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“Nä Haumana:  Disciples”
Philemon 10-16 & Luke 14:25-33
The documentary was called “Through Namaka’s Eyes:  The Life of Patience Bacon.”  It aired on our local public television station last Thursday evening.  The film highlighted of life of Patience Namaka Bacon who was hänai to the late Mary Kawena Pukui, a highly regarded Hawaiian teacher, scholar and linguist.
Namaka was born to Japanese parents on the island of Kaua‘i.  Her mother died soon after she was born and her father decided it was best if Namaka was “adopted” by a family that could care for her.   

Those of you who saw the film on Thursday or have seen it on another occasion know that in the early1930’s the adoption of infants was done through the Hawaiian Humane Society.  Namaka tells that story and chuckles as she remembers that children were included among the dogs, cats, and other animals that were also put up for adoption.

It happened that Kawena saw Namaka one day and took to her.  But her husband decided against the adoption because Namaka was not Hawaiian.  If I recall correctly, it was then that Kawena’s mother decided she would adopt Namaka and so it was that she became a part of the family.

In time Namaka became a part of Kawena’s household and it would be to her that Kawena would pass on all her knowledge of Hawaiian culture – through chants, songs, and dances.  It would to be Namaka that she would pass on Hawaiian traditions and values.

As a linguist and a scholar Kawena was a teacher and Namaka was her haumäna or her student; one could even say her disciple.  The film traced Namaka’s growing up years and her memories of always being at her mother’s side.
She described how a kumu hula or master teacher on the island of Kaua‘i named Keahi had invited her mother to journey to that island so that she might teach and entrust to Kawena the hula of her family.  And as it happened with her hänai father, so it happened with Keahi.

Keahi refused to teach Namaka because she was Kepani or Japanese and not Hawaiian by blood.  However through a series of dreams Keahi found herself eventually compelled to go to Namaka and invite her to come and learn at her mother’s side.

Namaka also described how another kumu hula, Ilalo‘ole, on the island of Hawai‘i extended a similar invitation.  Over time she and her mother became the guardians or keepers of both traditions.  
Whenever Namaka spoke of her mother, Kawena, it was always with great love and affection.  Her mother’s work in Hawaiian language as well as her other scholarly works has provided the foundation for much of what we understand today about Hawaiian cultural traditions.  

We learn of Kawena’s numerous works including two volumes of Nänä I Ke Kumu:  Look to the Source, of ‘Ölelo No‘eau:  Hawaiian Proverbs and Poetical Sayings, and of the Polynesian Family System in Ka‘u.  We also learn of her work on the Hawaiian Dictionary.

Namaka tells of how her mother received telephone calls from other Hawaiians dismayed that she had taken to publishing the Hawaiian language dictionary.  Some felt it was better to let go of the past.

Some called in anger.  Some took no shame in cursing her.  Someone even saw no harm in wishing her an untimely death.  When questioned about why she persisted in her work by others, Kawena responded by saying “I do this for my mo‘opuna, my grandchildren.  They will learn from this and some day so will your mo‘opuna.”

It becomes clear through the film that Kawena was subjected over the course of her lifetime to ridicule and scorn.  Still she continued in work not only in language but in chants, music and dance.  
Like her mother, Namaka has also spent her lifetime preserving and perpetuating the language, chants, songs, and dances of our Hawaiian küpuna or ancestors.  And like her mother, she too has been subjected to ridicule and scorn – much of it because of those who argue that she does not have the koko or blood of Hawaiian people.

But if we understand the concept of what it means to be hänai into a family, we know that it is much more than what is understood in the Western concept of adoption.  To be hänai is to receive another into one’s family.  Some say that the word is derived from the Hawaiian concept of “to feed or to nourish” another.  Namaka recalls the more graphic understanding of how one offers a child – “blood and excrement” – to another that that child may be taken permanently to be reared, educated and loved by someone other than his or her natural parents. (Nänä I Ke Kumu:  Look to the Source, Pukui, Haretig, & Lee, Published by Hui Hänai, 1972, page 49)
Today Namaka continues her work at the Bishop Museum in Honolulu, a work that began when she was 19 years old.  She is as many have concluded “a living treasure.”  Her transcriptions of interviews conducted by her mother over several decades will become another source of knowledge for all of us.
Namaka’s life may seem an unlikely choice for my wanting to compare the cost and joy of what it meant for her to be a student or disciple of her mother with the cost and joy of what it means for us to be disciples of Jesus Christ, but that is a comparison I would risk making this morning.  Our reading from The Gospel According to Luke is about another master teacher and about those who enthusiastically seek to join the his company and his disciples.  (Preaching Through the Christian Year – C, Craddock, Hayes, Holladay, & Tucker, Trinity Press International, Harrisburg, Pennsylvania, 1994, page 400)
His name is Jesus and in our reading Jesus speaks to those who come to him, not those whom he himself called out from the crowd like Peter, James, John, and the other disciples.  Jesus is concerned that those who seem quick to want to join him and the disciples seem unaware that he is moving toward the cross upon which he will be crucified.  They seem unaware that even the disciples will not be free of the burden he is about to bear.

So he offers strong words of caution and warning to those who seem eager to make the journey to Jerusalem without realizing that the journey will end at Golgotha with his death.  The call to bearing the cross (Luke 14:27) or burden of what lay ahead is coupled with a demand that one hate one’s family and even one’s own life (Luke 14:26). 
The use of the word “hate” is a source of confusion for some.  We would be hard pressed to conclude that such an emotion-filled word is what Jesus intended to say.  After all such a conclusion would wipe away, eliminate, or put an end to the calls to love, to understand, to forgive, to care for others, especially one’s own family (1 Timothy 5:8) that permeates both the Old Testament and the New Testament.

But understood within the context of Semitic culture, the word “hate” became a way of expressing detachment or turning away from.  (Op. cit., page 401)  So in that sense Jesus’ caution and warning for us to “hate” ourselves and to “hate” others is not about a hatred of self or others, but about what it means for us to understand that tensions within ourselves and with others are inevitable.  
In such instances what Jesus requires of us is “primary allegiance” to him (Op. cit., page 401) in the face of ridicule and scorn, even death.  As his haumäna, it is important for us to count the cost of what it means for us to be his disciples.

There are those who would presume that as Christians today we live in a time when our faith is under assault.  Some point to the ban on prayer in public schools and the removal of the Ten Commandments or the Nativity scene from areas of public display.  
Others are troubled by those who take offense to questions raised about the phrase, “under God” in the Pledge of Allegiance, not realizing it was never in the pledge when it was originally created.  Many more would point to social issues of our day and have us believe that sinister forces are at work to destroy our religious values.

And when all said and done a voice is heard declaring that we must stand up for what we believe in and be willing to take the risk because that is the cost of our discipleship.  It is only by doing so that we will come to know the joy of our faith.

I would venture to say that the cost of our discipleship is not to be calculated on whether or not a stone monument or a Christmas crèche is on the steps of city hall.  The cost of our discipleship will not be calculated on whether God’s name appears in our Pledge of Allegiance or on our money or on taking the “right” stand social issues.

Rather the cost of our discipleship is to be calculated on the commitment we make to tell the story of what has been entrusted into our care – that God so loved the world and all that is in it – that Jesus came that we may have life.  The cost will be determined by the ways in which we are willing to risk the ridicule and scorn of others because we are committed to God’s message of hope and peace, justice and compassion, mercy and grace.

In our reading from The Book of Philemon we find the story of a former slave named Onesimus, colleague of the Apostle Paul.  Paul speaks fondly of Onesimus in a way that seems to suggest that Onesimus was hänai to him.
He writes, “I am appealing to you for my child, Onesimus, whose father I have become during my imprisonment.” I imagine Paul saying, “He is not of my koko or blood but in every way I sought to feed and to nurture him in our faith.  I have taught what I know and now I send him to you.”
“I send him back to you, no longer as a slave but as more than a slave.  I send him to you as a beloved brother and especially to me but how much more to you – a brother both in the flesh and in the Lord.”
We know nothing of what happened to Onesimus upon his return to Philemon who once owned him as a slave.  But I imagine if their relationship was transformed from owner/slave to one in which they became “brothers” that both probably faced the ridicule and scorn of others.  Such is the cost of their discipleship and it must be said such is the joy of their discipleship.
If there is any lesson to be learned through Namaka’s eyes, through Jesus’ words of caution and warning, or through what some have described as Paul’s “exquisite letter” (Bible Dictionary, Bryant, Zondervan Publishing House, Grand Rapids, Michigan, 1967, page 423) to Philemon, it is this:  We must be wise to count the cost and joy of our discipleship.
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