as you eat this bread and drink this cup, you proclaim the Lord’s death until he comes.”  Amen.

