


Thirteen Asians, modern men and women of Buddhist
background, tell in this book how their quest for En-
lightenment — an essential Buddhist goal — led them to
Christ.

Here are personal histories, told simply and with
evident sincerity, by people from many walks of life.
Like most of their Asian contemporaries, the writers had
to face the questions raised by family tradition and na-
tionalist sentiment as they sought spiritual certainty in
this changetul world of the twentieth century.

Yet, while finding fulfillment in Christianity (four of
them ultimately becoming Catholic priests), these people
did not lose their respect and affection for their Buddhist
relatives and friends, in whose religious practice Christians
recognize genuine virtues and earnest aspirations.

Patrick O’Connor, the compiler and editor of this
collection of firsthand personal narratives, was a news-
paper correspondent for twenty years, mostly in East
Asia. During that time he came to know some of the
writers and made contact with others through friendships
made 1n various countries.

T'me magazine once said of Father O'Connor: “He
has earned a reputation as one of the ablest reporters
in the Far East and has been dubbed ‘God’s P.I.O.
(Public Information Officer).”. An Irishman, he is a
Catholic priest as well as a journalist, and a member of
St. Columban’s Society.
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INTRODUCTION

In the following pages one sees some twentieth-
century Asians facing the great question of human
destiny. Their narratives, simple and intensely sin-
cere, show them seeking spiritual enlightenment in a
period of widespread cultural, social and political
change.

As practising Buddhists and as seekers, they felt
the impact of ideas old and new. Mindful of the
sound values in Buddhist ethics, they were sensitive
to other influences, too. Among these were ances-
tral tradition, nationalist sentiment, the modern scien-
tific mentality, persistent hunger of heart and soul,
and—agradually perceived—the credentials of Chris-
tianity. _ _

Every man, every woman encounters Jesus Christ
at some time, distinctly or indistinctly, if only by
hearing of Him and of His Church. But everybody
does not “find” Him in the full sense of accepting
Him and all that He offers.

This book contains the stories of some who have
found Him. They have attached themselves to Him
because in Him they have found truth and grace and
peace of soul. Those whose narratives are given here
are only a few out of multitudes. The great majority
of Christians in Asia and throughout the world are
unused to writing for publication. Many would
hesitate, for personal or family reasons, to tell their
story in print. Those whose accounts appear in this
book wrote only in response to my earnest request.

Every such story, written or unwritten, is unique,
because every human person is a separate individual,
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though a member of a vast community. The steps
by which one person comes to accept Christ are never
exactly the same as those taken by another. All,
however, converge and lead to One Lord, One Faith,
One Baptism.

The good and true elements in Buddhism are
not lost when a Buddhist finds Chnst.  Rather, they
are preserved, developed and enhanced in spiritual
value.

Christ Himself described His mission to all
mankind and to every individual in these words:

“I have come that they may have life and
may have 1t more abundantly. 1 am the
Good Shepherd. The Good Shepherd gives
His life for His sheep.™

Those who have found Christ can tell that lle
brings to full flower all that is right and true in the
creeds and practices of sincere men and women,
To truth He adds a wider truth. He fortifies sin-
centy with abundant spintual help.

For the writers of this book the finding they
narrate iIs only the beginning of a story destined to
reach its climax in the everlasting joys of Heaven.

P. OC.

St. Columban’s, Tokyo

1 St. John's Gospel, X, 10-11.
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BUDDHISTS ON BUDDHISM

by Patrick O’Connor

(The following does not pretend to be an exposi-
tion of Buddhist doctrine. It is mainly a report of
some informal conversations in which qualified spokes-

men answered questions about important aspects of
Buddhism.)

“Buddhism is not a religion, as religion is under-
stood 1n the Orient and the West. Nor is it a philo-
sophy. What is called Buddhist philosophy is only a
philosophical explanation of the Buddha’s doctrine.”

So spoke Thich Minh Chau, one of the most
scholarly Buddhists in Vietham. Born in 1920, he
has done higher studies in Buddhist manuscripts in
the Nalenda Pali Research Institute affiliated with
the University of Bihar, India. He is now president
of the Buddhist Van Hanh University in Saigon. As
his title “Thich,” used for Buddhist clergy, indicates,
he is a bonze or monk.

Belief in God is not Buddhist doctrine. “We
do not deny or affirm the existence of God,” Thich
Minh Chau said.

I reminded him that Christians and Buddhists
alike believe that good deeds brmg reward and evil
deeds bring punishment. This is a law that both
creeds recognize. Who, in the Buddhist view, is the
law-maker?

“Nobody made the law,” he answered. “It i1s
nature—natural law.”

“But somebody must have made ‘nature.’ ”

1
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“Nobody males nature,” he said. It i1s a na-
tural process of different eclements or energies.”

A senior bonze of another pagoda, Thich Minh
Truc, president of the General Buddhist Association
in South Vietnam, told me:

“Buddha never spoke of God, never spoke of an
absolute Creator. The universe is formed by the
clements ™

] asked him who, 1n his opinion, made the law
of recompense for good and bad actions. He held
that there is no law or legislator. Therc are only
causes and eflects, he said, and no lawmaker has
decreed what kind of etlect would follow an act.

A leading lay Buddhist scholar, Mai 'ho Truyen,
spohe to me of divine mercy, compassion and love.
But he would not agree that this implied a Divine
Being who is merciful, compassionate and loving.

While the educated Buddhist may be agnostic or
athenstic, 1t seems that the general body of Buddhists
tend to believe 1n a Supreme Being. Thich Minh
Chau would agree that many of the ordinary faithful
deify Buddha himseld, though he never claimed to
be any more than an cnlightened teacher.

Sull exploring for common ground, 1 reminded
Thich Minh Chau that Christians and Buddhists both
believe that physical death 1s not the end of man’s
existence, that there 1s an after-hfe. But, 1 asked,
does Buddhism teach that it is the same personality
that survives after physical death?

Here we cncountered the Buddhist doctrine of
rebirth! into other beings, human or animal.

“It 1s the same person and not the same,” the
bonze replied. “It is the same in that he brings
along with him an inhenitance from his past deeds.
It 1s not the same because when he i1s born, he is
subject to the influence of his surroundings and so he
recerves new influences when he is born again.”
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The founder of Buddhism, the Indian prince
Gautama, who lived in the sixth century before Christ,
left his wife and child to seek liberation from suffer-
ing. After five years of meditation he received his
“Enlightenment” by which he concluded that all pain
and suffering arise from desires. He taught a code
of self-mastery, including deeds of compassion, by
which human desires would be gradually extinguished.
The ultimate goal would be a state? in which extinc-
tion of craving and desires had been achieved.

Prince Gautama was given the title “Buddha,”
meaning the Enlightened One. He founded no
church. The only community traceable to early
Buddhism is the Sangha or community of monks living
according to the code in a temple or pagoda. There
1S no contemporary or near-contemporary record of
Buddha’s life and teaching. His followers refer to
him as the Lord Buddha. His statue, showing him
sitting in meditation, is venerated in every Buddhist
temple and in many Buddhist homes.

There are many divisions of Buddhism. The
two main divisions, inside which many sects exist,
are the Theravada and the Mahayana. The latter
name means “Greater Vehicle,” and among those
who belong to this school the Theravada system is
often called Hinayana or “Lesser Vehicle” in a some-
what disparaging sense. The Theravada Buddhists
are found mainly in South-East Asia from Burma and
Sr1 Lanka (Ceylon) through the southern delta of
Vietnam as far as Saigon. The Mahayana followers
are in Saigon and north of it, all the way to Japan.

Theravada Buddhism is regarded as closer to the
original forms, while Mahayana is a broader and
more elastic version. Both kinds have strictly obser-
vant members, some of whom never eat meat or
drink wine. The usual garb of the Theravada bonze
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or monk 1s yellow, worn with one shoulder bare.
The robe most commonly worn by Afahayana bonzes
1s brown.? -

Notes

BUDDHISTS ON BUDDHISM

' 1 had written “transmigration of souls,” but Dr. Thich

Minh Chau preferred the word “rebirth.”

1.e. Nirvana, from a Sanskrit word meaning “a blow-
ing out.® In Buddhism it signifies “the extinction of
the fire of passion in one who attains release. Whether
such a person becomes extinct at death is classed. ..
among the questions which the Buddha refused to
answer” — Encyclop. Brit,, Vol. XVI1, art. Nirvana.

* This chapter was submitted to Dr. Thich Minh Chau

for cnticism. He found that only what he termed
“some slight alterations™ were called for, and these )
have made. He was kind enough to say that the
article eapressed his thought better than anything he
had seen in a long time. ] am grateful to this dis-

tinguished Buddhist scholar for his courtesy and help-
fulness.



INTRODUCING . . .

Thirteen citizens of Asian countries whose quest
for the spiritual enlightenment sought by Buddhists
has led them to Christ. The countries represented
by the writers are Burma, Thailand, Sri Lanka (Cey-
lon), Vietnam, China, Korea and Japan.

The personal histories in this book show how
the writers, as Buddhists and in their spiritual quest,
felt the force of influences old and new, such as
family loyalty, nationalism, the modern scientific
mentality and persistent hunger of heart and soul.
In such experiences they are typical of innumerable
twentieth-century Asians, for whom — as for others
around the world—Ilight and encouragement may be
found in these pages. |



BETTER THAN MONEY COULD BUY
by Dr. Lert Srichandra

Lert Srichandra, born in Bangkok, was a Thai
Buddhist. At the age of twenty-one he duly entered
the Buddhist priesthood for three months during the
Buddhist Lenten period.

Subsequently he entered the Jesuits’ Wah Yan
College, Hong Kong, and studied there for three
years under the guidance of Rev. Daniel Donnelly,
S.J. He was baptized, taking the name of Sebastian
Conrad, 1n Hong Kong Cathedral.

He went to Ireland and entered University
College, Dublin (National University of Ireland), and
was qualified as a medical doctor with degrees of
M.B., B.Ch, B.A.O., LM. He also took a course
in theological study and was awarded a certificate of
honor.

Before returning to Bangkok, Thailand, in 1942,
he married in University Church, Dublin, Jean Hu-
Wasson, daughter of Rev. and Mrs. J. S. Wasson of
the Presbyterian Church. She became a Catholic.

With the approval of H.E. Bishop Louis Chorin
of Bangkok, Thailand, he founded the Catholic As-
sociation of Thailand and was its President for four
years. He also was one of the founders of St.
Joseph’s Hospital and the Catholic Centre of Bang-
kok.



DEDICATION

To those who sow the seed by the wayside,

To those who sow the seed among the thomns,
To those who sow the seed upon the rock,

To those who sow the seed upon good ground. . .

Each and cvery one of these sowers knowingly

and unknowingly, in his own way, has led me step
by aslep until my soul has found its Creator.

God bless them all.



FOREWORD

To become a Buddhist is the easiest thing on
earth. One does not have to sign any document to
prove 1t, nor is one required to declare it before a
witness. There is no ceremony to accept him, nor
1s there anybody to admit him into the fold of
Buddhism. He simply becomes a Buddhist out of
his own desire.

Lord Buddha is not God. He declared that he
was not God and did not believe in the existence of
one. Lord Buddha had no commandments to give.
He only gave his advice. Whether anyone wanted
to follow his advice or not was of little concern to
him. It was one’s own personal outlook. One can
only save one’s own self; Lord Buddha cannot save
anybody. He has attained Nirvana and is out of
this world, both in body and in spirit . . . a complete
detachment.

Lord Buddha condensed his teaching for lay
Buddhists to simple rules. There are only five rules
for lay people, and whether one wants to follow them
iIs a purely personal matter.

Destruction of life is sinful.
Stealing 1s sinful.
Adultery 1s sinful.
Telling a lie 1s sinful.
Taking intoxicating drinks is sinful.
When a Buddhist becomes a Catholic, he is not

asked to denounce all of these five rules. He i1s still
forbidden to take human life, though he 1s entitled to

9
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defend himself and may be bound to defend others,
even if this defense involves death for the aggressor.
Wanton destruction of anything, living or inanimate,
is still wrong for him. Stealing is sinful for a
Catholic as for a Buddhist. So is adultery. So is
falsehood. To take intoxicating drink to excess is
sinful, as is eating to excess. Nor is one asked to
denounce Lord Buddha. Buddha never claimed to
be God. Certainly he meant well.

It 1s, indeed, not for us to judge God’s plan.
What God plans to do with a Buddhist or anyone
else 1s entirely God’s Will. On the other hand a
seed, the word of God, knowingly or unknowingly
sown by someone, may mean another step nearer to
God. An act of charity shown may mean another
step. Even a tear may speak with more eloquence
than all the volumes of books ever written.

“Now no one, when he has lighted a lamp,
covers it with a vessel, or puts it under a couch, but
he puts it upon a lamp-stand, that they who enter
may see the light.”

(Luke VIII, 16)
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“THE SEED FELL BY THE WAYSIDE”

“The seed is the word of God. And
those by the wayside are they who have
heard; then the devil comes and takes away
the word from their heart, that they may
not believe and be saved.”

(Luke VIII, 11, 12)

During the first week after the opening of the
school term, there was always great excitement among
the boarders. [Eagerly they told one another of the
good times they had experienced during the long
vacation. There were discussions on the new comers,
new teachers, new roommates. Even the old big
tree 1n the playground looked new.

All these things were important to the boys In
the boarding school. It was real life and it was most
interesting. To me, a boy of twelve years old, there
were other things more important to occupy my mind.
Such things as leaves on the playground, banana
skins and paper which littered the ground were im-
portant. It meant work, the same kind of work that
I had been doing in the school for the last two years.
It was my duty to see that the compound of the
school was always cleared of litter. Indeed I was

11
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very proud of my work and for it I had the right
to be paid half of my school fees. But this new
term, other and more important things than banana
skins and paper loomed up. Since I was already
twelve years old, a bigger boy now, greater and more
responsible duties were required of me in exchange
for half the school fees. Besides keeping the school
compound free of litter, I was also in charge of two
classrooms which must be swept every day and
washed once a week. Furthermore, after every meal
I was to wash the dishes, too. These were the im-
portant things that occupled my mind during the
first week of the re-opening of school. -

Though wealth or poverty was no problem to
me at that age, it was quite clear that there was a
great difference between watching other boys eat ice-
cream and eating it myself. I hardly have any re-
collection of my younger life, and what I knew then
was very little indeed. I knew that I was an only
child. My father, who was a medical officer in the
Royal That Army, had been in jail since I was about
three years old. He and his friends, mostly young
army officers, thought that the absolute monarchical
form of government was not good enough for the
country. They wanted a real democracy, but the
King did not quite agree with them. This resulted
in my father and his friends being sentenced to life
imprisonment.

I knew also that I had no home. My mother,
who had managed to teach herself to read and write,
was working as a temporary maid in various places.
As a maid she had free meals and lodgings. She
spent what she earned for the other half of my school
fees. This much I knew.

I was doing quite well in my studies and was
happy to be promoted to the third year of primary
education. The school, a Protestant school, had
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Biblical classes once a week. | often joined in these
classes. The stories in the Old Testament were al-
ways interesting. ‘The characters In the stories
fascinated me. In the New Testament, Chrnist was
my hero. Paul was also my hero. I attended enough
Bible classes and had learned enough of the Gospel
to be convinced that 1 wanted to be a Chnstian.
So before 1 came back to school that term, I told
my mother one evening all of what | knew about
Jesus Christ. It took nearly an hour before 1 had
finished . . .

She said, “Lert, from what you said about
Jesus Christ, Mother thinks that He must be truly
a great man. But why did you tell Mother about
Him?”

“Mother” | oreplied, I would like to be a
Christian. Can | become a Christian?”

“"Of course, you can,” she said. *“Following
Chnist’s teaching, you would grow up to be a good
man, and that is what Mother wants Lert to be.”

lhus another important matter occupied my
mind when | went back to school for the new term.
| he teacher had announced that those who had
studied the Bible knowledge last year would be
baptized soon—definitely before the end of the term.
T'hat was good news. 1 was delighted at the thought
that very soon I would become a Chnstian. It would
not be long now before 1 would be given the small
square piecc of bread in the Sunday communion
service, the same as the boys in the front pews. 1
would eat it and put my head on the pew in front
of me and say mv prayers, too. Oh, how [ wanted
those pieces of square bread on the shining gold
plate that was passed out to the people in the front
pews'  They never passed it to the back pews where
| was told to sit. But this term I would have very
little chance to join the Bible class, which was taught
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in the evening. There were too many banana skins
and papers all over the compound. It took time to
pick them all up. The classrooms were even worse.
So many chairs had to be put over the desks and to
be taken down again after the floor had been swept.
By the time the two classrooms had been swept, it
would be near meal time. But it could not be helped.

While I was kept busy with all these important
things, there was talk about the school fees being
raised. The matter of raising the school fee could
not possibly have anything to do with me. The mat-
ter was furthest from my mind. I worked for my
school fees and there was no reason why I should
bother about their being raised. The other boys did
not work for their school fees, so, of course, their
parents would have to pay. This was good and
sound logic to me.

At last the day was fixed for my Baptism. It
was to take place in the church on a Sunday morning.
All the boys who were to be baptized were told to
put on their best clothes, complete with shoes and
clean socks. 1 had no trouble about the best clothes,
because the best ones I had were the only clothes I
had. They were spotlessly clean, because I washed
them myself with bits of soap that had been thrown
away by other boys. But there was a bit of trouble
with the socks. The only pair I had was not quite
up to the mark, because one of the socks had been
chewed to bits by a dog only the day before, while
it was drying in the sun. But I could easily borrow
a pair from a friend, and that was just what I did.

On this important Sunday I was ready. My
clothes were clean, newly washed. I had a pair of
borrowed socks and my shoes were really shining.
We went to the church and sat down on the pews
which had been allotted to us. Then came the
auspicious moment. The boys to be baptized were
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told to get up and walk along the middle aisle, to-
wards the altar, and I was among them. We stood
in a long row in front of the rail. I was full of
excitement and anticipation for the great ceremony.

While we were standing there, a teacher came
up to check our names. When he came to my name,
I noticed that something was wrong. The teacher
took one look at me and, without saying a word,
hurried away. Very soon he came back, pulled me
out of the row and told me to get back to my seat.
I shook his hand off and, looking at him, said, “Sir,
I learned my Bible study all of last year and I want
to be a Christian.”

“Go back to your seat,” was all he said to me.

I never saw the baptism ceremony. Although
I put my head over the back of the pew in front of
me, it was not to say my prayers, but to hide the
tears that blinded my eyes. They would not give me
the little square pieces of bread. They did not want
me. They kept the bread for themselves only.

I was not to know the reason for my not being
allowed to be baptized until a few weeks later. It
was on a Saturday morning, while I was busy picking
up the litter off the school compound, that I was
called to the headmaster’s room. I felt the tenseness
of the atmosphere as soon as I entered the room,
but the sight of my mother sitting on a chair overcame
everything else. The headmaster was there, too,
but I went straight to my mother, at the same time
looking to see if she had brought any fruit with her.
My eyes lit up when I saw a bunch of bananas on

the floor beside her.

Mother caught hold of my hand in a very
peculiar manner, one which I had never experienced
before. She said: “Lert, you have to leave the
school.”
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“T can’t, Mother,” 1 said. “The term 1s not
over till another month.”

“Mother came to pay for the school fees,” she
explained, “but Mother has not got enough money.”

I could not understand about the school fees at
all. Surely they knew that I worked for my school
fees, at least for half of them, and if Mother came to
pay for the school fees, surely she must have enough
money, for she would never come otherwise. Perhaps
it had something to do with the school fees being
raised. So I asked her if that was the trouble. She
nodded her head.

“Lert, my son,” she said, “Mother walked all
the way for nearly three miles to save the tram fares
for this bunch of bananas for you. Mother has just
received one whole month’s wages, but it still is not
enough for the school fees.”

“Mother, not enough?” I still could not grasp
the situation.

“The school fees,” she explained, “were raised
to twice as much as before and the headmaster says
that you must pay full fees from now on.”

“That’s right, Lert,” the headmaster, who had
said nothing before, now added. ‘“The school can-
not afford to keep poor boys any longer.”

“Sir,” I tried to argue, “I have been working
for my school fees. I even sweep the classrooms
and wash the dishes now.”

By this time the full realization that I must
leave school had sunk into my head. The tears and
the sobs must have wrenched Mother’s heart. She
pulled me nearer to her and I saw a new face looking
up at me. It was my mother’s face, but 1t seemed
that I had never seen the likes of it before. She
looked straight at me, and the way she looked stopped
my tears. She said, “Lert, Mother and Lert are
poor, but we are not beggars. We do not beg for
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charity. Charity is given and not begged. Come,
Lert, do not waste any more tears. Tears are for
love and not for want of money. Come, let us go,
and Mother promises you that as long as Mother
lives, Lert will have the best education that money
can buy.”

I went and collected my very few belongings.
The whole school seemed to know all about my
leaving. I was only a poor boy being ejected from
school for not being able to pay his school fees. It
was not even a sensation. Nobody wanted to ask
any questions. They had heard it all from the school
grape-vine. I had nobody to say goodbye to. It
seemed a pity that I had not even finished picking
up the litter. Now they would hire somebody else
to do 1t, and I was sure it would cost them much less
than half the school fees; otherwise they would have
kept me.

While we were walking along the street after
leaving the school compound, it struck me that
I did not know where we were going. As far as
I knew, we had no home. During the vacations, I
was always sent to the home of one of our relatives,
mostly out in the fishing village, or to relatives who
owned rice farms in the country. When I questioned
her, Mother said that she would ask my aunt who
lived in town to keep me for the time being.

The afternoon sun was hot, and there seemed
to be no end to that walk, but I was happy again.
I was happy to see Mother and be with her, instead
of merely visiting her as I customarily did every two
or three months during the school year. Now 1
could be near her, talk to her and even help her 1n
the house where she worked. I had often done this

in the past and had been frequently rewarded with
sweets. Mother had strictly forbidden me ever to
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take any money unless I had worked for it. I could
not take any money for helping her because she was
being paid for it already.

While walking and chatting with her, my mind
went back to the sad event of a few Sundays ago.
The raising of the school fees might have had some-
thing to do with my baptism. Yet I could not see
how it could have happened. Perhaps the head-
master knew that I would be expelled from school
soon. Or perhaps a poor boy cannot become a
Christian. The problem was too much for me, and
my mother certainly could explain it. She always
explained everything, so I asked her.

We had just reached a big tree by the side of
the road. It was cool in the shade of the tree. We
both stopped, and I was glad for the rest. She was
silent for a while, as if weighing something in her
mind, before she answered my question.

“Lert,” she said; “you told me that Christ was
poor, that His mother and father were also poor.
Mother does not understand why they did not baptize
you.”

“But it was true, Mother,” I said. “They did
not let me and did not tell me why.”

She was silent again. She broke a banana off
the bunch and handed it to me. Then she took one
for herself and seemed to forget all about it, while
I peeled mine and was glad to have it, for I was
quite hungry by then. I had quite forgotten about
the problem, when she said: “In the story you told
me about Jesus Christ, somebody said something, I
do not quite remember, but it was about — blessed
are the hungry and those that thirst for justice, for
they shall be satisfied. Lert, if you want justice, you
must always be honest, and if you are honest, you
will be satisfied. If you want to be a Christian and
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want to eat those little square pieces of bread, you
have to be honest and sincere . . . then later on you
will not be denied.”

I had finished eating the banana, and Mother
has just peeled hers and had thrown the skin down
on the ground under the tree. Through habit I
automatically bent down, picked up the banana skin
and added it to my own in my hand. She looked
at me and burst out laughing, but it took me a while
before 1 saw what she was laughing at. Then I
joined her. Mother and son laughed joyously under
the cool shadow of the tree by the roadside.

Now, forty years after that hot Saturday after-
noon, under the shade of the big tree, I understand
what is meant in the book of St. Luke VIII, 11,12:
“The seed is the word of God. And those by the
wayside are they who have heard; then the devil
comes and takes away the word from their heart.”



11

“AND OTHER SEEDS FELL AMONG
THORNS .

“And that which {fell among the
thorns, these are they who have heard, and
as they go their way, are choked by the
cares and riches and pleasures of hfe.”

(Luke VIII, 14)

For a whole year I moved from one place to
another, from one aunt to another. I seemed to
have a great number of aunts and uncles in town
and could not quite remember with whom I had been
staying. But it was very kind of all of them to
keep me, even for a short time, for they were also
poor relatives and an extra mouth to feed was an
extra burden. Of course we had a few rich relatives,
too, but Mother was adamant 1n her motto: Charity
is given, not begged. None of it came our way, and
none was begged for.

There was no hardship in my life as a vagabond
boy; at least, I have no recollection of any. Life
was full of fun, whether I lived with one aunt or
another, whether I learned at this school or another
or even in no school at all. Somehow, I seemed to
get my education that year. I can count no less
than four schools, during those twelve months,
through which I briefly passed.

At last, another aunt took me in to stay with

20
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her permanently. I was to work in the house, and
my duties were clearly laid out for me on the first
day of my arrival. I was to clean and polish the
floors every morning and evening. I was to cook
the rice, to go to the market and run errands. But
the most important thing was that I would be sent
to a good school. In return, I was to pay back
whatever she had spent on me when I was big enough
to earn my living. I nodded my head in acceptance
of this arrangement, but Mother insisted on my re-
peating the promise, word for word, which I duti-
fully did.

Now Mother could come and see me any evening
that she got off from work, and sometimes she could
even spend the night with me. She did not have to
worry about school fees any more. She saved most
of her wages, and in a year she had enough money to
buy a secondhand Singer sewing machine. When
she was not employed, Mother was able to make
simple skirts and blouses. Then she went from door
to door to sell them. ;

Four years quickly slipped by, and one day
Mother and my aunt came in bursting with excite-
ment. The newspaper was full of news about a
great celebration which was soon to take place. The
occasion was the fifteenth anniversary of the King’s
corcnation. On this day, the King was going to
grant reprieve to many prisoners. Would the poli-
tical prisoners be released, too, or perhaps their
terms of imprisonment reduced? To me i1t did not
matter, for as far as I was concerned, I never had
a father. I had never known what it was like to
have a father. That night I went to bed without
giving the matter any more thought.

A few days later, excitement grew to a high
pitch. The newspapers said that the political pri-
soners were to be rreleased. The happiness, the

154 99



22 BUDDHISTS FIND CHRIST

laughs, the tears of joy were infectious, and I felt
the excitement growing within me, without quite
knowing the reason for it.

On the day the prisoners were to be released,
Mother went out at 9 o’clock in the morning to wait
at the prison gate. The prisoners were to be released
at 10 o’clock. Lunch had been prepared before she
went out. I stayed away from school that day and
remained at home, waiting for my father. Time
passed slowly; 10 o’clock came, then 11 o’clock.
Still they had not come. My aunt began to worry,
and my uncle was in a bad mood. By 12 o’clock
there was no sign of my parents. By half-past twelve
Mother came back alone, and questions were heaped
upon her. What had happened? Why was he not
released? When would he be released? Mother
looked very tired. She said that it was very crowded
at the prison gate, and everyone there also wanted
the answers to these questions. The only 1nforma-
tion from the guard at the gate was that the prisoners
were being released in groups from various sections
all through the morning, and that the political pris-
oners would also be released. But he did not know
who were to be released, nor when. That was all.

Mother took a bath, changed and we all started
our lunch. None of us enjoyed that lunch. Conver-
sation lagged. Mother was to go again at 2 p.m. to
the prison. After lunch I went into the front room
and took out a book to read. I had not read more
than a page when Father walked in. I looked up
and saw him standing there looking at me. His face
looked grim without a trace of a smile. One word
came out of my mouth. “Father!” I simply said.

He came over to me then, put his arm around
my shoulder and quietly said, “Son.” Together we
went into the back room where the rest were sitting.
The room was silent up to then; there was no con-
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versation, and everyone was looking miserable and
sad. We stopped and stood facing them. They
looked up, stared at us without speaking. Time
stood still. Then there was pandemonium.

Everybody was talking at once, and laughs
mingled with their tears. When the excitement died
down, Father explained that at 10 o’clock, he and
his friends were taken out of the prison to the
military headquarters and were officially informed of
the King’s proclamation of pardon. Then they were
taken back to be presented to the superintendent of
the prison, where the release orders were read. They
signed their acknowledgment. Then at about 1 p.m.
they were let out of the prison gate, and Father,
finding nobody there to meet him, asked his way and
came home as quickly as he could.

My aunt gave us a spare room, and for the first
time 1in my life, Father, Mother and I were alone
together. I slept soundly from sheer emotional ex-
haustion. It was a new experience to have a father.
The kindness and love shown to me were unlike any-
thing I had ever experienced We often took long
walks together in the evening, the three of us, and
life was again full of happiness.

About two months later Mother said that we
were to move into a new place, a home of our own.
Father was to start his own medical clinic. One of
my uncles in the country had lent him the money.
Soon we found ourselves in our own home, which
served as a clinic on the ground floor and living
quarters on the second floor.

I found myself very much involved in this new
kind of life. Father also opened a dispensary at-
tached to the clinic, and I was put in charge of it.
My duties were sweeping, cleaning, running errands,
acting as sales boy and pharmacist under the super-
vision of my father. Father had asked me if I would
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forego my studies for two years in order to help
him start this business, and had promised that after
the two years he would send me to any school I
wished. I was willing and happy to accept this
arrangement, for I was proud of having been asked
by my father and mother to help. Mother insisted
that 1 be paid for my work with a reasonable wage.
I was rich. In less than a year I had saved enough
money to buy a bicycle, so that I did not have to
walk any more. Soon after that I proudly possessed
a camera and a complete set of photographic devel-
oping and printing equipment. Life was good to
me.

Within two years Father had fully paid back the
loan. He bought a house and a motor car. We
could also boast of a speedboat. We were well-
to-do indeed. Thus one day I was told that the
time had come for me to start my schooling again.

I had by this time selected a Catholic missionary
school—the best school in town, according to my
information. Father and Mother had no objections
but asked my reason for the choice. My reason was
simple. I was convinced that this was where I
could receive the best education that money could
buy. Father remarked that he seemed to have heard
this expression before, but Mother said nothing.
Other thoughts seemed to be occupying her mind
then.

So I was back to school again at the age of
seventeen. School fees were no trouble this time,
and there was no more picking up of litter and
banana skins. By this time, too, Christianity had
completely faded from my mind. There were other
important things to preoccupy me; studies to catch
up with, the work at home, friends to meet and my
hobby, photography. Jesus Christ was furthest from
my mind. Although this school occasionally remind-
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ed me of the former Protestant school, yet it was not
the same. Here they said a lot of prayers, it seemed
to me. Every day at the beginning and at the end
of the class, prayers were said in English. After a
while I noticed that the name of Mary was often
mentioned in these prayers. It was mentioned in
class, too, when the Brothers related stories of reli-
gious nature, but this made little impression on me.

During the next three years a strange curiosity
about Mary began growing in me. Why did they
call her “Holy Mary” and “Virgin Mary”? 1 knew
that she was the Mother of Christ, but what had she
done to be called holy? At the age of twenty I knew
the meaning of the word virgin, but how could Mary
be called a virgin if she were a mother? I found no
answers to these questions.

One day, when all the students had gathered in
the auditorium of the school to hear the results of
the term’s examination, one of my classmates who
had been sitting next to me in class, was rewarded
for being the best in catechism. I knew that there
were catechism classes in the school and that many
boys attended these classes. The word catechism
confused me. 1 supposed it must have been some
sort of Bible class.

That afternoon, after lunch, I was in no mood
to join in any of the games which went on in the
playground. I found myself standing on the wooden
steps leading 1nto the classroom. 1 was leaning
against the wall gazing down at groups of boys play-
ing and enjoying their games of marbles and foot-
ball. Then I saw my friend who had been given the
reward only that morning for being the best in
catechism. His name was Somboon and he was
walking towards me. In his hand was a small paper
bag of peanuts, which he was munching. He came
over to the steps and stopped beside me. He handed
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the bag of peanuts to me saying: “Take some nuts.

They are not crispy anyway.” _
I took a few and, munching them, I added:
“Somboon, what was the reward you got this

morning?”’
“A book,” he answered, and continued eating

the nuts.
“What book?”’ I asked.

“A book about a saint,” he rephed and gazing
around said, “How about a game of marbles?”

“I don’t want to play today,” I answered.
“Why?” he asked. I answered that I was busy.

“Busy doing nothing? Come on. If you have
no marbles, I can lend you one. Here, come.”

“Really, I don’t want to play,” I said again.
“I am busy — busy thinking.”

“Oh, the professor is busy thinking,” Somboon
said, “and may I ask what he is thinking about?”

I did not seem to be doing very well in my
questioning, for all these questions were not the ones
that I wanted to ask at all. It was difficult to be
point blank, but I tried again.

“Somboon,” I said, “what do you learn in your
catechism class?”

“Is that really what you are thinking about?”
he asked. 1 nodded.

“Well, we learn the Gospel, you know, the
story of Jesus Christ and His teachings. We learn
about liturgy, sacraments and lots of other things.
Now will you play marbles with me?”

He was all for a game of marbles. He wanted
to try to win back what he had lost to me the other
day.

“What is liturgy?” I asked.
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“It’'s about Holy Mass and other ceremonies,”
he replied.

The thing was getting worse and worse. 1 got
nowhere near what I wanted to know. The more I
asked, the more I got confused, but I doggedly
persisted and asked again.

“What is Holy Mass?”

“The Holy Mass,” he began to answer, then
broke off, saying: “Lert, I have had enough catechism
in class already, and will you stop bothering me by
asking these sort of questions?” He began to walk
away.

I was desperate. If I let him go now, I would
never have enough courage to ask him or anyone
else again. So I caught hold of his arm to stop him
and said hurnedly:

“Somboon, why do you call Mary holy?”

“Mary is holy,” he replied, “because she was
the Mother of God.”
“But the other Christians do not call her holy,”
I said. '

“What other Christians? Do you mean the
Protestants?” he asked. I nodded my head.

“Well, ’'m not a Protestant,” he added. “I'm
a Catholic.”

“Oh, I see.” But I really did not see at all.

I hurried on again and asked, “What about
Virgin Mary?”

“Virgin Mary?” he said. “What about her?”

“Is she a virgin?” I asked.

“Of course, she is a virgin, and holy, too,” he
replied.

“But how could she be a virgin?” I argued.
“She had a husband and a son.”

“Of course, she is virgin,” he persisted. “It is
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in the Gospel, and I can show it to you. She was
never with Joseph, and the Gospel said so.”

“It cannot be,” I said. “If she was not with
Joseph, then she was not faithful to Joseph. She
must have been with other men.”

I did not realize the effect of my argument until
I saw his face. He had actually turned white and
both hands clenched into fists. The bag of peanuts
burst and the nuts spilled to the ground. I was not
afraid of him, because 1 knew that 1 could beat him

any time, even though he was slightly bigger than 1.
But he made no attempt to raise his hands against
me. Instead, I noticed tears starting to run down
his face. He shook his head as if to rid himself of
something. Abruptly he turned and walked away,
without even bothering to wipe the tears from his
face.

I was left alone again. 1 felt no sympathy or
sorrow for what I had done. He had no cause to
cry, and I thought him to be very uncooperative. 1
was disappointed with the whole thing.

The next morning, after the usual prayers, I
turned to him and said, “Somboon, why did you cry
yesterday?”’

He did not answer, so I tried again. “I don’t
know anything about Mary. That is why I asked,”
I said.

“You insulted the Mother of God,” he replied.

“No, I did not. I only asked you,” I said.
“You certainly did!” he insisted.

“I did not!” Before I could say any more there
was a summons from the Brother:

“Lert and Somboon, come here!”

The whole class was in complete silence. Both
of us got up and walked over to the Brother.
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“Both of you were talking in class. Who start-
ed 1t?” he asked.

Both of us replied in unison. “I did, Brother.”

We looked at one another in surprise and be-
fore we could explain any more, the Brother smiled
and said: “So, both of you started it. Very well,
both of you on your knees in front of the class.”

We knelt down on the floor, side by side in
front of the class and turned to one another with a
smile on our faces. The smile was more eloquent
than any words. It explained everything. We were
friends again.

Though the hunger and the thirst for truth still
remained, the whole episode was pushed to the back
of my mind. I had many other important things to
do—my studies, my work at the dispensary, meeting
my friends, and photography. We had a house, owned
a piece of land, had a motor car, a speedboat, and I
had a bicycle and a camera. I was preoccupied with
these things.

But the seed was planted, and unknowingly I-
had taken my first step towards Christianity.

Thus it is written in the Gospel of St. Luke
VIII, 14: “And that which fell among the thorns,
these are they who have heard, and as they go their
way are choked by the cares and riches and pleasures
of life. . . .”



I11.

“AND OTHER SEED FELL UPON
THE ROCK . . .?”

“Now those upon the rock are they
who, when they have heard, received the
word with joy; and these have no root, but
believe for a while, and 1n time of tempta-

tion fall away.”
(Luke VIII, 13).

Before I could recach the university, I needed
two years more in the secondary school and I was
already twenty-one years old. The realization that
age was running ahead of me only stirred me to
greater ambition. Thus one evening, I carefully
dropped a “bomb” by saying: “Father, I am going
to be a doctor.”

I waited to see the effect of my bold announce-
ment.

“You mean that you want to be a doctor,
Lert,” he said.

“No, Father,” I replied. “I am going to be a
doctor. ‘Wanting to be’ is only a wish, and ‘going
to be’ is a determination and conviction.”

“I doubt if you will succeed,” he said, “because
so far you have shown neither the ability nor the
stamina required for such a difficult course of study.

In any case, you still have two more years of study
to think it over.”

30
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“I have told you my decision, Father,” I went
on, “and it is time that I must tell you, because I
would like to go to the Hong Kong University for
medical studies. In order to enter the Hong Kong
University, I should go to pre-university school in
Hong Kong for at least two years, before I can take
the matriculation examination. Will you permit
me?”’

I looked at my mother, hoping for strong support
from her. She would not meet my eyes but kept
her eyes on Father and said: I don’t want him to
go to Hong Kong. It’s too far away from home.”

This was really a bad start, but I had deter-
mined to argue my way through, so I went on:

“Mother, I know that you have always trusted
me, SO your objection must be due to a fear of
danger. I am not afraid. I can take care of myself
now.”

“Lert, we have always been together through
years of hardship and poverty. Now when we are
so happy together . . .” She did not finish the-
sentence. The lump in her throat was hard to
swallow. :

“Yes, Mother,” I agreed. “But you have
Father now, and I want the best educatlon that
money can buy

It was cruel and I knew i1t, yet I must not give
in under any circumstances.

“Lert, Mother knows, and Mother 1s glad to
have said that, so many years ago. But Hong Kong
is so far away, so very far away.”

“Lert, it requires money to buy an education,
and we don’t have that kind of money,” Father

interrupted.
I smiled to myself inwardly. Everything was

going according to my plan. Sentimentality was
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pushed aside, and hard cash was brought into the
picture. I pounced on the advantage that was
unwittingly oftered.

“It costs no more than 120 pounds sterling per
year, Father. Only ten pounds sterling a month.”

“That 1s nonsense,” Father said unbehevmgly
“Have you investigated?”

“I don’t doubt him at all,” Mother said. “He
always plans things a long time ahead, so that he has
all the details at his finger tips. He planned this
discussion, t0o0.”

Father ignored the comment, for he still had
one more card up his sleeve, and he used it.

“No doubt we can afford ten pounds a month,
but we cannot afford 120 pounds, plus the fare to
Hong Kong,” he objected.

I knew that this was his last card and a very
weak one. As Mother had said, I had planned this
discussion and had expected such an argument, so I
had my answer ready. I wanted the permission
pronounced there and then, so I said: “I have saved
up some money for the passage. It 1isn’t quite
enough yet, but I still have a few months to go. 1
don’t need 120 sterling to carry with me. Only half
of that will do.”

Mother saw that Father had lost his fight by
falling into my well-planned trap. But she would
not give in.

“Lert, you cannot go,” she said. When she
spoke these words, I knew that I was going to have
a very difficult time. It would be the final parry
and it was going to be something I had not counted
on. She then dropped her “bomb.”

“Lert, as a Buddhist, your duty as an only son
1s to join the priesthood. You are now of age. Your

duty to your Mother and Father must come before



BETTER THAN MONEY COULD BUY 33

your education.” This was a bigger “bomb” than
the one that I had dropped.

She was rightt As an only son and a
Buddhist, my foremost duty was towards my parents.
A Thai is a Buddhist from birth. He learns about
Buddhism from his mother’s knee, even before he i1s
able to speak. He is taught to perform the wai, a
gesture of respect used by the Thai, by putting both
hands with palms together and lifting them up
towards the face, while at the same time bowing the
head. (It is used primarily as an act of reverence
upon meeting a monk.) He lives and grows in the
atmosphere of Buddhist culture from birth to dcath.
Throughout his entire life, his activities revolve
around the Buddhist temple — from the naming of
the child, the treating of aches and pains, or building
a house to cremating of the dead. His behavior in
front of a monk 1s always one of great reverence.
He 1s most careful in his words and deeds, in fear
of temptmg the monk towards worldly desire. For
such a sin he would be despised and abhorred by
all.

Such 1s the Buddhist life into which I was born.
I grew up m 1ts fold and was molded into its cast
without any formal instruction, but rather by simply
living it. One becomes a Buddhist by living the
Buddhist life, not by any overt act of admission.
There is no formal admission into Buddhism, nor is
one required to make a declaration of his intention,
even if he was not a Buddhist betore but desires to
become one. It is indeed the easiest thing on carth
to become a Buddhist. One is born 1mto it or simply
becomes one by living 1t. It 1s easier still to live as
a Buddhist, for nobody will ask you to denounce
anything. There i1s no such being in Buddhism as
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God, and to believe in such would be regarded as
unnecessary if not unwarranted.

Thus as a Buddhist, I had only five simple rules
to follow, rules taught by the Lord Buddha. These
were briefly: '

Destruction of life i1s sinful,

Stealing is sinful,

Adultery is sinful,

Telling lies is sinful,

Taking intoxicating drinks 1s sinful.

These are not commandments, but rather guiding
rules for a lay Buddhist. Lord Buddha declared
more than 2,500 years ago to his disciples that he
was not a god. Therefore he could neither command
nor save anybody. He preached: “One can only

save oneself.” If his words did not lead one to see
the light of truth, then he could do no more to help.

I was not, therefore, bound legally by any
commandments. If by my words or by my deeds a
life were destroyed, be it that of a plant, animal or
man, I would be held responsible for it. The out-
come of my present life and the state of my spirit
after death depended entirely upon such actions on
my part. No sin was forgivable, for sin was some-
thing which one committed against one’s own self,
not against anybody else. The deed done demanded
retribution to be made either in this life or in a life
after death, or in both. When and in what form
this retribution would take place, nobody knows.
The performance of a good deed did nothing towards
minimizing the consequence of sin, but it did have
some sort of nebulous merit applicable to me or my
parents either in this life or in the life after death.

Although there was no monk to see that I live
according to the Lord Buddha’s teaching, there was
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one great ruler and punisher in the person of my

mother, who made sure that I broke none of the five
rules. A violation of these rules would bring the

maternal wrath upon my head. Indeed, this was a
most effective persuasion against sin, as far as a
Buddhist of my standing was concerned. I realized
with painful experience that the repetition of such
wrongdoing would result in nothing but woe for
myself.

No doubt, having grown up beyond the length
of the stick in my mother’s hand, I was free, but
the teaching, training and the stick had done their
job well. The formation during my childhood in the
sphere of Buddhism had been successfully completed.
The rest was up to me. Thus it was left to me to
fulhll my duty towards my parents by joining the
Buddhist priesthood for three months.

I had learned a certain amount of Buddhism in
various Buddhist schools, and Mother and I had
talked often about the teachings of the Lord Buddha,
so that she knew what I thought about becoming a
Buddhist monk. She respected my opinion, and the
question of my entering the priesthood for the tradi-
tional three months had never been mentioned before.
Both of us had agreed that if Lord Buddha himself
could not offer anybody spiritual grace, it was obvious
that a person entering priesthood could not possibly
obtain such grace for anyone but himself, if this
sort of grace existed.

I regretted my having used my cherished
expression “to have the best education money can
buy,” as a lever to force my father into consenting
to my trip. If I spared no punches, Mother was not
going to spare any either. It was fair enough. 1
hated to leave her but I must go. I must not lose
my head now. Somehow, I sensed that Father
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realized the fight was still on, but that my hesitation
showed that I was losing ground. He was out of
the arena now and took no part. My daring had
served its purpose. I wondered if 1 should try
again by challenging my mother directly on a point
of belief. Did she really believe that my becoming
a monk would result in spiritual grace for her?
However, it was clear that she had adopted my
method of argument and that very likely such a point
of attack would lead me into another trap. 1 thought
hard and decided to abandon this tack. There was
only one course lett, and I turned to it.

“Do I have your permission then to go to Hong
Kong if 1 enter the Buddhist priesthood?”” I asked.

At all costs, I must get this permission and leave
the rest for the future. She was disappointed, for it
was not the answer that she had expected. I had
eluded her. I had gained the lead again, and she
could do nothing else but follow. She said: “Yes,
I will let you go after you have fulfilled the
traditional three months of priesthood.”

Seeing that Mother had lost the fight, Father
chuckled and said: “Lert, I don’t need any of the
spiritual graces from your becoming a Buddhist
priest. You can give 1t all to Mother.”

The thought struck me that if Father could stay
fourteen years in jail, I could spend three months
in the monastery, and be able to cherish the hope
that 1 would then be able to go to Hong Kong.

“In any case,” Mother said, pursuing the
subject, “you cannot enter priesthood this vyear,
because there are only eight days left before the
beginning of the Buddhist Lent.” '

It was understood, of course, that one should
enter the priesthood at the proper time, and this was
the beginning of the Buddhist Lent. It lasted three
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months. 1 was not at all happy about this. The
delay of three months and one year was unthinkable.

“It 1s not too late, Mother,” I said.

“Lert, 1t’s impossible,” Mother answered. It
takes at least six months for anyone to prepare to
enter into the priesthood. You know that very
well.”

“Mother,” I said, “I know all about 1it. There
are about 20 to 30 pages of prayers, questions and
answers that I must know by heart for the ceremony.
Besides, there will be two monks as sponsors by my
side in case I go wrong somewhere. I could easily
learn the 30 pages in three days and you can check
on me.”

“No abbot would consent to admit you in such
a short time,” she persisted.

“Then,” I said, “let us go and see him tomorrow.
No —let us go and see him today . . . now!”

Mother looked at Father. He smiled again and
told Mother: “Count me out of this. The spiritual
benefit 1s all yours.” __

All my relatives were told of the glad news,
and Father and Mother were showered with con-
gratulations. For me there was nothing but
sympathy and understanding from my friends.
Doubts were also expressed about my ability to last
the required three months’ period. Bets were even
made among friends that I would not last more than
three weeks, for a monk is only allowed two meals
a day. The morning meal is taken at about 8 o’clock
in the morning and the last meal shortly before noon.
From noon until sunrise the next day I would not be
permitted to partake of any food, except water or
plain tea. The daily fast from noon onwards till
sunrise the next day necessitated the consumption of
a heavy meal in the morning, so that by 11:30 a.m.
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it was impossible to eat much more. This, 1n turn,
gave rise to an overwhelming hunger in the evening.
I had a few doubts myself as to whether I would
be able to endure the fast for three months.

I was greatly surprised when I was told by the
abbot that I was required to know more than just
the 20 or 30 pages necessary for the ordination
ceremony. To be a monk, I must also know the
rules and regulations laid down by the Lord Buddha
for. monks. There were more than 200 of these
rules and they had to be observed to the letter. An
infringement of any one of these rules must be con-
fessed to another monk, and a more serious one
could result in expulsion from the priesthood. The
abbot was good enough to accept me into the
monkhood on condition, however, that I would con-
scientiously study these rules during the three-month
period, together with the Lord Buddha’s teachings
and their interpretations.

Early in the morning of the day of the ordina-
tion, my head and eyebrows were shaved. I changed

from ordinary clothes into a white robe and cloak.
For hours I had to sit and listen to the story of my

conception; my life in Mother’s womb was described
in detail. The burden of suffering my mother had
to go through at my birth was thoroughly dwelt on.

The worries and cares of bringing me up were
stressed. How grateful I should be to her for all
this, and even for the milk with which she nourished
me. In conclusion, it was pointed out that my
becoming a monk was the most important duty
towards my parents. The spiritual grace derived
from this good deed would, I was assured, lead them
to heaven. [ sincerely hoped so, too.

At 11:30 a.m. I had my lunch. 1 ate as much
as I could, for I would not get another meal till 8
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the next morning. The two monks who had
sponsored me then led me in procession three times
around the assembly hall, followed closely by my
father carrying the bowl which I would need to
collect my food every morning. My mother was
carrying the saffron robe, and my friends carried the
other necessary items which would be offered to me
for use during my priesthood. Everybody was
happy, but the sun was strong and hot, and I was
tired and beginning to get hungry again, though it
was not quite two hours since my lunch.

Inside the assembly hall, along one side, sat a
row of nine monks. In front of me stood tier upon
tier of gold and bronze Buddha images, before which
sat the abbot who was the minister for the ceremony.
We all sat down facing the abbot, myself in front
with the other people behind.

Presenting myself before the abbot, I began by
giving him the usual salutation. Then chanting in
a loud voice, I begged to be admitted into the order
of the priesthood. Questions were asked: Was I
in normal health? Was 1 physically fit? Was 1 will-
ing to denounce the world and its affairs? Did I
owe anyone anything? Had anybody any moral
claim on my person? If anyone had, let that person
declare his claim! These questions were asked three
times to make absolutely sure that I was a free man
and that nobody in the world had any claim on me
whatsoever. Nobody raised a claim, and the
cercmony moved on.

My white garment was then taken off, and 1
was cloaked in the saffron robe. The food bowl was
hung on my back and I went again to the abbot.
The monks who sponsored me declared that I was
eligible for the priesthood in accordance with the
rules set up by the Lord Buddha. The ritualistic



40 BUDDHISTS FIND CHRIST

prayers were recited, more advice given, and I was a
monk.

I had announced the news of my becoming a
monk to the boys at school the day before my
ordination. It was a great joké and a sensation.
The Brother hearing the news thought it was a great
joke, too. He laughed heartily and reminded me
that I must not forget about my homework for the
next day. 1 told him that I would send my home-
work through a classmate, but that I would be absent
from school for a day, on account of the ordination
ceremony.

The next day after my ordination, I went to
school as usual and sat in my ordinary place, but now
dressed as a Buddhist monk. This was even a bigger
sensation. It was unheard of that a Buddhist priest
should sit learning in a Catholic school. It was
practically an affront to the Brothers, and poor
Brother professor was most unhappy. He consulted
with his Superior and asked me to see him. During
recess, I went to see him and was told that I should
not have come to school under such conditions. He
wanted to know why I did not stay where I belonged,
in the monastery.

I hold him that I saw no reason why a monk
should not go to school and that I did not think
that I had broken any rules or regulations of the
school by coming in saffron robes. He pleaded with
me and pointed out that I was the cause of disturb-
ance 1n the class just by sitting there with my shaven
head, shaven eyebrows, saffron robes and sandals.
It was too much for the students. 1 saw his point

and agreed to resign from the school. In turn, I

was given an excellent recommendation from Brother
Director. '

My life as a Buddhist monk was one long
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continuous monotony. I was cut off from the
outside world which I had willingly and voluntarily
renounced. I had no claim whatsoever on the world,
and the world had no claim on me. When I shed
the last piece of lay garment just before being cloaked
In the saffron robes, I had shed my last possession on
earth. Even the saffron robes were simple yellow-
colored pieces of material which had been kindly
offered by people for the purpose of covering my
body. I had no claim on them for they did not
belong to me.

No monk can presume ownership over anything
worldly, for he is no longer of this world. For
instance, 1if a layman accidentally touches the robe
of the monk iIn passing on a street, immediately
upon reaching his cell in the monastery, the monk
must shed that robe. He has no right to wear it any
more. It 1s agreed that the touch on the robes by a
layman 1s sufficient to dispute the monk’s right to use
them. The same principle applies to what a monk
himself may or may not touch. Since the monk has
no claim on the world, he may touch nothing which
belongs to somebody else, unless it 1s clearly offered
to him. And this must be done on the part of the
layman by holding out both hands in an explicit
gesture of offering, or, in the case of a large object or
immovable thing, by stating in no uncertain terms
that this is an offering pure and simple..

Life was peaceful, but meaningless and useless.
If Lord Buddha was right in saying that ‘“one can
only save oneself,” then I could not possibly help
anybody else spiritually anyway. But I had com-
mitted myself and I intended to carry out the com-
mitment in the best way I could. If it was not going
to benefit anybody else except myself, then I was
going to make sure of obtaining that benefit to the
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full. I, therefore, made up my mind that during the
three months’ period I would concentrate on learning

as much as possible about Buddhism. The National
Library was full of Lord Buddha’s teachings and
interpretations, and I conscientiously made full use
of it.

I dutifully got up every morning at 5:30 a.m.,
dressed myself with meticulous care according to the
rules, and went out to receive the food offered by
the people of the district. The people would be
waiting outside their front gates with cooked rice,
fish, meat, sweets and fruits ready to put some of
this into the bowl which I carried. I said a thanks-
giving prayer in silence for each one of them.

It must be understood, however, that a Buddhist
monk does not beg. But since he is completely
detached from this world, he has not even a kitchen’
for cooking. He lives by what people offer to him.
Such an offering is an act of virtue which brings
spiritual merit to the one offering. It i1s the monk’s
obligation not to deprive the people of such merit,
and therefore, unless the monk is bed-ridden with
sickness, he must go out to receive these offerings
each morning.

I would walk past the houses and if I were
shown a sign of invitation, I would stop and receive
the offering. This was obligatory on my part. Even
1if my bowl happened to be full, I could not refuse.
It would be a sin for me to deprive a person of
this merit. The rice, fish, meat, sweets and fruit in
the bowl would be pressed down by the good people
so that more could be added.

I had to be back at the monastery before 8 a.m.
The food and the rice were sorted out by the service
boy, and I could sit down to my well-earned meal.
For a Buddhist monk, food is taken solely for the
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preservation of life. To derive wilful pleasure from
it would be a sin. Furthermore, it would be a sin
to deprive the people who offered the food of their
merit by not eating it. I must therefore eat one
mouthful of each kind of food in turn. To pick and
choose any particular kind was a sin. When the
meal was finished, more thanksgiving prayers were
offered for my kind donors.

After breakfast I settled down to a serious study
of the monk’s rules and the Lord Buddha’s teachings.
At 11 a.m. the drum in the tower would announce
that the second and last meal for the day could be
taken. The remainder of the food from the morning
would be brought over. I had to finish my meal
before noon. After that, no food in any form could
pass my lips.

Before going to bed the last thing to do was
to make my daily confession. I might have acci-
dentally stepped on some unseen insect, hurt it or
even killed it. Perhaps, I had wanted to look with
admiration at the woman who was giving the offering
this morning or I had enjoyed bathing in the cool
pond next to the monastery. These were sins. 1
had to confess all of them. To me this confession
was an empty ritual, for I could not bring myself
to feel sorry for some of these so-called sins. When
the mosquitoes were fierce, I swatted them, consoling
myself by the thought that they had now paid with
their lives for their sins of a previous life and hoped
that they might now reach heaven.

One day, I declared that it was time I completed
my act of merit-making by giving my parents the
ordination sermon. 1 consulted my sponsor monks,
but they refused to have anything to do with it. I
then consulted the abbot and he laughed. “My dear

Reverend,” he said, “I know that you have talent,
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but to appcar in public and to give a scrmon IS not
possible now. Perhaps in another two or three
years.”

Obedicnce was one of the rules. The next week
[ went again to see him. I had asked for 45 minutes
of privacy with him. During that time I recited to
him the whole ritual required, including the sermon
to be given. After my exhibition he said: ‘“Dear
Reverend, you have not disappointed me. I am not
ignorant of your diligence, but objections have been
raised against such an early undertaking. However,
I am satisfied. You have my permission.”

I send word to my parents that they should
now request my sermon, for I could not preach
without being requested.

To be doubly sure of not making any mistakes
or of forgetting any part, I inscribed most of the-
necessary parts that I would have to recite on the
palm-leaf fan, which I would have to hold in front
of my face while I was chanting. Thus with full
confidence I preached to my parents.

Calmly I sat on the dais prepared for me and
started, as required by the rule, by asking if the
congregation were willing and ready to hear words
of the Lord Buddha. When the congregation gave
their approval, I asked them if they wanted to
accept and carry out the five rules for laymen directed
by the Lord Buddha. Those who were willing to
accept, repeated these rules after me. Those who
did not want to accept any given rule could simply
ignore whatever rule they did not care to keep.

The sermon was no trouble, for I had learned
it all by heart, and the chanting was perfect. But
somehow the atmosphere was not right. 1 felt that
Mother was there purely because it was unavoidable.

There was no monetary offering, as I had hopcfully
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expected. She was not interested. She simply said,
“Your Reverence, you are very talented and I have
much admiration for you. My offerings to you are
flowers, candles and incense. This is all you need
as a monk to offer to Lord Buddha, that I might
derive merit from the sermon.”

That night I added another item to my
contession. I had been sinful in desiring wealth and
In being discontented over not receiving it.

These few weeks in the life of the Buddhist
priesthood convinced me that I would never attain
Nirvana.! No matter what I did, it was sinful. It
would have been better for me to remain as a
layman, for then I would not have committed so
many sins. The longer I stayed in the priesthood,
the more sins I was piling up, and none of them were
forgivable. Even as a layman, with only five rules
to hold, I realized that I could not keep account of
the number of lives that I destroyed every day.
Each day I added an untold amount of punishment
for myself and for my spirit after death.

There was no salvation for me, and with this
loss of hope, I lost faith in Buddhism. I could never
get anywhere near the eternal peace of Nirvana, no
matter how I tried. Life was no better than a candle
to be consumed by the flame. When the wax was
totally consumed, there was no more candle, no more
life. It was the end. =

The seed, the word of God, which I had heard
with joy years ago, fell upon the rock, for it had no
root and in time of temptation, died. The ambition
to become a doctor had lured me into the Buddhist
monkhood. Now I must pursue this ambition once
again and set my thoughts on the promised trip to
Hong Kong.



1V.

“AND OTHER SEED FELL UPON
GOOD GROUND.”

“But that which fell upon good
ground, these are they who, with a right
and good heart, having heard the word,
hold it fast.”

(Luke VIII, 15).

The time passed quickly and the three months’
period was over. In two weeks I was in Hong Kong.

A friend who had been one of my schoolmates met
me at the ship and took me over to the new school to

meet the Director. I had no trouble in being
admitted.

T'he fact that I again found myself in a Catholic
school did not matter to me. Religion of any kind
meant nothing to me at all. If my father was an
atheist, I was, by comparison, a total skeptic. My
concentrated study of Buddhism, though greatly
adding to my knowledge of the subject, only helped
to drive me further away. If it is true, according
to Lord Buddha’s doctrine, that desire is the root of
all obstacles which prevent one from attaining
Nirvana, then I had no hope whatsoever of obtaining
Nirvana. Eternal peace is certainly the ultimate aim
of anyone. And if Nirvana is a state of eternal
peace, then 1 certainly wanted it. But even this

46
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desire, the desire to attain it, to aim for it, to live
for it and to act for it, automatically prevents one
from attaining it. I would have lost the battle before
I had even begun.

The Irish Jesuits who owned and ran the
school were a new experience to me. They were
kind and understanding, but, it seemed to me,
unreasonably strict. Yet I had to admit that this
strictness was tempered with fairness and friend-
liness, and I could not help but love them. No
direct approach to convert me was ever made. I was
distrustful all the same and on my guard. Even
things like invitations to exchange stamps, {for
instance, struck me as suspicilous, and I purposely
ignored them. I wanted a doctor’s degree, not
another form of religion.

I studied hard, but my English was poor and
the London matriculation examination papers were
not easy. I often studied late into the night, although
according to the school regulations lights were to be
out by 10 p.m.

One night I was kept very late, trying to solve
an algebra problem, and I was sleepy. The only
way to get it over and finished with, was to go and
see Father Dan, my class master. It was around 11
p.m. and everything was dark, but as I approached
Father Dan’s room, I saw that the light in his room
was still on, so I knocked and went in. Piles of
exercise books were beside him and he was busy
correcting our homework. He looked up and said:
“What? Not in bed yet?”

“No, Father,” 1 replied. “I have spent over
an hour on this and still cannot get it right.”

He looked annoyed but asked me to show him
my work. I showed it to him. He looked at it for
a moment and then handed it back to me, saying:
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“You applied the wrong formula. This i1s the one
you should have used.” Then he gave me the
correct formula.

I was grateful to him and, picking up my book,
was about to leave when he said: “Sit down, Lert.

I am glad you came. All this homework — your
homework — makes me feel tired.”

I sat down, embarrassed, for I had no comment
to make. After a moment, I said: *“I am tired,

too, and the matriculation examination 1S SO near.
My mathematics are all right, but my English 1s poor.
I will never make 1t.”

“Well, you never know,” said Father Dan.
“What is your aim for a career?”

“I want to be a doctor, Father.” 1 replied.

“The healer of the body, a doctor,” he com-
mented. ‘“Now that’s interesting. And why do you
want to be a doctor?”

“My father is a doctor.”

“Now, Lert, I asked you why do you want to

be a doctor,” he said. “I did not ask you why other
people become doctors.”

“Well,” I said, “I want to help the suffering.”
“And why do you want to help the suffering?”

he asked.

This was too much for me. I was tired and

sleepy and wanted to go to bed, but I could see that
Father was wide-awake and had completely forgotten

about the homework. Before I realized it, I shot

back at him, saying, “And why did you come all

the way from Ireland to teach me mathematics and
science?”’

“Well now, Lert,” he said, “for the life of me,
I wouldn’t have come here to teach you mathematics
and science at all. It’s my Superior, God help him,



BETTER THAN MONEY COULD BUY 49

who made me do it. I came here, and I’'m telling
you the truth, to bring souls back to God. So, God
help me, for two years I've done nothing of the
kind.”

That outpouring not only confounded me, but
his sincerity and feeling enkindled something in my
heart and soul. Covering up my confusion, I asked
him a question which must have been in my sub-
conscious mind for some time. 1 said, out of the
blue:

“Father, you are a scientist, are you not? A
doctor of science?”

“That I am,” he said. “And I can tell you,
it took quite some time to get that degree.”

“Now, Father,” 1 continued, “how can you, a
scientist, believe in such a thing as the Bible, which
was written by dreamers, and especially the New
Testament, written by uneducated fishermen?”

“Now you are talking, Lert,” he said. “Sure,
I believe in the Bible — every word of it — God
knows. Sure, those people who wrote it were
ignorant of trigonometry and organic and inorganic
chemistry, but they were not ignorant of Jesus Christ.
Besides, they had the Holy Ghost with them, other-

wise they would have been no better than you or I,
if not worse.”

“Well, Father,” I said, *“I still don’t know how
you can believe them. 1 can’t.”

“I know how you feel, Lert,” he said. “You
can’t say that I am more stupid than you are, and
no stupid fool can be given a degree of doctor of
science. But there is a simpler way to explain it.
Now the Bible was written, as you say, by dreamers,
uneducated dreamers, and yet hundreds of millions
of people like me, and not stupid people, you must
admit, believe in it now, and have believed, for
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thousands of years. Now you — and you are not
stupid but intelligent and educated — why don’t you
write something like that, and see who will believe
it? I for one will not believe it, and 1f I do, God
help me, I will be the one who is stupid, and not
you.”

I knew that he had me in a corner and I could
extricate myself only by beating a hasty retreat. I
rose abruptly, saying, “Good-night, Father,” and
left.

My defeat, my rashness in trying to pit my logic
against a Jesuit, more than convinced me that I was
no match for Father Dan. I consoled myself with
the thought that at any rate a defeat in logic means
neither that one is convinced of a truth nor making a
voluntary admission of belief.

“All right,” 1 said to myself. “You win the-
first round, Father Dan, but there will be a second
round to come.”

The second round came unexpectedly and
caught me just as unprepared as the first round.
Again it was mathematics — a geometry problem,
which had kept me up to midnight, and was still
unsolved. As a last resort, I went to Father Dan’s
room again and found the light still burning. He

did not look up, when I entered, until he had finished
correcting the last few exercise books. I stood and
waited, and when he finished, he stood up and said:
“Go to bed. It is late, and you’ve broken the school
regulations again. All lights out at ten o’clock!”

“Father, I cannot do this one, and the examina-
tions are only a few days away,” 1 pleaded.

“It will be explained in class tomorrow,” he
said. “Ah, well, sit down anyhow.”

I sat down and opened my book to show him
the problem, but he took one look and pushed the
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book back to me, saying: “Lert, your mathematics
are all right. Don’t worry over them. The matric
paper never gets anywhere near what you are doing
now, anyhow.”

“I know, Father,” I said. ‘I have been working
on a few of the exam papers, but I should be able
to solve this problem. I spent almost two hours at
it and I still can’t do it.”

“I wunderstand,” he said. “But have you

always succeeded in solving all the problems in your
life?”

“No, Father,” I admitted, “not all of them.”

“Well, Lert,” he said, “I couldn’t, either. For
instance, I became a priest to serve God. I volun-
teered to be a missionary to come to China, because
I thought that millions and millions of souls were
waiting for me to bring them back to God. I was
overjoyed when I was sent here, but for three years
— what have I done? 1 did not convert a single
soul. Instead, I have corrected thousands and
thousands of exercise books. God help me, but 1T
sure don’t know why.”

I thought of a few reasons, but none of them
seemed to be convincing and I had to reject them
all. Observing my silence, he opened a drawer 1n
his desk and took out a piece of toffee, looked at it
reflectively and gave it to me saying: “Have a
toffee. It’s past midnight, and I can’t eat it any-
way.” .

I unwrapped the toffee, put it in my mouth and
mumbled my thanks to him. He looked at me and
asked: “What are the problems you could not
solve?”

Something in my mind seemed to snap and,
without thinking, the words popped out of my

mouth — only two words: “Virgin Mary!”
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I stared at him and was greatly surprised at
myself. I saw his hand move towards the drawer
again, open it and take out another toffee. He
looked at it longingly, but dropped it into the drawer
and slowly pushed the drawer back to place.

“And what did the Virgin Mary do to you?” he
asked.

“She didn’t do anything to me, Father, but why
do you call her virgin? 1 can’t understand.”

“So that’s what’s troubling you then,” he
remarked. “Well now, Lert, this i1s not as difficult

as that geometry problem. We can solve 1t 1n a
much shorter time than those silly old straight lines,

angles and triangles and circles, that 1s, if you are
willing to hear, try to understand and not simply

argue for the sake of arguing.”

“Father, i1t’s much too late to argue, and the
other night about thc Bible, I was not arguing. I
asked because I wanted to know.”

It was out now. I did not plan it and never
even thought of it. The Virgin Mary had been
forgotten a long time ago, but the question was back
again now.

“You are right, Lert, it’s much too late even
for the problem of why Mary is a virgin. But since
you are willing to solve it now, and I am willing to
help you, let’s go on our knees and say a short
prayer before we begin.”

He got up from his chair and automatically I
got up, too, and said. |

“Father, I do not say any prayers.”

“What in the world is wrong with you?” he
practically shouted at me. “A prayer won’t Kkill
you, and how can we learn the word of God without
the help of the Holy Ghost anyhow?” Then he was
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down on his knees, made the sign of the cross and
started: “Come, Holy Ghost...”

I was down on my knees, too. I had no
prayer to say, and even if I had, I did not know to
whom I would say it. I could only think, “I don’t
know who the Holy Ghost is, but if there is one and
He can help me to understand about the Virgin
Mary, well, I don’t know, but —”

By this time Father Dan had finished his prayer
and was up again. [ also got up and then both of
us sat down.

“Well, Lert,” he began, “you know about the
conception of human beings, don’t you?”

“Yes, Father,” I said. “I know about that.
The male principle fusing with the female.”

“Right you are,” he said. “I expected you
knew about it already, your father being a doctor
and all that.” Then he continued:

“So the male element must fuse with the female,
and that is the conception of a human being. Next
question 1s, where does the first male element come
from, in order to fuse with the first female? You
can’t answer that, of course, and if you can, you
are better than I, because I can’t answer 1t, either.”

“But, Father,” I said, ‘“this Adam business has
nothing to do do with the virginity of Mary.”

“Ah, now,” he said, “but i1t has. We have to
begin somewhere, don’t we? This 1s as good a
beginning of our problem as anything else. Surely
you don’t think that your ancestors were monkeys
as Julian Huxley said, do you? And even if Julian
Huxley’s great-great-grandfather was a monkey, as
he thought, then where did the first monkey come
from anyway? To go back still further, if the first

monkey came from a single-cell jellyfish, which is
the same as saying that man comes from a jellyfish,
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then tell me...where does the first jellyfish come
from? And I'll deny till doomsday that it came
from the sand or the seaweed at the bottom of the
sea, Huxley or no Huxley.”

Since I had no comment to make to that, he
went on: “So now we are back to poor Adam
again, whether we like it or not. Anyhow, if you
don’t like the word ‘Adam,’ let’s call the first man
‘A,” which will suit our purpose just as well.”

He stopped, but still I had no comment to make,
and he continued:

“And since ‘A’ must have come from someone
or something, let us then call that someone or some-
thing ‘G’.”

He added whimsically: “You know, like in
that silly geometry — draw a line from point A to
point G.” He stopped, and stil I made no
comment.

“Mercy, lad,” he said, “but you sure are not
talking tonight.”

“Father,” 1 said, “Father Pat teaches composi-
tion and précis. You know I can précis what you
have been saying in three words: God created man.
Now, what about the Virgin Mary?”

“Father Pat! Sure I know he i1s teaching you
English!” he said. “But can’t you see, surely any
fool can see, that God created man?”

“It is a pity that I am not one of them,” I said.
“But let us not jump to conclusions. I have no

objection against your theory that ‘A’ must come
from ‘G’.”

“Now you are talking,” he said, and then went
on: “And if ‘G’ is the very first and the very last
of all, or in other words, ‘G’ does not come from
anything else, and ‘G’ caused the conception of ‘A’,
then what do you think of ‘G’?”
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I had nothing to argue on that point and kept
quiet.

“No objection, and no admission,” he went on.
“Good enough. Now, Lert, tell me if ‘G’ can pro-
duce ‘A’ — we don’t know how and what from,
though certainly not from fusion of a man and
woman, I ask you, what’s to stop ‘G’ from producing
Jesus Christ, in the same way, even though we don’t
know exactly how? Now you tell me, what’s to
stop Him?”

A few days later, I sat for the examination and
as I had feared, I failed in English. Another year
of hard work lay ahead of me, with more mathema-
tics and more compositions to do. By the time the
next examination was to take place, I was ready. 1
did not have to work late on mathematical problems
any more. So one night, having nothing better to
do, I dropped in to see Father Dan for a chat. He
was busy as usual at his desk, correcting exercise

books. __
“Father,” I said, ‘“can I help you with those

books?”
“Indeed you can’t,” he said, “and what would

Father Rector be saying to me if I let you? God
help me — but come, lad, and sit yourself down —
here’s a toftee.”

He opened his drawer, took out a tofiee and
threw it over to me.

“Sorry, Father, to interrupt you,” I said, and
was about to walk out when he called: “No, no,
sit down, can’t you? And don’t you bring me any
more problems, because I still have more than 50

exercise books to correct.”
“No, Father,” I said. “I have no more

problems. . .I’m only curious about the Holy Trinity.”
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Again the same thing had happened as before.
Questions simply popped out of my mouth before I
could even think of what I was saying.

Father Dan pushed away his books and turned
to me. *

“At me again with your problems, are you?” he
said, and added: “Can’t you let the Holy Trinity

alone and let me be with my exercise books?”
I had to laugh, but a Jesuit is a Jesuit. He

could no more leave theology alone than could I
stop the questions from coming out of my mouth.
He laughed, too, and we went at the problem in
earnest.

We jumped from the Trinity to confession to
the infallibility of the Pope, then on to the Eucharist
and finally baptism. By the time we had started on
baptism, it was 2 o’clock in the morning.

“On this matter of baptism, Father,” I said, “do
you think that my father and mother will go to hell
if they are not baptized?”

“God bless their souls,” he said, “but how could
they go to hell, if they have a son like you? Mind
you, I’'m not saying that you are a saint, but neither

am I one, for that matter!”
“Then, Father,” I asked, “why should one be

baptized in order to go to Heaven, while others don’t
have to?”

“Ah, now,” he replied, “if I were God, I sure
could tell you why I do this and why I don’t do
that, but then, you see, I am not God. Now, tell
me, what do you think yourself? Will your father
and mother go to hell?”

I could not tell him what I thought, for I was
not able to think of any reason why anyone should
go to hell. Then Father Dan said:

“So you are just an ordinary human being, who
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think 1t’s fair enough not to send your father and
mother to hell. If God is the origin of justice itself,
do you doubt His justice in dealing with the souls
he created?”

Then he added: “Jeepers, lad, but you really
do fight hard. Now instead of fighting Him, why
don’t you try for once to drop your guard? Get

down on your knees and try to be friends with Him.
Be friendly yourself, if you want to make a friend.
If you do this, I tell you, He will come to you and
you will not be bothering me any more with these
problems. But now it’s time for bed. Good night,
or rather, good morning, Lert. Now get some sleep.”

The next day I could not possibly keep my eyes
open. I was asleep during the science class, and
Father Dan woke me with a rap on the head. I
went to sleep again during geometry class. He must
have shouted at me a few times, although I never
heard him, but the boy next to me woke me with his
elbow. Father Dan called me up to his desk and
wrote a note saying that I was to be punished by"
staying in the study hall for one hour extra after
school. '

I thought this was most unfair and entirely un-
reasonable. He knew that I had been with him till,
well, after two in the morning, and yet he purposely
punished me because I could not keep my eyes open.

That evening when school was over, I went to
the study hall and sat down at a desk. The hurt
and shame of it all overwhelmed me.

“How could he do this to me?” I kept asking
myself over and over again. But no answer came.
Father Pat, who was In charge of the study class,
came over to me and whispered, “What are you
doing here?”



58 BUDDHISTS FIND CHRIST

“I am being punished for sleeping in class,” I
said.

“And who punished you?” he asked.

“Father Dan,” I said and handed him the note.
Father Pat looked at the note, crumpled it and said:
“Well, I'm in charge here, so out you go! Didn’t
you stay talking with him until all hours of the
morning?’’ '

“Till nearly 3 a.m. Father,” I said and could
not keep the tears back. “I’m going to stay here
till the hour i1s over.”

Father Pat stood looking at me without saying
a word. By this time the tears were falling incon-
trollably on to the desk, and I was miserable.
Father walked quietly away. I said inwardly, “God,
if I can’t fight Father Dan, how can I fight you? I
never really fought you, though I only wanted to
know ... Holy Mary, Mother of God, help me
and pray for me, for I don’t know how to pray.”

Then I took out a pad of paper and started to
write a letter to my father at home. The tears were
still dropping down, this time on to the writing paper:

“Dear Father and Mother,

“I am going to be a Catholic. This is just to
let you know about my decision. I might be wrong
in not having asked your permission, but how can I
ask for permission, when I cannot stop myself from
becoming a Catholic. If I cannot, nobody else in
the world can....”

Father Pat must have been observing me all this
time. He walked over to me and picked up the
paper on which I was writing. He took a long time
in reading it and at last, reluctantly, gave it back to
me. He shook his head as if to say that he could
not believe his eyes, could not believe what he had
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just read 1n my letter. ‘Then he walked away. I
finished my letter, addressed it and sat until the hour
was over; then I stood up. Father Pat looked at me
and nodded his permission to leave the room.

A month later, on Easter Sunday, I was baptized

in the Cathedral and was confirmed on the Feast
of Christ the King. As for my examination, this

time I passed in the English subjects with no trouble
at all, but failed in mathematics. Money did not
buy me a doctor’s degree in Hong Kong, but what
I got, instead, was better than any money could buy
—Faith.

Who am I to try and know God’s mind, to
question Him or even to tell Him that He should do
this or that for me? Indeed, it is true, as written in
the Book of St. Luke VIII, 18: “Take heed, there-
fore, how you hear. For to him who has, shall be
given; and to him that does not have, even what he
thinks he has, shall be taken away.”

Nearly two thousand years ago, Jesus Christ
cried out: “He who has ears to hear, let him hear!” .

And, by the grace of God, I have heard Him.

Note
BETTER THAN MONEY COULD BUY

1 Nirvana is the goal of Buddhism, a state of “release”
in which all desires have been extinguished. Whether
it means also that the individual personality is extin-
guished remains unclear in Buddhist teaching. See
the chapter, “Buddhists on Buddhism.”



THE WITNESS
by Father John Shirieda, S.D.B.

The story of Father John Shirieda,
S.D.B., is also the story of an Italian mis-
sionary, Father Adino Roncato, S.D.B.,
whose heroic death was reported 1n
Japanese newspapers in 1955. He died
while trying to rescue a student from a
burning school building.

Father Shirieda is now rector of a
seminary in the outskirts of Tokyo, where
Japanese youths are preparing to become
Catholic priests. He 1s also a professor of
theology in Sophia University (Jochi Dai-
gaku), Tokyo.

The “S.D.B.” after his name means
“Salesian of Don Bosco.”

More than twenty-five years ago all of us, my
mother, a sister and my brother, used to chant the
ritual prayer to Buddha every morning on the thresh-
old of our miserable dwelling. That prayer was an
expression of our ardent devotion. In addition we

used to present the prescribed offering of rice before
one of his statues.

I have not included my father and I have re-
ferred to our miserable dwelling, because alas! the
ravages of war had reduced us to a desperate plight.
My father, a captain in an infantry regiment, had
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died on the plains of China away back in 1937.
Our home in Kagoshima had been reduced to rubble
under the furious final bombardments by the Ameri-
cans. The hope of finding a place of safety near
our grandmother led us to move to a spot more than
fifty miles from the city. But even here we found
nothing but ruins and devastation.

For some years during the war, while anxiously
following its progress, I had been thinking of taking
my father’s place by becoming a soldier like him,
perhaps equally brave and more fortunate. The
pressing need, however, in which my family was
placed and the utter ruin into which the Japanese
Empire had fallen dispelled these fanciful dreams.
It was urgently necessary to rebuild our life on more
modest proportions. 1 had to start with our home.
There 1s plenty of wood 1n Japan and the under-
taking of building a small dwelling appeared to be
easy enough. . ..

But there were no nails!

A bright idea suggested by one of my com-
panions showed me a way out of my difficulty. He
proposed that I should steal nails from the stock of
a Catholic church that was then being built with the
aild of the American soldiers.

The thought of stealing was repugnant to me.
But I was 1n extreme need. Furthermore, to steal
from these hated foreigners, and Catholics into the
bargain, must have appeared to me, in those days,

as a good deed.
So, in fact, about midday, when all the work-

men were taking their usual short rest, I made the
attempt. Everything went off wonderfully well. I
literally lined and reinforced my clothing with nails.

Cautiously I was making my way towards the

exit when I thought: “I’d like to take a look inside



62 BUDDHISTS FIND CHRIST

the building.” Curiosity overcame my fear. I
climbed up to the height of one of the two windows
and looked in. Just at that moment a priest inside,
disturbed perhaps by the noise I made, looked up
from his breviary and glanced in my direction.

I believe that a high-voltage electric shock would
have had a less shattering effect on me. Before 1

could take thought, I was already running home as
fast as my legs could carry me. With incredible
speed, however, the priest was at my shoulders. I
hoped to elude him, but our shorter Japanese legs
cannot compete with those long Western ones. To
make matters worse, I was laden down with the
weight of the nails.

In less time than it takes to tell, I was already
in the hands of my pursuer. 1 was trembling with
fear, To fall into the hands of a white man, into the
hands of a priest, and, above all, after such a dis-
ograceful act!

Already I could see myself bound hand and
foot and locked in a prison cell. Before my eyes
came the picture of my mother, the mother who had
given me the name “Masayuki,” meaning “a just man”
the mother who had taught me to be always scrupu-
lously honest. It was terrible even to think of her
learning about my theft and my betrayal of the hope
and confidence she had always placed in me. So,
while the priest was leading me back towards the
church, I appealed to him, though with no hope,
saying: “Do what you like with me. I ask only
that you don’t tell my mother!”

By way of reply the foreigner, when we reached
the church, plunged his hands into the box of nails
and offered me all I could carry. He then bade me
goodbye, without saying one word about Christianity.
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I made my way home utterly astounded, or
rather convinced that I was having a fantastic dream.
But 1n the hours that followed and during the whole

night, I was haunted by the vision of the friendly face

of that foreigner who had shown me an example of
giving in that post-war period when we all wanted

only to receive.

Next day I returned to the church in search of
the priest. I found him and told him that I no
longer wanted to become a colonel in the army. He
had taught me, I said, that I should become like him-
self. Never would I have told him that he had
taught me to become a Christian. Never! But in
him I saw the Master-Teacher of Life.

That was the first of many frequent visits to the
foreign priest. Later on, my sister accompanied me
and still later, my brother also. Our faith in Buddha
was gradually transformed into faith in Christ by
means of that “witnessing” of the Christian belief.

Briefly, at Easter, 1947, my sister received
baptism. In the following year, on the feast of the
Assumption, the same walls that a few years pre-
viously had seen me entering cautiously to steal nails,
now welcomed me amid the sound of joyous hymns.
The same priest who as quick as lightning had caught
up with me during my attempt to escape, now ad-
ministered the sacrament of baptism to my brother

and myself.

My mother remained an adherent to the wor-
ship of Buddha. In fact she threatened that she

would not regard us as her children any longer. She
used to say: “If you become Christians, you leave
me; if you remain Buddhists, you stay with me.”
With time, however, influenced, no doubt, by our
genuine and increasing affection and by the qualities
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of that priest “witness,”” much superior to anything
else she had known, she became interested in this
new mysterious religion. And to become truly in-
terested in Christ is to be won over by Him, in spite

of all difficulties.

We stayed together, even in subsequent develop-
ments. After our baptism my sister, my brother and
I desired to follow our spiritual father in his vocation.
In 1950 we entered the Salesians.!

In 1955 this same priest to whom I owe my life
of grace and who awakened in me my priestly voca-
tion, gave his life unhesitatingly to testify to his love
for his Japanese brothers. In an attempt to save a
friend of mine who was unable to escape from a
burning school, he rushed into the blazing building.
He died in the flames, his arms clasping the Japanese
youth whom he was trying to rescue. He always
used to say: “For love of Japan I would like to be
consumed to the point of becoming Japanese dust.”
God granted his wish.

This fact strengthened me all the more 1n my
vocation. I decided to become the second Don
Adino Roncato — that was his name. In 1956 1
was sent to Italy to meet his mother, who is now a
second mother to me. I stayed there until I com-
pleted my studies in 1967.

At present my own mother is living alone in a
country district in southern Japan, where she spends
her whole day working for a small mission. My
brother Anthony, a Salesian priest like me, is now
teaching in our secondary school in Miyazaki. My
sister Lucy, a member of the Salesian Sisterhood, is
studying religious knowledge in their Higher Institute
in Turin, Italy. As rector of the Salesian seminary
and professor of dogmatic theology in Sophia Uni-
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versity, I am engaged in the field of education for the
priesthood. My sole aim is to model myself and

others on that noble witness to Christ, Don Adino
Roncato. '

Note

THE WITNESS

1 The Salesians are priests, Brothers and Sisters of the
Society of St. Francis de Sales, founded by St. John
Bosco (1815-1888) and devoted particularly to the
service of youth. Their founder, known generally as
Don Bosco, chose St. Francis de Sales, one of the
great masters of the spiritual life, as patron and model.



DOWN THE NIGHTS AND DOWN THE DAYS

by Thelma Wijenayake

Thelma Wijenayake is a Sinhalese,
that 1s, a citizen of Ceylon, now the Re-
public of Sri Lanka. Her country, the
picturesque island south of India, has a
population of some twelve millions, of
whom sixty per cent are Buddhists of the
Theravada school. Buddhism came to
Ceylon from India in the third century
B.Cc. The writer i1s a resident of the capital,
Colombo.

Mine was a rigid and orthodox background of
Buddhism. If family tradition is to be believed, our
line of descent on the maternal side goes back to the
first two Buddhist missionaries to Ceylon, Prince
Mahinda and Princess Sanghamitta, son and daughter
of King Asoka of the Chandragupta dynasty. (King
Asoka of India embraced Buddhism in the 3rd cen-
tury before Christ.) The princess came accom-
panied by two ladies-in-waiting as befitting her royal
status, and one of these, legend relates, is my mater-
nal ancestress.

No one can prove the authenticity of this legend,
but we do know that my grandmother bore a purely
Indian name, Chintamani Boddhigupta, which is im-
printed on her tombstone. She was Brahmin-like
in her fidelity to vegetarianism, a fanatic in the way
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she upheld the sacredness of life. The faith of her
fathers burned in her at a time when colonial rule
was supreme and the Buddhistic way of life and its
attendant culture were sternly discouraged by the
British Raj—more, were even considered treasonable.

It 1s a matter of pride with us that our grand-
parents and their ancestors did not sell their souls for
a mess of pottage to curry favor with the British
Raj but continued to practise their religion. They
renovated their temple, built a new vihara,'! and
donated land, including rice-fields, to maintain the
Buddhist priesthood.

So eager and vivid was their faith that when my
grandmother died, they adorned her with her heir-
looms of gold and consigned them all to the flames
of her funeral pyre. The melted nuggets were
fashioned into a statue of Lord Buddha, which holds
pride of place in the vihara. When 1 asked my
mother whether she regretted her decision to give up
her share of jewels, she made a very expressive
gesture, opening out her hands with the palms.
upward, and said: “My mother came bearing
nothing and she has gone taking nothing.”

The impermanence of everything was brought
home to me then and it has never left me.

I am sure that my mother had a sixth sense and

intuition that the spacious days of feudalism and
pampering of children were at an end. When my
father died, I was seven. He was an autocrat and
sternly Buddhistic. He would never have coun-
tenanced what my mother did. She chose the
Roman Catholic nuns and a convent education for

me. _

To be transplanted from the warmth of one’s
home to an iInstitution 1s an experience of heart-
break and deadly sadness. There were other young
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ones like me, our little selves heaving with home-
sickness, suffocated and half-drowned in floods of
tears. To us In our desolation there came a nice,
bright person, an Irish nun, Sister Honoria. She
pulled out largesse in the shape of sweets from her
capacious pockets, distributed them liberally and
said: “Now it’s story time. It is the story of the
beautiful Mother. She is here with you. Don’t you
cry.” She had a lilting voice, a winsome face. I've
always been attracted to winsome people.

Good psychologist that she was, she knew how
we were hankering for our mothers. And so she

related the story of the beautiful Mother and her Son,
the Christ Child.

This, then, was my first contact with Catholi-
cism. Being a dreamy type and vividly imaginative,
I was fascinated by this story and found comfort in
it as well. It has continued to appeal to me with

the passing years. “Now and at the hour of our
death . . .” It is comforting beyond measure to
know that she’ll be beside me.

A child’s mind is plastic and can be molded any
way the potter chooses. The convent years were
tranquil and orderly. There was no compulsion,
but I learned the questions and answers in the
catechism and all the Catholic prayers. I loved the
evening Benediction when Irish voices poured forth
their pacan of praise and thanksgiving. I became
familiar with the melodies of Verdi, Gounod and
Schubert. My love of chamber music and the
classics was born then.

All this was a sentimental and emotional appeal,
for who is the child who could assess the pros and

cons of world religions? As was to be expected, I
asked permission from my mother, over and over

again through the years, to be baptized, but she kept
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on saying a decisive “No.” When I was eighteen,
she relented somewhat and told me: “Decide when
you are out of the sphere of influence of the nuns.”

That day came. I was baptized.

I suppose it’s an inexorable law of nature that
impels a woman to fall in love. Love may lead her
to forsake parents, home, even religion and God for
the sake of a man, a comparative stranger who
appears on her horizon. My life has been a depar-
ture from the traditional; it has never followed the
set pattern. Only several months after my baptism,
I met the man I was determined to marry, tall, dark,
handsome but not of my creed or community.

In the fifties, when a Kandyan? girl wanted to
marry a Tamil,® there was a furious uproar and
families stood aghast. That was when 1 coldly,
callously forsook the principles of the Catholic
Church and put myself outside its pale by marrying
the man I loved, in a civil ceremony. 1 considered
the world well lost for him and lived in my fool’s
paradise for just a short while.

Punishment for my sin came quick on my heels.
I lost two children — I who loved children so dearly.
My mother died. The loss of a mother 1s the
dissection of a part of one’s being. I was bowed to
the earth with sorrow. To defy God is to incur His
wrath, (always accompanied by the offer of His
mercy). Worse was to follow, when I discovered
that my idol had feet of clay. The sordidness of
promiscuous intrigues strikes deep into the roots of
marriage, and what should be beautiful becomes
soiled, distorted and ugly. It blasts marriage for-

evermore.
Should I have said, with Francis Thompson:

“Is my gloom, after all, shade of His hand out-
stretched caressingly?”’* I could not reciprocate even
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to God. I was frozen to my marrow. I did want it
thus, to anaesthetize myself against pain. 1 would
give Him back my allegiance but I could not muster
any love or warmth.

Even a second marriage did nothing to disturb
my zombie existence. It was a marriage of con-
venience to obtain a husband’s protection to keep
the wolves away. Church-going was automatic now.
It was complying with a formality. A pale and
anaemic relationship with God is a mockery, of
little use. Perhaps the right type of priest could
have helped to thaw out the ice encasing me and
could have roused me to seek God’s love. But an
unfortunate occurrence prejudiced me against the
clergy as being narrow, bigoted, suspicious.

When my second marriage was pending, 1
sought out a parish priest and gave him the gist of
things as to who, what, where and how, and docu-
mentary proof pertaining thereto. At the second
appointment there was a reception committee of four
to Interview me. It was a veritable inquisition no
less, with cross-examination, imputing that I was
lying to gain my ends. I did not like these men at
all. I thought them hide-bound and lacking in
sensitivity and delicacy. I was quite taken aback to
find that priests who are supposed to major in psy-
chology and deal so much with human nature should
be found so deplorably inadequate when they came
to assess an individual.

Contrary to popular belief, it is not always the
melodramatic happenings that can influence one for
good or evil. A simple incident that at first sight
would hardly merit passing comment is often a
milestone and a turning-point. Such an experience
was mine when I walked into a church one Sunday.
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On impulse I joined a queue outside the confessional,
as there were only three in the line.

When I told the priest that I had not gone to
church for almost twelve Sundays, I had schooled
myself to hear the wusual platitudes, the same
stereotyped harangue about God’s love and so on.
How refreshingly different it was to be told instead:

“Try giving a few minutes each week to God. Just
to say “Thank you.’”

Is this Rome’s answer to the Space Age?
wondered I. 1f so, he and his ilk would be a good
contribution to this age and time, rather than the
quartet I had met a decade ago, who were still
mediaeval, apt to pontificate and inquisition-minded.

Strange but true that two sentences could bring
about a whole trend of thought. Yes, 1 have always
made it a point to say, “Please,” “May I?” “Thank
you,” to all and sundry around me. How 1s it that
I’ve taken God so much for granted, that I never
cxtended even elementary courtesy to Him? I
began to feel a mean ingrate — and so have kept
my tryst each Sunday, not as a formality to be com-
plied with but because I am convinced I want to

say ‘“Thank you,” to God from Whom all good things
come. I've heard it said that the young priests of
today are unorthodox, unconventional, but what
some would fain not realize is that these seeming
rebels could, and do, have a depth of sanctity and a
fervor that glows bright, sans compare, before their
Master.

The priest of the confessional has the unique
gift of being able to transmit his obvious love of the
Eucharist to those worshippers who are present when
he celebrates Mass. Devotion and dedication on
the part of the celebrant do communicate themselves
to the worshippers. He has helped me to care for
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the Mass, to sense the sacred and mystic quality of
it. Dare I say now: “I love the Mass”? It has
been a slow and subtle process. First, I closed my
mind to the giving of whole-hearted worship. I
restrained feeling. The detachment sought and
fostered during a decade of years kept me free of
hurt. Hence I resisted and thought:: “thus far and
no further.” Literally, “I fled Him down the nights
and down the days...And in a mist of tears I hid
from Him.”5

It was an unequal contest all along. I have
learned to give in with good grace.

Yet it 1s not that easy for me. Relics of the
Buddhist way of life and thought intrude on me.
Quiet and stillness for communion between God and
myself, especially after receiving the Blessed
Eucharist, is what I'd wish. I suppose it is the habit
of meditation and sil which generations of my folk
have practised. I like to see women dressed in
simple white when they come to worship, not in
ensembles, bedecked, bejewelled, posing and
posturing. These may be fine in a ballroom but
they are an affront in the house of God. The
humility of white-clad women is what I am used to.
Perhaps I should not allow myself to feel as I do,
but set patterns of life and thought implanted into
one are hard to eradicate. And Christmas, as it
draws to its tinselly climax, becomes a nightmare. 1

begin to think with dread of the millions of living
creatures that will be slaughtered as food for the
saturnalia of feasting, so that the earth is drenched
with the blood of His own creation, and this is to
welcome Him! It is a paradox that I, for one,
cannot comprehend. With Wesak [the feast of
Buddha’s birthday] they practise ahimsa, compassion
accorded to all living creatures, even to the meanest
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and lowliest. Often I feel lonely in not having my
people around me as I worship.

Have I, a Buddhist, found Christ completely,
in His divine and human totality? Omne finds Him,
and there is ever more and more to find in Him. It
1s not like stooping to find the gem that lies
underfoot. It 1s more an unfolding, a quest, a
long-drawn-out learning and seeking, often a groping
in the dark, following glimpses of His light so that
one eventually arrives. To indulge in emotions and
transports of joy would be easy. We Asians are
prone to it. We like steeping ourselves in ritual and
ceremony. The Catholic Church has it, too — a
resplendent altar, vestments, music, flowers. Coming
from people who have never prevaricated with the
truth, I do not want a spurious imitation, for emotion
1s but gilt on the surface. It has to be a deep and
an abiding love for, and trust in, Christ. If within
the past eight months I have rediscovered myself and
have started thinking afresh, I hope that, by His
grace, I know Him somewhat better now than before. -

Notes
DOWN THE NIGHTS AND DOWN THE DAYS

1 Buddhist monastery.

2 Kandy in the centre of Ceylon was formerly a royal
capital. The Temple of the Tooth of Buddha, one of
the principal places of Buddhist pilgrimage, is located
in Kandy. .

3 The Tamils are a South Indian people, many of whom
settled in Ceylon in the second century before Christ
and later. Most of them are Hindus, but there are
large communities of Christian Tamils in various parts
of South-East Asia.

1+ From Francis Thompson’s best-known poem, The

Hound of Heaven.
5 From the opening stanza of The Hound of Heaven.




A DRY BONE IN THE DESERT

by the Most Rev. Ratna Bamrungtrakul

The writer was born of Buddhist parents
in Bangkok, Thailand, on February 11,
1916. His story up to his ordination as a
Catholic priest in 1949 1s told in the follow-
ing pages.

In 1969 he was named Bishop of
Ratchaburi by Pope Paul VI. In 1972 he
was chosen by the bishops of Thailand to
represent them in the Synod of Bishops in
Rome. He has written more than 20
books in Thai. His baptismal name is

Robert.

“Ratna will never be converted,” said someone
of me, after having known me for three years as a
student in Wah Yan College, run by the Jesuit Fathers
in Hong Kong.

During those three years I was known to be so
completely indifferent to Catholicism that I hardly
ever set my foot in the chapel or ever discussed
religion. It was true that I learnt catechism, which
was part of the curriculum, but I seemed to treat it
as no more important than arithmetic or history, if
not even less. Perhaps it would have been much
better if I had serious objections against Catholicism,
for then there would be some opportunity for those
on the Catholic side to argue over the matter with
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me and to convince me of the truth of Catholicism.
But as it was, I scemed to be no better than a stone
or a dry bone in the desert. And I was on the
eve of leaving Wah Yan College, for I had passed
the matriculation examination and was going to the
Hong Kong University. _

But a few days after I left Wah Yan College,
a quiet ceremony of baptism took place in the Riccl

Hall chapel, and the candidate to be baptized was
myself.

Why then did I become a Catholic?

One thing I can say for certain: my conversion
to Catholicism was due neither to the irresistible pull
of truth nor the indisputable force of logic in favor
of Catholicism. As I now look back on the suc-
cession of events of my school days, which included
nine years in Assumption College under the Brothers
of Saint-Gabriel in Bangkok, and three years in Wah
Yan College with the Jesuit Fathers in Hong Kong,
I cannot pin-point any momentous hour when my
mind was so illumined by the light of Christian truth
or so convinced by the irrefutable force of argument
in favor of Catholicism that I had to say to myself:
“Here 1s the truth, I must accept it. I must be a
Catholic.” _

How then did my conversion come about? 1
was baptized in 1937, at the age of 21, on the eve
of entering the University of Hong Kong. A young
lad of my age and in such circumstance is usually
furiously proud of his own power of reasoning, and
I surely was no exception, as could be deduced from
the fact I had joined the Debating Society in Wah
Yan College and had enjoyed arguing on every
possible subject, except, of course, religion.

I think I had better reserve the answer to the
end of this brief sketch of myself. [For the moment
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I would describe the course of events which con-
tributed toward my ultimate conversion.

I would not hesitate to say that my father, a
fervent, sincere Buddhist, was indirectly responsible
for preparing the ground for the growth of the seed of
Catholicism. He possessed the natural virtues in a
quite remarkable degree. He neither smoked nor
drank. He was very thrifty, hard-working, honest in
all his dealmgs generous to his neighbors and

friends, pious in his religious practices, and bore
malice towards none. All his friends held him in
great esteem. He had no prejudice against Catholi-
cism. When a Catholic friend of his died, he did his
best to help in the solemnization of his funeral.
Although nobody would call him a holy man, he was
so regular in practising the normal religious obser-
vances that his fidelity earned him the greatest respect
from his neighbors. Every morning he would be seen
seated at the gate of the house giving food to sixty or
seventy monks. This went on until he was too old

to do so and was crippled by partial paralysis.

He tramned his children in the strict observance
of virtues. They were taught to do all kinds of
work, even the humblest, to be thrifty, and exact in
manners. Because of his example I never smoked
nor drank and was contented with only a small sum
of pocket-money. I worked side by side with the
servants in the house and served at table when my
father mvited his friends to a banquet. These good
habits were so deeply engraved in my character that
I found no great difhiculty in practising them later.

It was my grandmother, however, who taught
me to say the Buddhist prayers and to give food to
the monks. Although my father prayed every day,
he never obliged his children to do so, but he strictly
observed the Chinese New Year together with all
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the rites and celebrations. I grew up in a home
which could be called typical of the middle-class
Buddhist home of a businessman.

At the age of seven I entered Assumption
College 1n the French section, as all my brothers did.
I studied there for nine years. During this long
period I never had any interest in Catholicism, and
1t never impressed me as being attractive and worthy
of special consideration in any way. I considered it
as one of the many religions in the world. I rarely

set foot in the Cathedral except on some funeral
occasions.

There are, however, two small incidents which
I particularly remember. One morning when I was
playing with some friends of mine in the playground,
I met Brother Martin de Tours, the Director, in the
corridor. There was nobody around. He stopped me
and with great zeal began to speak about Catholicism
for a short while. I listened attentively and
respectfully, and then rushed off to play, without
being in the least impressed by what he had said.

During one of my last years in Assumption
College we were taught a little of Catholic philoso-
phy. The Brother who taught us tried to prove the
existence of God by logic. I listened but I was
never conscious that I was particularly impressed or
convinced. But then neither was there any serious
doubt in my mind, which seemed to be in a state
of stupor in regard to Catholicism. I was not

attracted by it, nor did I object to it. I was com-
pletely indifferent.

I left Assumption in 1932 with my heart full
of love for my Alma Mater, of admiration for its
system of education and training, and of respect for
all the Brothers and teachers.

A few months later I sailed for Hong Kong to
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join one of my brothers who was studying in Wah
Yan College. He had gone there only the year
before.

In Wah Yan College I continued to be com-
pletely indifferent to Catholicism. Of course I had
to learn catechism, as it was part of the curriculum;
but the Catholic doctrine somehow never seemed to
impress me at all. I remembered having entered the
school chapel only once, on one Christmas night and
listened to a sermon by Father Gallagher, then the
Rector. I could not remember being impressed by
his sermon in any way. In fact I went there just
because my brother asked me to. Otherwise I
would never have set foot in the chapel at all!

My brother was one year with me and then
returned home.

While I was in Wah Yan College I was very

fond of reading storybooks. Sometimes Father
Bourke, the Warden, went out of his way to comply

with my wish to get books to read. I was grateful
to him for his kindness but never gave him a chance

to approach me in matters of religion. Father Ryan
also tried to get contact with me by asking me to

draw maps for his monthly magazine, The Rock.
One day Father Ryan came to my room to ask

me to draw a map. He casually remarked: “Aren’t
you interested in religion, Ratna?”

My answer could not be briefer. ‘“No,
Father.” The subject was dropped as suddenly as
it was introduced.

I saw some of my friends become converts and
receive baptism. But my curiosity was never
aroused. I considered religion as a personal affair.

Father Martin, then a scholastic, used to take
us out for hiking during weekends to the seaside or

up the hills. I loved the scenic beauty of Hong
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Kong, and enjoyed those hikes very much. But I
never talked to him about religion. I took part In
all the school activities, except the religious ones.

Then something began to happen.

During my last year in Wah Yan, while I was

preparing to sit for the Matriculation, Father
Donnelly arranged a retreat in Kowloon for us.
' “It would be a good thing to make a retreat
before you leave school,” he told us. A number of
students, both Catholics and non-Catholics, expressed
their willingness to go. Out of class spirit I decided
to go, too, having only a very vague idea as to what
a retreat was like.

The retreat was held in an old school building
in Kowloon, roomy, quiet, with a garden to walk
about. I did everything just as every retreatant did.
One thing I still remember 1s that I was very strict
with myself in keeping silence throughout the retreat.
I saw no vision, and received no special illumination
that I was conscious of.

When the retreat was coming to a close, Father
Donnelly had a brief talk with each retreatant
individually. He had one with me, too.

“How do you like the retreat, Ratna?” he asked

me, smiling.

“It’s good, Father,” 1 answered.

“What do you think now about the Catholic
religion?”’ he asked.

I said that I still doubted about some attrlbutes
of God. He tried to explain. I nodded, and left
him as usual, without being much impressed by his
words.

Apparently 1 remained as indifferent to
Catholicism as ever before. I myself was not
conscious of any change in me which would indicate
that I was thinking of becoming a Catholic.
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But there was a change.

Later a friend of mine mentioned it to me.
“You know, So-and-So (a non-Catholic) said that
when you came back from the retreat, you were a
different man,” he said.

Now I realize that I was different. There was
a kind of joy, a lightness of heart that had never
been in me before. 1 smiled and laughed with a
kind of happiness which seemed to fill my heart. I
was really happy, spiritually happy. No wonder
some of my close friends could not fail to notice the
difference.

A drop of divine grace had soaked through the
thick rampart of indifference in my heart, and some-
what quenched 1its thirst for truth and happiness to
which it naturally inclined. Color began to appear
on the faded petals of the soul. The dry bone in the
desert began to show a little sign of life.

All this was accomplished so quietly, so
secretly, in my soul that I was not even conscious
of it.

As if drifted by a gentle current of grace, the
ship of my will had entered the harbor of the Holy
City, the Catholic Church. Night had imperceptibly
given place to day; the fog began to lift, showing
to the eye of my soul a glimpse of the spiritual
world. The divine hand had touched my heart, and
the contact brought a gleam of light and life into my
soul.

Now there remained only an opportunity for
the hidden light to manifest itself to my consciousness
and to others.

After the retreat I continued to behave in the
same way as before; outwardly there was almost no
difference at all.

After I had passed the Matriculation and
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prepared to leave Wah Yan to go to stay in Ricci
Hall, I went to see Father Bourke, the Warden, for
the last time, to pay the bill and to say goodbye.
Father Bourke, perhaps rather saddened that I had
been under his care for three whole years without

any apparent benefit from the religious influence,
remarked casually:

“Ratna, you would be much better if you were
a Catholic.”

Suddenly I burst out, “Yes, Father, I want to
remarked casually: -

Father Bourke must have had the greatest sur-

prise of his life. The subconscious acceptance of
Catholicism, like a mighty torrent, burst through the

rampart of indifference, and swept it away altogether
once and for all. A heavy load seemed to drcp off
my breast, I felt relieved, light-hearted and happy.
A few days later I was quietly baptized in the
Ricci Hall chapel. Father Ryan performed the

ccremony and Chevalier J. M. Alves was my god-
father.

I deserve no credit for becoming a Catholic.
Grace, and grace alone brought me into the Catholic
Church. “Gratia Dei ego sum id quod sum. By
the grace of God I am what I am.” 1 had defied
all human attempt to convert me, but I could not
resist the impulse of divine grace.

It is true that the goodness of the Brothers of
Saint-Gabriel and the Jesuit Fathers and their
excellent system of education had done much to
prepare the ground for the seed of divine faith which
in due time would be sown in my heart.

But the question is not so much the “why” and
“how” I became a Catholic, as the “why” and “how”

I remained a Catholic. I knew some who were
converted but did not persevere in their faith.
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Humanly speaking, I would face the same difficulty
in keeping the faith as they did, but somehow I
managed to persevere to the end.

That was due to the transformation of my life
after baptism. '

Formerly I was completely indifferent to
Catholicism; now 1 was furiously eager to know
everything about it. I did not want any question
to remain unanswered and any doubt to remain
unsolved. Now I spared no effort in finding how to
explain satisfactorily the teaching of the Church. 1
wanted my faith to stand on firm foundations of
reason and logic. 1 studied Sheehan’s Apologetics
and Ripley’s Radio Replies several times over. 1
studied Ignatius Cox’s Ethics, with the kind help of
Father Byrne. Chesterton, Belloc and Maurice
Baring became my favorite authors. My interest in
reading now turned completely to religious subjects.
Marmion’s Christ: the Life of the Soul, St. Thérese'’s
The Story of a Soul, Goodier’s Saints for Sinners,
John Farrow’s Damien the Leper became my
favorite spiritual books. 1 became a member of the
Apologetics Group and in 1941, our Apologetics
team of Ricci Hall won the cup in an Apologetics
Bee against the Sodality of St. Joan of Arc.

The more I studied Catholicism, the more I was

overwhelmed by the completeness of its explanation
of the problems of life. For me it became the
foundation of all other branches of knowledge. 1
took delight in noting the harmony between science
and Catholicism. I was amazed to find how the
Bible proves to be the key to understand the history
of mankind, how the Catholic Church can help to
solve social problems, and offered the only adequate
defense of morality and even decency, how she
enthusiastically promotes art, science and progress in
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all branches of social activities. I searched out all
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