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The temptation was always too much to bear.  The walk home from school was perhaps about a half mile but the distance seemed to double when measured against the stride of a five-year-old.  It always felt like it was soooo far.
The only thing that distracted us from the prospect of the long walk home was that we would pass Ah moo’s “crack seed” store.  That’s right, “crack seed.”   I never knew until many years later that it was actually “cracked seed” - referring to one particular plum was pickled with a sweet sauce and whose pit or seed was literally cracked into many pieces yet still held together by the fruit of the plum itself.
Eating one of the plums required a technique that involved savoring the sweet sauce with a smack or two, then biting into the plum and chewing the fruit off of the bits of seed.  Once the fruit was removed the seed was spit out and the fruit was swallowed.  The process was repeated with each broken fragment of the seed.

Although we called Ah moo’s a “crack seed” store, she sold more than just “cracked seed.”  Included in Ah moo’s inventory was a variety of other plums – some dry, some wet, some salted, some sweetened.  She also had other delicacies including dried cuttlefish and dried abalone.  

The sweet “crack seed” was easy to savor.  But there were other pickled plums that required one to absorb an initial assault on the senses.  That’s a very English way of saying there was always that one pickled plum that would cause one to exclaim, “Broke da mouth!”  The classic “Broke da mouth!” pickled plum was the one known as salted li hing mui.  
Ah moo had salted li hing mui.  If any of us had the good fortune of having a nickel or a dime we would walk into her store prepared to fool her into accepting less than what her asking price might be.  There were those who assumed that because she spoke in “broken English” that she did not know the difference between a nickel and a dime.


We always knew her as Ah moo.  She was a big Chinese woman who spoke in “broken English.”  I realized years later that Ah moo was not her name but an honorific term referring to her as grandmother.  When we knew her she had twelve children who were much older than any of my kindergarten classmates, but no grandchildren.  I suppose for that reason she was Ah moo or tütü to us. 

I learned two things from Ah moo.  One was the value of money.  
We learned very quickly that any attempt to cheat Ah moo out of what was due would end in embarrassment.  “No, no, no” she would say, “you like crack seed you gimme ten cent, no five cent, ten cent.”

“As one dime,” we would insist.  

“Ah, no.  Why you make like dat?  Ah moo know.  You like crack seed, ten cent.  You like li hing mui, ten cent.  You make hum bug no can stay my store.”

The other thing I learned from her was to love eating crack seed, li hing mui, and all the wonderful things that were encased in the large glass bottles that lined the shelves of her very modest one room store.  I was reminded of that one lesson a few days ago.
There’s a lot that could be said about Kanani and Aaron, a young couple from Hilo, who were married here on Thursday.  But there are two things in particular that I want to share with you.  The first is the ways in which we come to value our relationships with each other.

Aaron’s father, William, and I were students at the Kamehameha Schools on O‘ahu.  When Bill graduated in 1965 I was completing my sophomore year.
Kanani’s mother, Keiki, is the daughter of Auntie Laurie and Uncle Eddie Chang.  Daughter, mother, and grandmother represent three generations and more of a family that have been a part of this church for many, many, many years.
The second thing that struck me is the ways in which we come to value our expressions of love for each other.  Here and at the reception that followed there were open signs of affection.
There was the sharing of music and hula and the opportunity for family and friends to visit with each other, to talk story, to share stories.  Aaron’s dad said to me at one point during the evening, “Yeah, I remember you!”  

I did not recognize Bill when we were introduced.  I tried to remember what Bill looked like in high school.  But with the passing of forty-two years it was difficult.  “I have to go home and look at my yearbook,” I said.  When I did I recognized Bill in an instant.

The meal for the evening included laulau from Hilo, ‘opihi and kole from Keaukaha, limu from Moloka‘i, and more.  After dinner and a slide show looking back on their lives from “baby time” Kanani and Aaron both acknowledged those who had gathered to be with them with gifts of what Kanani called “prune mui.”

At one point Aaron’s mom, Marion, explained to me that they had gotten a recipe from someone for making prune mui.  “It has a blend of spices,” she said.  “They cook the whole prunes and add the spices and then they add the li hing mui taste.”
 “When they pau cook ‘em, they place them in trays.  We had to put them under fans to cool them off before they were bottled.”

As Kanani and Aaron prepared to share their gifts of prune mui Kanani said, “It is not much, but we wanted to say thank you to all of you for coming. Aaron and I got together and made prune mui – our first time.”

It was a wonderful outpouring of love for family and for friends.  The value was not in the cost but in the giving of themselves through their expression of aloha.

Such an outpouring of love is what is at the heart of our reading from The Gospel According to John.  Six days before the annual celebration of the Passover, Jesus is invited to the home of Lazarus for dinner.  Among the guests are Martha and Mary, the sisters of Lazarus.
They are both aware of Jesus’ ability to work miracles (John 11:3, 5).  When Jesus comes to their home, Martha is the careful and gracious host, aware that it was Jesus who raised her brother from the dead.
Mary is also aware that it was Jesus who raised Lazarus from the dead.  As an expression of her love for Jesus, she anoints him with a costly perfume.  In one sense it is a very extravagant act.
Judas is quick to question the appropriateness of such an extravagant gift.  Shouldn’t the perfume have been sold and the proceeds given to the poor?  A denarius was a  silver Roman coin equivalent to the wage one would have received for one day of work. 
Based on that understanding Judas calculates that the perfume Mary used to anoint Jesus was equivalent to three hundred days of work or a year’s wage.  Judas sees the value of the gift only in monetary terms and sadly he misses the value of Mary’s expression of gratitude and love.
Mary’s act is offered in a scene of intimacy:  the table of food, the company of family and friends, the scent filling the room, even the locks of Mary’s hair that are used to wipe Jesus’ feet.  Now you may think it would be unfair to compare Mary’s anointing of Jesus’ feet with Kanani and Aaron’s distribution of prune mui to family and friends.

After all, the underlying truth in Mary’s act is that it is an act that anticipates Jesus’ death and burial.  Kanani and Aaron are at the beginning of their life as a family anticipating the birth of their first child with great eagerness and joy.

Yet despite the contrast of death and burial with birth and life, what is evident in the story of Mary and Jesus and the story of Kanani and Aaron is the outpouring of love.  It is an extravagant love, not of costly perfume or a modest li hing mui recipe for prunes, but of a giving of one’s self to another.  As we continue through this season of Lent we remember with great anticipation the extravagant outpouring of God’s love through the death and resurrection of Jesus.  While we may not always have extravagant gifts to offer to one another and to others we can offer the gift of our lives as Jesus did.
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