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Chapter 4

The Tokyo Episode


En route to Japan, aboard the Tanjo Maru out of San Francisco on15 August 1933 we tarried a day or two in Honolulu.


There, Father Troesch from Springfield, Illinois, met us when we disembarked.  Throwing a flowery lei over each head, he greeted us:  “Aloha!”


The next afternoon, I went for a swim off the beach at Waikiki.  Not far away loomed Diamond Head, reminding one that this Pacific isle was born of volcanic fire and smoke.  The day was ideal; the water warm.  Thank Heaven, I did not swim out.  Instead, I waded out, shoulder-high; then swam toward land.  


Suddenly, I was besieged with the swimmer’s worst fear: a cramp.  My right leg was helpless.  I went down twice.  Up I came, full of salt water.  I shouted to the lovers, on the pier.  But they had no love for me.  Never count on silly teenagers at lovemaking.  They make poor lifeguards.


In Honolulu, there was that vast, green lawn of Punchbowl Crater.  I did not estimate then the many stones in that cemetery engraved with the dates of December 7, 1941.  One day I would pen the last stanza of a long poem titled “Mid Trees of Stone”:




“No more they hear the ‘wind divine,’





The kamikaze’s roar,




  Where only peaceful zephyrs steal





To stir the flags unfurled




  Above those island gardens where,





Among the tropic blooms,




  Men sleep who loved the perfumed breeze





Of their brief summertime.”


At Honolulu I made the acquaintance of a banyan tree.  I knew it was an East Indian fig tree.  Perhaps, the banyan was a rarity here, its seeds carried by the wind to the Hawaiian Islands.


I noted the branches hanging down to touch the ground, where they grew shoots that took root to form new trunks over a wide area, actually to create a clump of trees.


In Honolulu, too, I made the acquaintance of the bamboo.  Some dictionaries described it as a tropical grass, although it was woody, hard, hollow, sometimes growing 120 feet high.  

If that is not a tree, I never saw one.  I remember Albert Joyce Kilmer’s poem: “Only God can make a tree.”  Once, almost by accident, I met the poet’s son.  When he mentioned his name, I mentioned his father’s poem.  “They always do,” he said.


Some species of the bamboo, parenthetically, produce young shoots that are edible.  Japanese refer to them as “take no no,” which foreigners used to translate “bamboo babies.”


Aboard the Tanjo Maru, on the last lap of our pilgrimage, we three were invited to the Captain’s table.  Strange was the menu, all in Japanese.  I asked the Captain the meaning of hiya mugi.  He was not up to the challenge.  “You order it,” he said smiling, “and you will find out.”

When the waiter brought the mysterious edible to the table, it turned out to be what I appraised it to be, an item highly sanitized.  Over a block of gleaming ice, strands of noodles were draped artistically.


When in Rome, they say, do as the Romans do.  On that occasion, I was not much of a Roman.  


The genial captain took us on a tour of his ship.  “This,” he said, “is Hog Horn.”  I sensed then that the Japanese letter for “f” was pronounced differently from ours.  For the Japanese, it was a less-labial sound.  It seemed to have something of the quality of “h.”  But it did sound like “hog,” even when he repeated the word for “fog”:  “When is hog, blow hog horn.”


Most of the passengers, at least in first class, were Japanese.  They kept to themselves in a polite way.  Probably, they did not know what to make of us.  Many of them were from California where they may have experienced animosity.


There was a somewhat battered phonograph on the ship.  For want of anything else to do, I used to go through the collection of recordings.  “Stormy Weather” was one I liked.


On August 31st, in midafternoon, our ship approached dockside, in Yokohama, about eighteen miles distant from Tokyo.  As usual, the pier was crowded with relatives and friends all out to welcome the pilgrims from far off Beikoku (Rice Country).


As we gazed at the crowd below, we three felt a bit lonely.  Suddenly, to our great relief, someone was standing there, in the crowd, a young Japanese man who, we learned later, had spent time in the United States.  It was Mr. John Nakamura.


He was holding against his chest a copy of the Maryknoll magazine.  We made out, on the cover, the picture of the founder, Father James Anthony Walsh.  Mr. Nakamura was sent to meet us, and escort us to a rented house at Omori, Araijuku, in the outskirts of Tokyo.


Incidentally, the home belonged to a Mr. Kuvusu, married to an American wife.  He had one son, who would die in the air, in a war we hoped would never occur.  Mr. Klichi Saburo Kurusu went with Admiral Nomu to Washington to negotiate better political relations, before the outbreak of the Pacific War.


Although Father Harry had been only a few years ahead of us in Japan, he was fluent in the language.  Indeed, his fluency intimidated us.  Would we ever master that language?  We wondered.  St. Francis Xavier said he studied it for forty days.  About to give it up, he was gifted from on high.  Later, when we inquired about Father Felsecker’s fluency, he said simply:  “I just try to stay ahead of them.  I try to lead the conversation my way.”  Even so, that took a lot of doing.


We were transported to Omori, a suburb of Tokyo.  The house rented for us was western in construction and style.  The house was still largely unfurnished.  The beds had not come.  So we bedded down, that first night, on some quilts, on the floor.  A sack of grain served as a pillow.  We laughed like fools, as if St. Francis Xavier had nothing on us.  If this were hardship, we resolved we could take it in our stride.  But time would tell.


Before we left the United States, Archbishop Mooney, the then-Apostolic Delegate to Japan, kindly told us to ship our belongings to the Delegation, in Tokyo.  That was before Father Felsecker had succeeded in renting a house for us.  Our belongings had to be re-routed, arriving belatedly.  Archbishop Mooney was no longer Apostolic Delegate to Japan.


Story had it that someone gave some sort of official party, in Tokyo.  The conversation turned to foreign embassies.  Someone mentioned the Apostolic Delegate.  “And who is he?” the question was raised.  “He is an American, Archbishop Mooney.”  At the mention of “American,” Araki, the Japanese Minister of War, pricked up his ears.  He saw to it that the American did not return to Japan.

Another day, I went to Apostolic Delegation to consult Monsignor Patrick Hurley, who was holding the fort, in the absence of Archbishop Mooney.  En route, I got lost.  So did my taxi driver.  We noticed a light-complexioned man sitting on the steps of the Dutch embassy.  I inquired about the Apostolic Delegation.  He said he did not speak English.  When I returned to the taxi, the driver asked:  “What did he say?”  When I told him that the man did not speak English, he exploded:  “I thought all you foreigners speak the same language.”  Would that we did!


Our first assignment in Japan was to attend school—Nichigo Bunke Sakko (Japanese Language and Culture School).  It was located in the Kanda section of Tokyo.  We walked the short distance from our house in Omori to the bus that took us to the railroad station.  There we took the train to Shinagawa station, where we transferred to Kanda.


Following French custom, we wore the black cassock.  We were amused by the boys on the bus counting the many buttons on our cassocks.


The bus was a real, cozy vehicle.  It usually was rather overcrowded.  I stood, like others, hanging on a strap.  One woman, beside me, asked her neighbor how she was making out.  Laughingly, she replied:  “I go, pushing buttocks and pushed on the buttocks.”  (Shiri wo shitari osaretarishite, ikimasa.)


The school had been founded, first, for the training of Protestant missionaries.  But other students were cordially registered there.  Mr. Darby Downs, probably a minisiter, was the principal.  All teachers were Japanese.


One day, a teacher climbed up on her chair.  Standing on it, she slowly settled down on her haunches, as she would do naturally if she were on the straw-matted floor.  She broke the rule, smiling as she remarked in good English: “Very comfortable.”  Perhaps, this all came under the heading of “bunka” in the title of the school, as an item of “culture.”


Upon our two-year graduation, each student was required to give a short speech in Japanese.  I chose as subject Momotaro, the tale of a baby who emerged from a giant peach that floated down a stream within reach of an old couple who named him “Little Peach _______.”  I rehearsed it to the teacher’s satisfaction.  However, at the event, I added two words:  to sah (so they say).


The teacher was horrified.  “To sah” was not in the tale, she said.  But some in the audience laughed good-naturedly.


Before leaving this country for the Maryknoll Mission in Japan, I besought the dear nuns, in St. Louis, to pray the Holy Spirit to help me learn the Japanese language.  It came rather easily to me, thanks to divine assistance.  Of course assistance did not mean miraculous fluency.  Learning that language involved demanding study on my part.


With my two companions, Fathers William Whitlow and John “Kelly” Walsh, I matriculated at the aforementioned Kanda school.  Since all the teaching was strictly Japanese, I got off to a good start.


In order to learn the Japanese language more rapidly, I lived for a while in 1934 in the home of wonderful friends, the Ishida family, in Tokyo.  They were all well-educated folks, somewhat knowledgeable in world affairs, and thoroughly versed in their own culture.  There were objets d’art in the home, some statuary, and frequent discussions of cultural subjects.  Poetry and song were not neglected.


Anxious to delve into the thought-life of the Japanese people, I used to discuss and write haiku with them, the seventeen-syllable poem beloved by cultured Japanese.

I wrote such a poem beginning with “Rain in May.”  The Ishidas then and there christened me “Satsuki no Ame.”


My mind goes back to those happy days, every year in spring, when the fragrant rains play against my cheeks.  Although not a Buddhist, I still hear, in the sound of the spring rain, living things breathing in life, and the rootlets of little things astir in the damp earth.  My life somehow, at such times, was continuous with the rain, one with nature, would you say?


I early appreciated the Japanese love of nature.  H.H. Blyth, in his Haiku (2:iii), spelled out this characteristic of the Japanese of Manyo times (9th century): “Nature was suffused with man; man was interpenetrated with nature.”  Which, in turn, translates, I dare say, into intimate, symbiotic closeness to nature.  As Basho, the haiku poet, once said:  “If you wish to speak of the pine, be one with the pine.  Make its woody heart thine.”




Together through the morning clouds fly the crane;




  In the evening mists, the frogs are loud.  (Yamabe Akahito)


I came across two broadly smiling oldsters, females to be sure, who were eyeing some cranes, busy against the owner’s interests, in a nearby rice paddy.  The crane, in Japan, is symbol and harbinger of long life.  However, cranes never bothered me since I did not own a rice field.  Besides, I was too young to think of myself as advancing in years.


But the frogs?  You have no idea how those creatures can monopolize a summer night.  All the paddies in Shiga prefecture, were alive with them, every spring well into the summer, their concentrated croakings resembling the rapid’s roar.  I regarded it as a cacophony, whereas the Japanese accepted it as intrinsic to seasonal nature.


As the years went by, I, too, became inured—or cured.





Yes, I remember Omi, in the spring,





 The snow all gone, the voices of the marsh





With one spontaneous, vast utterance,





A thrilling chorus sounding faintly harsh.





The rice fields quiver as a million frogs





Break forth at night in their deep-throated cries,





Their croakings often lulling as the rain…


Still, I ought not to generalize.  I should not condemn the kajika, the “singing frog,” with all the rest.





But I remember, too, the kajika,




The one, true singing frog of Omi-land,





A harbinger of spring, his voice bird-sweet….


Closer to hand was the cricket, beloved of all the insect world.  Japanese poets, for centuries, have waxed eloquent over the friendly cricket.  Alone at night as I was, the chirping of the cricket outside the window or lost somewhere in the house, was proof of companionship.  After all, I was not alone.  Crickets take care of celibate priests.


Only the Emma-cricket is regarded as unfriendly.





Oh, Emma-cricket, tell me how is this:





That you break into song, these quiet nights.





Your large and staring eyes bode something ill.





Can it be Summer that your song affrights?





  The hoary Sanscrit legends say that he





Whose name you bear:  King Emma, Lord of Death,





Faced all with those unblinking, eerie eyes





Ere he required their last and falt’ring breath….


They say you can stare down a dog or a bear.  Would this work in the case of a cricket intently staring you down?


The insect worked:





Full moon!






from field and marsh, insect voices







interlocking everywhere…



In Japan, there is a variety of crickets.  Although one species may dominate or sing along, in certain areas, several species may sing in the same area, a full-fledged chorus.


I translated the following two waka (31-sylllable poem) to describe my early experiences:





In the mountain villages,





Where horses never pass,





The jingling of a bridle!





The bridle-cricket’s song.

Again:







I thought I heard





The rapids’ roar,





In the Karasaki night:





The tintinnabulation





Of the suzumushi’s loud refrain.


I went on “flower-viewing” trips with Japanese poets and prosaic admirers of nature.  I witnessed their obvious enjoyment of their island environment, at such times: spring with the bush warbler, the cherry, the plum blossom, the wisteria; summer with the

cuckoo, the frogs, the insect-chorus, and the seasonal grasses; autumn with the red foliage, the saucy breezes, and the cry of the deer; winter with the snow-crested pine, and the lacy frost on the bamboo thickets.

However, I never suspected, much less witnessed the near-identification of subject and object elaborated by R.H.Blyth and vouched for by Buddhist poets of the pantheistic persuasion.  In fact, I never was able to penetrate the idea of the Buddhist nirvana.  In spite of one’s intrinsic union or re-union with the “world soul,” the idea of individuality seemed to persist.  So I could love the pine tree, as I did while I resided close to the famed Karasaki pine, without necessarily sharing its woody heart.


In spite of that shortcoming, some of my haiku-poems were accepted by Hoto-togisu, the respected haiku journal, in Tokyo.  Even the Japanese poet, at times, does not attempt to unite himself with nature, in a symbiotic sense, said Blyth, with reference to Buson, who certainly did not attempt to enter into the inner being of ugly or disgusting things (H.R.Blyth, Haiku, 2:318).


The Japanese poet has, from antiquity, viewed the frog as assuming a prayerful posture.  I hoped the Japanese people would not develop our western, gourmet fondness for frog-legs.  They need not go our way in everything.  The Japanese kawazu (frog) is not only a devout, little fellow.  He can be cute and wayward as a baby.





In the dead of night—






the frogs that wanted darkness







are croaking for light…


While I was residing with the Ishida family in Tokyo, one of the married daughters arranged a demonstration of the cha-no-yu (tea ceremony) especially for me.  She invited a threesome of her lady friends, themselves accomplished in the ritual of tea.  As they revolved the bowl of creamy, green tea, the triple turns reminded me of the Blessed Trinity.  I wondered if this were one of the refinements introduced by Hideyoski’s “ tea-master.”  Now the significance of the triple revolutions has been lost to memory.  Yet in the age of religious persecution, Japanese Catholics drew comfort from that simple sign, as Western Christians were cheered in Roman times, by the sign of the fish (each letter of the Greek work ixthus recalling a dogma: Jesus, Christ, of God, the Son, Savior).



It was kind of those dear women to go to the trouble involved.  We went to a small, polished room, in a garden, a sort of gazebo housing one room for a small group assembled especially for the tea ceremony.


There were five of us seated around an uncovered immaculate table.  Usually, we would be seated on cushions, on the straw-matted floor.  Perhaps their “tea house” was arranged for tourists who had yet to learn the art of goodnaturedly hunkering on the heels, an exercise not recommended for arthritics.


After greetings and a brief history of o-cha (the tea ceremony), the hostess brought out a large bowl of ancient design, duly washed for the occasion.  Then, she put green tea in the bowl and whisked it with warm water to a froth.


The bowl was passed around to one another.  Very reverently, as if it were a sacred icon, each of us turned the bowl three times in our hands, sipped from it and wiped it carefully.  Then the bowl was passed to the neighbor.

Some Catholics say that the ceremony was, in some respects, a memorial of their Mass, especially the consecration of the wine in the chalice.  Actually, the tea ceremony is not of Christian origin.  Certainly, Buddhists brought it from China to the Imperial Court of Kyoto.  However, later in persecution times, Catholics somehow may have associated it with their own forbidden ritual.


Japanese associated it, as a Chinese import, with the culture of the Imperial and Shogunal governments, in the 10th century.  The last to be associated with the tea ceremony was the Samurai, the honored warrior class.


Originally, in feudal days, the clans and other persons of power had their own security guards.  Their weapon was the seven-foot bow and arrow.  But when Kublai Khan, grandson of Genghiz Khan, the Asian conqueror, attempted to extend this conquest to Japan, the bow and arrow warriors of the Hojo clan, assisted by a typhoon, won the fated day.


The bow and arrow went out of style.  It was then the age of the sword.  The Mongol-China warrior clashed man-to-man, with the flailing sword.  Japan’s soldiery quickly converted to the foreign techniques.  The swordsmith became the elite artisan of the new age.  Greatly to be honored were the men who then carried the swords.  Eventually in 1185, they became a class of their own—the upstart warlords who ruled by naked force from 1185 to 1867.


In that capacity, the sword became a precious icon, in the eyes of the swaggering samuari.  Heaven help the poor hobbledehoy who bumped against the samurai sword.  It might cost him his life.  Strangely enough, worship of the gleaming blade led to renewed respect for the treasures of antiquity.


The samurai were seen at the tea ceremony, at the Noh plays, even in the forbidden Geisha dance halls of Kyoto, where the swish and the sweep of the gay kimono seems to have mesmerized them.  But beneath the mask of civilized gaiety, the warrior spirit was still alive.


Whether the Samurai in any way influenced the feminine charm of the day, I do not know.  But the ladies shaved the eyebrows, extending the sweep of the forehead, if you will.  And to complete the resulting fierceness of facial expression, they blackened their teeth.


I was devotedly trying to move into the thought-life of these people, into the mystery of their psyche, but it would take much more devoted effort to cross the bridge in the days when the Samurai’s weapon became an art object and the fierce warrior became a poet who relished transcendental meditation at the tea ceremony and sat mesmerized at the dance of the Geisha girls with the pretty blackened teeth.


De gustibus non est diputandum (One does not quarrel about tastes), said the old Roman philosopher.  Some people wear shoes; other folks prefer straw sandals when climbing Mt. Fuji.


As there were Christians in the court of the Roman emperors, so there were followers of Christ in the very households of the Japanese shoguns.  It is known, for example, that there were at least two Christians in the inner circle of Hideyoshi’s court.  One of them was an admired master of cha-no-yu, the tea ceremony, which was the most fashionable diversion of Japanese society in the 16th century.  Hideyoshi, like his predecessor, Nobunaga, was an enthusiastic votary of the tea cult, and maintained his own masters of ceremony to preside at the gorgeous tea parties that shoguns frequently gave.


Originally, there was nothing ceremonial about tea drinking in Japan.  The Buddhist monks imported the custom from their contemporaries in China, who relied on the pale, green beverage to keep them awake during their long, nocturnal meditations.  In a later stage of its development, tea drinking became a cultural pastime, which in the course of centuries was regulated by a strict code of ceremonies that emphasized profound respect for simplicity and antiquity.  There is a tradition among the Japanese that, thanks to certain variations and interpretations introduced into the tea ceremony, probably by Hideyoshi’s “tea master,” the persecuted Catholics of old Japan found in the ritual of tea drinking a memorial of the Mass, of which they had been deprived.


As I progressed in the Japanese language, I never heard anyone curse another.  Smetimes, one would playfully warn:  “Bachi atare!” (Punishment on you!)  The “bachi” always intimated “tenbatsu” (divine punishment).


Our curse seems to be more specific, more incisive, whereas the Japanese curse, if such it is, lacks the specificity.  The Japanese are satisfied with “divine punishment.”  We ask God to send evil or injury down on someone.


The imprecation may be phrased in swearing, profane, blasphemous or obscene language.  It may involve anger and hatred.  Compared with our curse, the Japanese “tenbatsu” seems more ladylike, shall we say?


Even the word “baka” (fool” is more temperate.  We call a person “jackass,” a male donkey, the same ranking less than a horse.  “Baka” makes some such comparison, but more indirectly: “horse-deer” equivalent to “cow-horse” or the like.  The Japanese mongrelize the animals whereas “jackass” is specific.


However, we, too, temper both the word and the wish.  He “cursed” him, meaning not an imp[reaction but rather a criticism of one’s stubborn, perverse behavior.


Conversely, the Japanese language, like the Korean, is weighty with all sorts of honorifics and courteous twists and turns of speech.  Apart from terms that are honorific by nature, nouns, adjectives, and verbs lend themselves to various polite inflections and conjugations.


Cultural and courteous expressions have come down from time immemorial, such as the following:  “Go yukkuri” (leave slowly; don’t be in a hurry to go)’ “go kuro sama deshita” (it was a hardship, a worry for you); “go busata” (I’m sorry to be late); “go chiso sama” (this is a banquet, a feast); “go enryo naku” (be at ease); “go bureiko ni” (all formality aside; don’t stand on ceremony); “o-koshi wo kakete” (hang the honorable hips, take a seat on a chair); “o ki no doku deshita” (I feel sorry for you, your plight was poison to me).


Upon all this wealth of politeness, Buddhism has pyramided another layer of courtesy, applicable especially to the dead.  For example: “The demon, too, now a shining Buddha true”; “This body, too, shall enter Buddhahood”; “In go-kuraku, land of matchless bliss, there is no form of pain”; “The Golden Mouth cries ‘Welcome!’, none disdains”; “This precious one, born the world’s delight”; “For mother, this tower I raised”; “Though white clouds go, the Mountain still remains.”


Don’t say we are ot cousins, all!  “In my Father’s house are many mansions!”

“Rest in peace!” “May the Angels lead thee into Paradise.”


Japan, being of volcanic origin, is a country subject to natural disasters.  About 500 years ago, the story goes, a catastrophic earthquake opened a chasm that became Lake Biwa, while uplifting, pyramiding the earth into Mount Fuji.  In 1924 a violent earthquake leveled the cities of Yokohama and Tokyo in a few minutes.  Approximately 100,000 people lost their lives, 35,000 of whom were cremated in Tokyo.


During my years in Japan, there were numerous earthquakes, minor by comparison with the “Great Earthquake.”  When the tremors came, we could hear the joists in the attic of our home, in Omori, rocking in their sockets.  To be sure, we were under the table in no time, trying to save our precious backs.


Often we sensed a change in the atmosphere, an unearthly quiet that made us suspect that an earthquake was near.  One summer day, I was out in our garden, at Omori, when a little boy leaning out a window across the street suddenly cried out: “Jishin! Jishin!” (Earthquake!  Earthquake!)  His face actually turned somewhat blue from fright.


Another day, a large truck was trying to turn in a narrow street in Tokyo.  It nudged the corner of a bath house.  From both ends, immediately a procession of naked people streamed out, crying: “Jishin!  Jishin!”  I could not blame them for not stopping to pick up their clothes.


Of course, submarine earthquakes at the bottom of oceans are the most dreadful and disastrous, not so much in themselves, as in the typhoons which they generate.  Walls of water 40 to 100 feet high smother the land and then recede carrying everything with them, as occurred in the 2005 tsunami that roared from Indonesia across India.


It was pitiful, seeing on the television those poor people, many of them homeless children, frantically in quest of their loved ones.


We had been warned to expect cultural and emotional differences in the Japanese character.  But we were not ready for an experience that befell us on our first Christmas Day, in our home, at Omori.  We had a cook, a Mr. Charles S. who formerly had been employed at the Apostolic Legation, and earlier, at the Turkish Embassy, in Tokyo.  Charles was a first-class cook.  Still young, he was then unmarried.  On duty, he dressed in white, chef’s high hat and all.


While Charles was serving us breakfast, we noticed that he was smiling.  One of the padres remarked that our Charles was in a happy mood.  After a while, someone asked him how things were going with him.  “Well,” said Charles, “my father died last night.”  For a moment, we were all stunned.  Of course, we offered him our sincere sympathy.  Later, we went into a huddle.  Then, we remembered we had been told that Orientals act that way, not wishing to impose their burdens on others.


Jesus said something like that, in a similar vein.  “When you fast, do not alter your looks to let others know you are fasting.”  In other words, do not burden others with your grief.  Take it in your stride.  Charles was doing just that.  And we were a little wiser for the experience.


During my second year, in Tokyo, I was informed that the mother of a Japanese friend was ill in a hospital—a Japanese-style hospital, then.  It was night when I arrived at the hospital.  The Major Domo signaled shoes off, with a pair of straw slippers at the ready.  I hopped up on the floor.  I asked for the lady.  He pointed to a small electric bulb burning in the distance of that large ward.


I was not used either to the darkness or the unaccustomed situation.  But I set out for the lighted area, only to go head over hells before I reached the lady’s bed, on the floor.  I picked myself up, arriving at her bedside.  “What in the world was that pile of blankets doing on the floor?” I inquired.


“Oh, Father,” she replied, “that was a Japanese sumo wrestler.”  


Those boys were giants, with a tummy that would rival I know not what.  “Gee, did I hurt him?” I wondered.


I went back to the mound on the straw-matted floor.  I bent down to apologize.  The giant had a smiling face which I shall always remember.  He must have thought me a crazy foreigner.  But he smiled and said I had not hurt him, although he was recovering from an appendectomy.  There is nothing like a good, rubberized stomach, in the sumo ring.


The Japanese patient whom I had come to visit was pleased both to meet me and to learn the outcome of my conversation with the sumo wrestler.


The next day, we went into town, to a small shop, where they sold all sorts of knickknacks.  We needed some hangers for our clothes.  We knew not a word of Japanese.  We didn’t know even the denominations of the money.  We picked up the hangers, the proprietor gazing at us with wondering eyes and a smile.  When we held our our hands with loose coins, he smiled again, and carefully chose his coins.


Late one afternoon, while I was still at Omori, Tokyo, a young Japanese seminarian knocked at my door.  Would I accompany him to the hospital to pray for a young Japanese lady who had succumbed to tuberculosis?  Off we went.  The distraught parents and a daughter were standing there, outside the door of a narrow room.


The young man opened the door of what I would describe as a closet, something like a padded cell.  The smoke of the burning joss sticks was stifling.  In I went, and there she lay on a shelf, her face beautiful in that corona of swirling smoke.  With the anointing, I said a special prayer for her.


Then, should I say something to the parents in explanation?  “Better not,” said the seminarian.  Apparently, the family was not Christian.  But the young daughter somehow had found Jesus, and it was all a mystery to her parents.


I felt sorry for those good parents.  Their lovely young daughter had been ill with tuberculosis.  As soon as she died, they had to worry about infection, and arrange her funeral by the end of the same day.


During our residence in the Tokyo suburb of Omori, we enjoyed the occasional visits of some important people.  Monsignor Patrick Hurley, later archbishop of the patriarchal diocese of St. Augustine, in Florida, was then the secretary of the Apostolic Delegation, in Tokyo.  An American, he may have felt a sense of isolation, at the Legation, especially since Archbishop Mooney was not allowed by Araki and Company to return from the United States to Japan.  To be sure, there must have been some frustration.  


Also, an occasional visitor was Japan’s most outstanding Catholic, retired Admiral Shinjiro Yamamoto, not to be identified with the jingo who aspired to dictate peace terms, in the White House.


Shinjiro Yamamoto had resigned from the Imperial Japanese navy because, as an Admiral, he was obliged to officiate at Shinto rituals, aboard his ship.  Similarly, he was always “indisposed” when invited to participate in the Shinto ceremonies conducted by the emperor, in the Imperial Sanctuary.


The Admiral’s sterling character won the respect of the imperial family which requested him to serve as tutor to the Crown Prince, later Emperor Hirohito.


Admiral Yamamoto seemed to be fascinated by young Americans who had foregone the intimacies and comforts of home to bring the Christian message to people in an alien society.  These young American missioners seemed to confirm him in his faith.


One of us had the temerity to ask him if he dared explain the Christian religion to the Emperor.  “Yes,” he said.  “If His Majesty were to open the door to such a discussion.”  This brave Christian gentleman was reported once as saying: “If you only knew what His Majesty thinks of His divinity!”  The Emperor never regarded himself as divine, in the Christian context of Almighty God.


It was not so much the militarists’ insistence upon the “divinity” of the Emperor, as their insidious endeavors to interpret it as implying the subordination of Christ, that brought grief to the Christians of Japan.


On the occasion of an annual Shinto ritual conducted by the military, at Yasukuni Shrine, the commanding general barked out the order “Rei!” (veneration).  Thousands of uniformed students from the colleges and universities bowed low toward the altar where the kannushi (Shinto priest) had called down the spirits of the Imperial Ancestors.  However, one student was seen ignoring the command.  He was a Catholic, matriculated at the Catholic University of Tokyo.  For him, God was unique.  He must not be confused

with any of the myriad kamigami (yaoyorozu no kamigami) of the Shinto religion.


All hell broke loose.  The student was arrested, charged with lese majeste. The jingos launched a scurrilous campaign against the Catholic University, as well as the disloyal Catholic Church.  Archbishop Paul Marella, the Apostolic Delegate, was inextricably involved.  He rose to the issue, and wrote a disquisition on the Catholic theology of God.  This I translated for him into English.


Eventually, the controversy was settled.  But the scars remained to haunt Catholics.  Men like Admiral Shinjiro Yamamoto, needed no further acclaim.


One of my Maryknoll missionary colleagues came for a short visit to our home, in Omori.  He was a smiling, goodnatured priest, six feet or more in height.  He was a redhead, with eyes of blue.  About noon, that summer day, he was standing at our gate, watching the rest of humanity go by.  A delivery boy from a nearby restaurant came pedaling along on his bicycle.  On his left hand, he balanced a pyramid of gleaming lacquered trays, dinners for four individuals.  When he had to pass my missionary friend, suddenly he let out a low moan, fell off his bicycle, strewing the delicacies all over the street.  Reverend Father _______ rushed into the house to report the incident.  “What did I do?” he asked.  We explained that he did nothing to cause the accident—that is to say, nothing of which he was aware.  

Later, however, Japanese explained the incident.  “We have an old superstition,” they said, “that the devil has blue eyes and red hair.”


Another visitor I never forget.  She was a fine, educated lady of the old school.  I think she came just to welcome us.  Perhaps, she had heard that we three were young, and possibly still yearning for home.


We showed her a framed photograph of the co-founder of our Maryknoll Mission Society, Father James Anthony Walsh.  The lady approached the picture hanging on the wall.  She clasped her hands together, and bowed.


An ignorant American would characterize this simple action as idolatry.  In fact, it was strict Japanese courtesy.


Americans, never able to penetrate the psyche of other people, and ignorant of their cultures, are poor representatives of the American nation.  Stupidly, they are unable to distinguish between veneration and adoration.


One day, a Japanese lady came to visit us, while we were still at Omori.  She accompanied a blind Japanese woman who would be leaving Japan to join Helen Keller, in Thailand or continue her work there.  She was overjoyed thinking of her prospective association with her icon, the great Helen Keller who, blind and deaf from infancy, learned to speak and read.


I enshrined her glad hope in a poem which I wrote to gild her sad estate.

In Siam, sightless, too—





“Yes, I shall see, in life to come,





The beauty that will leave me dumb…”





I Siam, sightless, too.


Her poem might well have been titled: “Then, I will see.”  Yes, and “Then, I will know.”  Know what?  That many have loved God and fellowman in different ways that were still the Jesus-way.


Speaking of Helen Keller, when she was seven years old, the inventor Alexander Graham Bell recommended a remarkable teacher for her.  She was Anne Sullivan, one of the great women of our modern age.  In two weeks, she had taught Keller how to behave.


One day, during ablutions, Sullivan took Keller over to the pump, in her yard.  She pumped water into Keller’s hand, and using a “hand alphabet” which the teacher had taught Helen Keller, she spelled out “water” as she wet her hand.


Suddenly, Keller understood that the word in her hand meant the water, in her hand.  That day she learned about thirty words.  The world now had meaning for her.  Eventually, Helen Keller, blind and deaf, would electrify the world, by writing first with a Braille typewriter, then with a regular typewriter, eventually writing fourteen books.



Another story came to me from Bangkok—the story of another poor, distraught girl who sold herself into whoredom in order to support a sick mother.  There were thousands of prostitutes in that one city.  How many of them were victims of poverty, victims of purest love?  Mary Magdalene made it to Heaven.  Who dares say no one else did so?





Goodbye, her German sexpot said,





  
And left her for more lustful swirls.





  A nun said: “Heaven will make you well.






You know already about hell.”



The craziest explanation I ever heard of the causation of human helplessness was that advanced by Timothy Leary of Harvard University.  Are you listening?  Monotheism: belief in the Supreme Being, explains human misery.  


Well, the cases which I have mentioned involved persons whose religion was not that of monotheism.  All were Buddhists, and the founder of their religion was at best an agnostic.  Monotheism, says Leary, breeds helplessness.  Rubbish!  Everyone knows that human greed and governmental apathy are the breeders of human helplessness.


Not everything was wrong with Communism.  Leveling, across the economic board, had its virtues.  So also the Robin Hood technique.  Is it a violation of the Natural Law to steal food when one is starving?  Of course, not.  Besides, Communists never could be described as monotheists.  They were dyed-in-the-wool atheists.  The first Russian cosmonauts in their Sputnik related that they had never seen “that old, whiskered One” in space.  So they can hardly blame God for their countrymen’s sad plight.


While I was still at our residence at Omori, in 1935, we had a pleasant, surprise visit from Father Cody Ecstein, a Maryknoll missioner.  He had been home for a year following his ten-year stint in China.  Now he was returning for another stint.  I was accompanying him to his ship, at Yokohama.  I dilated on the law-abiding conduct of the Japanese people; how civil they are to one another in their everyday confrontations.  Just then, another car gave us a bump, in the rear.


Our driver stopped.  “I hope they don’t haggle too long,” Father Ecstein remarked.  “I don’t want to miss my ship.”  Well, there was some haggling between drivers.  Our man came back.  We thought it a storm in a tea cup.  But our driver opened the trunk of his taxi.  He took something out, and returned to the car behind us.  Said sharp-eyed Father Ecstein: “That guy may be civil, but the wrench he is carrying in his hand looks real mean.”  Our driver must have used it as a persuader, because he returned soon, and we continued on our way.  Father Ecstein, man of an earlier generation, just smiled.


And there was that other taxi.  I was riding with a few tourists in Nara, another old capital city of feudal Japan.  “How old is that temple, Father?” queried one of the ladies.  


I asked the driver:  “All of 5,000 years old,” he replied.


“Five thousand years?” gasped the lady.  


I chided the driver:  ‘You know that temple is not more than 500 years old.”


“I get so sick of tourists asking me the same questions,” he said, “that I tell them anything.”  From which I concluded that the Japanese and we are not so far apart, after all.  Brothers, under the skin?

Among the rare foreign visitors who called at our Omori home was Kenneth Gould Henderson.  He was an American poet with an intense interest in the Japanese haiku poetry.  He had been researching the Japanese roots of this form of poetry.  Mr. Henderson was on the eve of publishing his book titled The Bamboo Broom.


Perhaps, some of Mr. Henderson’s enthusiasm for haiku rubbed off on me.  The following year (1934), I began to make inquiries.  An occasional contact with a Japanese poet sharpened my curiosity.  Eventually, I progressed to the point of competence where Hototogisu, the respected Tokyo haiku journal, accepted some of my poetry for publication.


When I returned to the United States, I took an interest in English haiku.  The endeavor, at first, was not easy, owing to linguistic differences and differences in nuance and overtone, in Japanese and English thought.  I had difficulty in bridging the gap, strange to say.  I do not remember, in the beginning, going from English to Japanese.  I was thinking in the latter language because it was all around me.  It was my milieu.  Of course, I may have been operating on the level of my English sub-consciousness.


I think that what motivated me most in delving into Japanese poetry was what I suspected as the deep-down unanimity, the commonality of our human experiences.  From the outset, those Oriental people were not complete strangers to me.  Through the years, through haiku poetry, I was convinced of this: that, at the core of our being, we are not so far apart, and that people should be impatient with those who strive to alienate them.






Thou canst not be






      Far from here.  Moist on my sleeve,







Thy parting tear.


A Japanese poet wrote the original of this soul-wrenching experience, the parting of two young lovers.  Could this short, seventeen syllable poem not relate to our own experience, to a killing goodbye, if ever we said one?  I did, on the day when I left my baby-sister, Willetta Annie, at the car stop, in Boston, as I set out on my ten-year ministry in far Japan.


Among our few foreign visitors, two U.S. Navy officers, en route to the Philippines, surprised us with a short visit.  They may have been “intelligence” men.  Eventually, conversation turned to the prevailing, political climate in Japan.  These officers impressed me as underestimating the military potential of Japan, not to mention the developing, explosive climate.


“Don’t worry, Padre,” one said to me.  “If they start anything, we’ll end it in two months.”  


Irritated, I countered:  “I’ll give you two years!”


That was the mindless sorry attitude that allowed the Japanese air force to stage the Pearl Harbor debacle, right under our noses.  In my opinion, there was a rather pervasive lack of “intelligence,” in not a few American diplomatic circles.


However, Ambassador Grew appeared to be on top of the situation.  Aboard the Asama Maru, he took pains to meet repatriates and acquaint himself with their experiences.  But the situation was not universal.  From others, on various levels of the diplomatic service, I learned that much was to be desired, in the form of “intelligence.”  Higher officials, learning that subordinates had prepared reports, were said to have made handsome offers to purchase these reports.  Myself, I wrote some rather fulsome reports which were welcomed in several quarters by offers of as many commissions. 


In not a few overseas American diplomatic offices, there has been a shortage, if not a lack of linguistic prowess.  Americans have had to rely on natives whose loyalty to the United States was not guaranteed.  Some of these advisers and interpreters and translators were dual-loyalists, “plants” in the service of their own or other governments.  American checks on the integrity of character, the veracity of their statements, and the correctness of their interpretations and translations were frequently missing.  In the eyes of officialdom, the system was infallible and untouchable.


When the two Catholic clergymen essayed the last-gap effort to keep Japan out of war, they were belittled and disparaged by officials of the State Department as the “John Doe Advocates.”  They had no idea of the inner compulsions that were driving Japan to war.


Now, we have a federal government infested with the dual-loyalists of PACs representing foreign interests, at the expense of the American taxpayer.  The “intelligence” is what these pressure-agencies choose to feed our government.  We are a people under siege!


Bilingual loyalists are our only safeguard abroad, and they should be translators of genius.  We must have had some of them in order the break the difficult Japanese military code, during World War II.


Someone has said that the Egyptian Arabic’s every word means itself, its opposite, or something related to a camel.  In other languages, the opposites are distinguished by accent or tone of voice.  The Japanese language has a few of these intriguing opposites.  Hana may mean “flower” or “nose.”  Hashi may mean “bridge” or “chopsticks.”  Usually it is O-hashi: honorable chopsticks.


Again, there are words susceptible of various interpretations, not to mention ideas that are untranslatable, or hardly translatable.  At times, my language teacher would say that some of my interpretations were ienu koto ja nai (not an unsayable thing).  Actually, I was told once that the militarists in Japan deliberately used a terminology difficult to be understood by the common people.  However, with the expansion of knowledge and the unmasking of semantics employed by delegates to the United Nations and other organizations, communications should become easier among nations and individuals.


All of which reminds me of a humorous incident that occurred on our Kyoto mission.  It happened when relations between Japan and the United States were growing tense, before the outbreak of war.  Police surveillance of foreigners was intense, systematic, meticulous.


My housekeeper was obliged to visit the local police station, on her off-day, to report on my activities.  At times, detectives infiltrated my congregation, during Sunday services, to take notes of my sermons.  The visits of the local police to my rectory were time-consuming and a nuisance.  Our mail, incoming and outgoing, was opened and read.


When the post office began to take four days to deliver a letter to the next town, it drove some of us to desperation.  Of course, the poor censors had their troubles consulting the dictionaries.  It was slow, arduous work for them, especially out in the boondocks.  Some of us thought that if we could make the task sufficiently arduous, the translators would simply give up.  So, to test the system, two of us, in adjoining cities, conspired to write letters of no consequence in what someone described as “southern dialect.”


“Youze,” “we’ze,” you-all,” “gwine,” “gonna,” and like words were employed.  Interspersed were nonsense Latinisms such as respice finem  (look out for your end), sub-ubi (under-where), alea est jacta (it’s all over now), etc.  Not to be forgotten were the oddities of what someone called “Hog Latin,” although it affected English.  Such expressions as “ixnay umpchay” were interlarded in the wordy hash.  All the dictionaries in Japan could ot fathom that lingo.  The post office gave up, and the mail no longer was unduly delayed.  After all, there were many other avenues of harassment for the collection and collating of information.


Very early, one morning in June 1934, I did something I was destined to do.  I started out from our home in Omori, in the Tokyo suburbs, resolved to climb Mount Fuji, the sacred mountain of Japan.  A Japanese student kindly offered to accompany me.  I was not one of those who aver that they climb mountains because the mountains are there.  My motivation was entirely spiritual.  Although I had been among the Japanese people less than a year, I had reached the conviction that, if I were going to accomplish anything as a Christian missionary, I needed God’s help to do it.  The Japanese, too, were in need of divine assistance.


I, therefore, resolved to climb the sacred mountain, and offer the Holy Sacrifice of the Mass there, for the conversion of the Japanese nation to the One, True God, their Tenshu (Lord of Heaven).  With my Mass kit on my back, a few toilet articles in my pockets, I set out with my young companion.  


We took the Omori bus to the railroad station.  After several transfers, we boarded a final bus that ran to the foothills of the mountain.  At that early hour, dew still on the eyelids of the flowers, there were only two or three other passengers on the bus.  They disappeared, and we two started the ascent alone.


In the beginning, it was easy.  All we had to do was follow the ancient track, the narrow path traced by pilgrims’ feet, through the centuries.  The morning mist was still in the air.  For several miles, there were trees and vegetation along the way.  Although we did not advert to it, we were climbing the mountain out of season.  That we learned later to my regret.


Fuji is about 14,000 feet high, perennially capped with a cone of gleaming snow.  A comparatively easy climb (for young folks.  (I was twenty-five, then.)  Millions of pilgrims have made their way to the summit.  En route, many wore out their straw sandals, leaving them castoff, at the side of the narrow, stony path.


Normally, Japanese climbed Mount Fuji in groups.  They relied on professional guides called joriki.  These men are as sure-footed as alpine goats.  A waka-poem (31 syllables) lauds their ability:





As we climb Mount Fuji,





Black rocks turn under us,





Though no stone





Turns ever





Beneath the guide’s sure feet.





Rocks 





Which my feet dislodge





Upon Mount Fuji’s slope,





Roll down soundlessly,





As in a dream.


We knew there were no inns, on Fuji’s slopes.  But a mile or two up the mountain,  we were pleasantly surprised to come across an elderly couple gazing at the scene below, while sipping their cups of grass-green tea.  Mama had her teapot close at hand.  She shared her tea with us.  Obviously, they spent time on the mountain in a sort of rude lean-to.  They were a couple of few words.  This unaccustomed foreigner seemed to evoke no surprise.  Still, at her advanced age she probably had a wisdom of her own which told her not to be too glib with foreigners.  Nevertheless, there was something ethereal about the old lady’s face.  I wondered if communing with Nature would somehow transfer the majesty of the mountain to humans.


After a brief respite with the elderly couple, we continued our trek.  It would not do to linger forgetful of the poet’s words:





On Mount Fuji’s peak,





Other than my quilt





I found no inn





Wherein





To shun the dew.


We climbed to the eighth redoubt.  There I offered the Holy Sacrifice of the Mass for the Japanese nation.  Of course, this young missionary was out to convert Japan.  Great Saint Francis Xavier almost accomplished that miracle.  There was a time, during the ministry of his followers, when Catholic Christians, in Japan, numbered close to a million.


When Japanese told Xavier that their religion and culture came from China, off went the great apostle to convert the great nation of China.  If he could convert the Chinese, he would be able to reach the hearts of his beloved Japanese people.  While his fever raged, thus he lay on _____ Island gazing with fast-filming eyes across the seas to the land of his desire.


What drives a man to dare such tasks?  Is he unique?  You can be sure Xavier was.  After all, his race harks back to the oldest in the world.  No race in Europe can claim the Basque.  No known language is kin to Basque.


Father Candau was a great Basque priest, hard at work in Japan when I was there.  Rumor had it that he learned the Japanese language in short order.  I once met him, and asked him how I should go about learning it.


He smiled, and said it is a language easy to master.  I smiled and said: “Easy for you.”


On one occasion, he went to meet someone who came on a bus.  When he left the bus, the wind blew off his hat.  Fr. Candau shouted:  “Get his bashi (hat)!”


A French missionary who had accompanied Fr. Candau, lately himself arrived in Japan, said: “How did you know bashi meant hat in Japanese?”


“It is the same word in my language,” he said.  Perhaps this is a subject fit for research.


Noah, who built the Ark, was nine generations from Adam and Eve.  I heard that Noah’s family spoke a language similar to that of the Armenians.


We were hours of climbing, above the treeline. Awesome was the view below.  The silence was somewhat unnerving.  It had a sanitizing quality about it.  As some poet wrote in the Manyoshu (Collection of Ten Thousand Leaves): 





The birds upon their pinions dare not seek






From awe to wander near its sacred peak.  

(Tr. HeiHachiro Honda)


By early afternoon, we arrived at the snowbound summit.   Fortunately, these two dunces had not slipped and disappeared into a crevasse, farther down the mountain.  The snow was deep enough to cover them.  On the summit, I clambered down into the ancient crater, which was not too deep.  I remember laughing at myself, asking what was the point in sliding down into that crater just to emerge again.


Overlooking that burned-out, ashen bowl, a lava cusp stood like a church spire gazing at the heavens.  So I had the last two hundred feet to go.  Suddenly, however, I felt an excruciating pain around my heart.  I attributed it to the rarefied atmosphere.  We had had nothing to eat since early morning, except a bar of chocolate.  At tne ninth station, we ate snow.  Never before had I tasted anything so delicious.  They say hunger is the best sauce.  But there was something about that driven snow I shall never forget.  I had noticed a mouse climbing with us, part of the way.  What did it have to eat, in that world of snow?


Thus, I tried to explaina way my pain.  However, it did not leave me.  I could not walk three feet without increased pain.  But that culp was there.  And I had to reach the top.  There I felt, in that palpable silence, that I almost could reach out and touch the hand of God, like Adam, on the ceiling of the Sistine Chapel, reaching out to touch the finger of his Creator.  God takes care of children and fools, they say.  He did so that day.  And no children were around.  


Down from the snow-ribbed culp, I was glad to be back on solid ground.  As Father William J. Downs, a Maryknoll missioner exclaimed after a dreadful flight over the Himalayan mountains into India from China:  “Good old terra firma.  And the firmer, the better!”


Fuji, as seen below, is a vision of beauty, its cone of snow gleaming in the distance.  Another Manyoshu poet wrote:





Our songs of praise shall never end.





  Oh, Fuji peerless; O divine! (Yamabeno Aka)


For me, however, there was no beauty on Fuji’s summit.  The black ashen crater, and the snow-laced, lava lotus-spire did not kindle in me sentiments of beauty.  There was no serendipity in my experience.





Lotus, on Mount Fuji’s peak:





  No distant sight





  More truly beautiful;





  At hand, no sight





  More horrible.


The descent was a much more pleasant experience, and more rapidly negotiated.  There were other paths down the mountain.  But I chose the suberikudashi (the slide down descent).  This was the lava-side of the mountain.  With every step, we went down three steps, the loose lava sliding under our feet.  The experience was a bit hilarious.  In the westering sun, we descended several miles until we reached the treeline.


There, from the woods emerged a man who abruptly engaged my companion in conversation, and hurried away.  My friend told me that the man was a mountain ranger.  He had warned us to waste no time in getting down the mountain, because a wind storm was brewing.  After all, we were climbing out of season, and storms were known to have blown people right off the mountain.  However, I had the strangest intuition that our informant was a policeman who had been trailing me. 


Some Japanese probably thought I was up to no good.  What would an American be doing, hiking up Mount Fuji, out of season?  They would not have believed me even if I told them I went there to pray for them.  As a guard, on another occasion, and in other circumstances said: “We would not do it.”  The war fever was gathering strength, even at that early date.


Night came on, and we lost our way.  Fearful lest a marsh might lie ahead of us, we wrapped the top of two rods with our towels, and set them ablaze, hoping to attract someone in a lighted house, far in the distance.  We bellowed “Oh-ee” at the top of our voices.  Although we were then quite low on the mountain, actually in the foothills, the sound carried down to the village.  Someone heard us.  A door opened in the distance, releasing a flood of light.  Before long, a young fellow arrived on his bicycle.  He guided us down the last slope, across the foothills, to the inn whose welcome light had beckoned to us, on the mountain.


Although everyone in that small inn had shared the o-furo(honorable bath), we plunged into the still-steaming waters.  By morning, I had recovered from my fearsome fatigue.  Ten years later, I collapsed in a street, in Scranton, Pennsylvania.  In the hospital, they discovered my heart attack on Fuji mountain.  It was rather severe, the doctor said.  I might have decorated, with my limp body, that snowswathed cusp atop the mountain.  If God did not need me, somehow He wanted me to get to work.


After my climb up Mount Fuji, I had to spend the night at the inn at the foot of the mountain.  There was only one bath, in the place.  Everyone went into the large pool together, and boiled together.  I was always impressed with the modesty of the bathers.  Everyone covered the genitals until they went under the water.  When they soaped outside the pool (and never in the pool!), they always faced away from others.  And there never was any unseemly conduct there, such as has occurred, I was given to understand, in the San Francisco bath houses.


The Japanese bath was, for a long time, a sort of Purgatory for me.  Whenever I was invited to a family meal, the kind host would insist on my sharing the bath.  I had to go first, as the guest of honor.  And unless I emerged looking red as a newborn infant, they knew that I either did not take a bath or only dipped in and out.  So I would suffer through it.  In order to learn more language, I lived with a Japanese family for a short spell.  I laughed, as the rest of the family did, when a young daughter called out to her mother:  “Shimpu sama wa Yoku hairimasu….” (The Spiritual Father, really goes in.)

Sometimes, the maid would go out in the yard, open the firebox under the tub, and throw in more wood to encourage the flames.  I often wondered if she did this out of revenge for her long days of work.  It surely was hard on the buttocks, as one sat thre, boiling away.


The Japanese maid was a fortunate find for any family.  Devoted to their rounds of varied work, from early morning until late at night, they were a blessing to their employers.  But even a maid may get overtired.  Some did.  To encourage a lagging visitor to leave so that she could get to bed, a maid, following an ancient superstition, would heat up a broom, and set it out in the entry.  One night as I was slow to leave, I noticed a broom in the entry.  I sensed that it didn’t belong there.  Later I learned about the maid’s strategy.  Whenever I espied a broom in an entry, I thought of witches back home, in Salem, Massachusetts.


As I looked back upon my experience, I was glad I had shared the upward striving of good people, through the centuries.  The Japanese are not mistaken.  Fuji is “divine,” in their sense of the word.  Millions of pious pilgrims have divinized it.  They have rendered it ethereal.  I thought of Basho’s haiku (17 syllable poem).  I could not help substituting “sandals” where he had written “violets.”





Coming along the mountain path,





  There was something touching





About those cast-off sandals.


The spell is still on me.  This foolish old man would like to scale Fuji again.  And once more, that other low mount in the old Jerusalem sky, Mount Calvary: sacramentalized if not divinized, ethereal, for all time.


During my climb up Mount Fuji, where the treeline yielded to a world of lava and rock, I remembered a story told me by Brother Walter of the Marist missionaries, at Yokohama.  Brother mentioned that he and some of his confreres had climbed the mountain, in due season.  They had paused at the treeline for a rest and a picnic lunch.  They had laid out their sandwiches with beverages, ready for a well-earned repast.  Suddenly, the mountain shook, and down came a boulder right over their lunch from which they had withdrawn just in the nick of time.


Well, I had brought only a Hershey chocolate bar.  No such outrage could befall me.


I wish I could see Mt. Fuji again.  Climbing out of the crater, in the summer of 1934, there where the sky seemed closer to the snowcapped summit, I somehow came closer to God.  Like Adam, on the ceilig of the Sistine Chapel in Rome, outreaching his finger to touch a finger of his Creator, I, high on the sculptured culp of Fuji, raised a finger toward Heaven, and discovered who I really was.  Creature, striving for reunion with his Creator.
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