The Student Becomes the Teacher

This year’s Allagash meditation was one of the hardest I have ever had to write!  And I blame it on things going TOO well – which, of course, is a great problem to have!  It’s just that in a year without much rain at all, with no bugs to speak of, with two wonderful other co-leaders, and in which all of the kids pitched in, worked hard, had fun walking upstream, maintained positive and enthusiastic attitudes and treated one another with love, kindness, and great respect…there were none of those learning-great-lessons-in-the-midst-of-seeming-struggle-and-strife kinds of moments that the Allagash is usually so good at providing!  I even toyed, briefly, with the idea of naming this meditation “What to do When Everything Goes Right.”  Now, that was for those of us who spent all 14 days ON the Waterway – if you ask Buck, Ron, and Beth (the mid-trip drivers) about their Allagash experience this year, I am willing to bet you would get a different story.  But those will remain their sermons to tell another time!


But there was something that stood out this year…that contributed to how well things went on the Waterway – and that was the way that the six young people who were veterans of the Allagash trip took the nine for whom this was a completely new experience under their wings and taught, explained, helped, assisted, encouraged, and welcomed them…welcomed them to learn about, to share in, and to love this trip and this experience as they themselves have come to do.  Our six veterans of the trip, once students themselves, once shy learners, wondering how one brushes one’s teeth when in the wilderness or where wet shoes should go, became, before our very eyes, the teachers…patiently and lovingly explaining the work and the parts of the trip…welcoming our nine rookies into the wonder and the order of things.

In some ways, this trip has been ever thus – there is a great part of the Allagash that is passed on from generation to generation by watching, absorbing, what those who have been on the trip are doing…and then learning to do it, too.  But this year, with such a large part of the group new to the trip, the teaching was even more deliberate, more careful.  On the first night, as the veterans explained and taught the rookies how to set up a tarp over the picnic table and fire area and where to put the wet shoes they had been wearing all day in the canoes, I heard Andrea remark aloud, “This is so great – on my first trip, no one really explained anything to me!  I just sort of had to guess…”  Those veterans, those once shy and hesitant, guessing students, had become the confident and caring teachers, creating a space and a place of welcome on the Waterway and on the trip for those just experiencing it for the first time, those who will, in the coming year, become the teachers of those who are to follow them.

But that’s what we, as disciples of Jesus, as children of God, as distant relatives of those who looked around at the creation and poured out the loving words of the psalms praising the wonders of God’s works, as members of the human family, are called to do.  We who are always learning are also called to become the teachers to those who are to follow us.  Jesus came teaching and preaching – but he did not stop there.  He called upon disciples, he called upon his students to head out into the world, to share the teaching with all the nations.  He called upon his disciples to become the teachers.  Those disciples, once shy and hesitant – sometimes even lazy and unsuccessful! – learners, became confident and caring teachers, creating spaces and places of welcome in the world for those who would seek to know this Jesus, for those who would seek to live a new way.  And so must we.  

And when we do that, I think, we’ll be surprised at ourselves – both in how much we can teach and share…and in the unending learning that remains for us to do.  On the night of our last layover day, which is spent at Round Pond, I wandered over to where I noticed Lisa standing on the picnic table at the far cell of our campsite, looking out at the pond, under a still-rising moon.  We said hello to each other, and then I said to her, “We need more firewood if we’re going to keep that fire going and if people want to make s’mores.”  And Lisa looked at me levelly and wisely, and gestured to the pond and to the moon and to the trees and said, “I will…it’s just…I’m taking this in…”  And I felt so foolish, because in that moment, I realized I had just been reminded of a lesson I sometimes forget in my focus on logistics and details on this trip and in life.  Lisa taught me, once again, of the importance of taking in the beauty that is all around us; she taught me, once again, that one of the most critical reasons for making this two week trip is for moments like that one, moments when, as Mary Oliver says, we take our place in the family of things.  There will be time for gathering firewood…but there must be time, too, to be gathered back into ourselves.  Lisa became the teacher in that moment; I gratefully became the student.

Our society, our culture, says to us, in many ways, every day, that we are supposed to know things – it can be hard to admit what we don’t know.  But if we are careful; if we are brave and strong; if we look to the examples given to us by leaders and teachers in the scriptures, then we can be open to lives of learning in which we can be the students, but in which, also, we are ready and willing to grow and to step into the loving and caring role of the teacher.  Both roles represent our place in the family of things.  May you find your place in both the learning and in the teaching.  Amen.  
