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The Hawai’ian language is one of action.   Almost everything is in the present 

tense.  The gestures, facial expressions, tone of voice, people spoken to – all are 

needed for the meaning of the word.   For, Hawai’ians are a people of the 

present moment, whose sense of the past is to revere it, keep it alive; whose 

sense of the present is to feel each moment a positive opportunity – for 

graciousness, generosity, sometimes for strength, always for caring.   These are 

defining traits in Hawai’ian culture. 

 

In the midst of World War II in the Pacific, in Hawai’i, a young boy in a family 

of ten children, showed exceptional promise in his schoolwork. His parents, 

though rich in their cultural tradition, had no money; but managed to send 

little Joseph Nu’uanu to the Marianist Brothers’ Cathedral School near their 

small home in Honolulu’s Old Town.  They lived by the very rivelet that bore 

their family name – Nu’uanu Stream, which flows down from the majestic Pali, 

through Nu’uanu Valley, bringing the life-giving water to the settlement of old 

Hawai’ian families by the little Cathedral of Our Lady of Peace.    

 

At Cathedral School, and later St. Louis College High School, young Joseph got 

to know the Marianist Brothers, including the Hawai’ians – Brother David 

Pa’aluhi and Brother Adrian Keoho; and young Joseph imagined becoming like 

them.  And indeed, after high school he joined what was then the Pacific 

Province of the Society of Mary, and became a professed Brother eventually 

assigned to teach and counsel at his own alma mater, St. Louis School. 

 

If this were all, his life would already have been exemplary.  But Brother Joe 

knew what it was like to live in extremely needy circumstances.   And so, after 



recuperating from a heart ailment, he obtained permission and got the 

assistance needed, to help develop, here in San Jose, Martha’s Kitchen; and 

despite uneven health, lived to see it give food for body and spirit to many 

needy folk in the City named for his Patron Saint. 

 

Brother Joe exuded warmth, style and social resourcefulness.  These qualities 

he applied effectively in leadership at Martha’s Kitchen, as well as in school 

and religious Community Life. 

 

You may have already heard a version of the pie-in-the-face story has become 

an expanding legend, but did happen.   Brother Joe and one of his former 

students from Archbishop Riordan High School in San Francisco, Brother Gary 

Morris were moderators of the junior and senior divisions at St. Louis School in 

Honolulu, in 1973.   They challenged one another to pie-in-the-face to the one 

whose division came in second in the sale of carnival scrip.    And yes, guess 

who lost!    An assembly was scheduled.   The vociferous Student Body of high 

school boys filled the three stories of lanai that encircle the front lawn of 

Bertram Hall, where they saw Brother Gary standing at attention alongside a 

table on which was set a large lemon pie with three-inch merengue –

incidentally, made by Brother Joe’s own baker father.    There’s cheering as 

Brother Joseph appears from the Diamond Head side of the quadrangle, nattily 

attired in a three-piece suit.  A teacher offers him a last cigarette; he puffs it 

briefly, then casually drops it.   Drums roll.  There is a momentary hush.  He 

and Brother Gary pace slowly toward each other, meeting at the center of the 

lawn.  Pausing a bit for dramatic effect, Gary raises the pie with both hands 

and firmly pushes it creamily into the face of Brother Joe, while the student 

body cheers so uproariously – reportedly heard as far as Waikiki.   Later, when 

asked by the student newspaper reporters how it felt, Brother Joseph, ever the 

showman, said, “We alii” – meaning Hawai’ian chiefs – “know how to retain our 

dignity under pressure.”    Later, Brother Joe admitted to Brother Gary how 

nervous he was, asking whether it was a good idea.   Gary and several of us 



assured Joe it was great, he was definitely an ali’I, always respected, now all 

the more beloved. 

 

Brother Joe was well-known to Hawai’ian entertainers.   There is a hula done 

in a playful manner, by men, E Huli Makou, that became a trademark for Joe.   

If he were seen in the audience, the Hawai’ian entertainer would say, “Bruddah 

Nu’uanu is here.”  And invite him on stage to do E Huli Makou, in which the 

performer points to his large tummy, his clever – they say ‘akamai’ -  head, and 

so on, verse by verse, in comedic manner.   Years later, here in Northern 

California, when Joe was dealing again with his heart condition, there were 

only a few times when he felt up to doing E Huli Makou again, at a Community 

celebration – ever enjoyable, now also poignant. 

 

This morning’s reading from the Prophecies of Isaiah, describes heaven as an 

ultimate festive banquet, one which we cannot even imagine.   Heaven is 

described as in some way material and corporeal, for we do believe in an 

ultimate Resurrection and glorification of the Body, though we do not know 

when or how it will take place.   The human body with its imperfect shape that 

the Hawai’ian hula jokes about, whose heart may be weak and cause pain in 

this life – is going to be glorified as part of our reward by the Lord, for leading a 

good life.    

 

Jesus, in this morning’s passage from St. John’s Gospel, tells the apostles he is 

going to that mansion to prepare the place for them.   He says, ‘you know 

where I am going.’  But Thomas pipes up, “Lord, we really don’t.  Show us the 

way.”   Then – in the beautiful dialogic recollection of the youngest apostle, St. 

John – Jesus says, “I AM the Way, and the Truth, and the Life.”    

 

Joseph Nu’uanu fulfilled his Vow of Stability – devoted his entire life to 

Marianist Community Life and Ministry.   He responded in a creative way to the 

words of the Mother of Jesus at the wedding banquet:  “Do whatever he tells 



you.”    The Lord told Brother Joe to use his talents and personality to lead a 

ministry to feed the hungry, give dignity and recognition to the forgotten and 

disenfranchised – restore their rightful place along the Nu’uanu Steam of their 

own lives. 

 

Now we are confiding Joe to Eternity.   No more mah jong.   No more E Huli 

Makou, or student classrooms and assemblies, or day at Martha’s Kitchen with 

Brother Joe.   He has gone to the divine wellspring of his Baptism. 

 

 May we now all do all our best with what we have, sharing with others at a 

feast in which all are welcome, have dignity, and can have their fill.    And as 

Hawai’ians live ‘in the present,’ may we keep present the memory of that small 

boy who became our Marianist Brother from Nu’uanu Stream. 


