
I suppose most of us from time to time have wondered how one can conclusively know 
the truth. Seems to me the same as asking how we can know what’s real. It’s one of those 
primeval questions that have haunted the human race from the beginning and many there are 
who have searched for an answer only to come up empty handed. When Pilate asked Jesus  
what he’d done to be brought to him for trial, Jesus answered that he’d come into the world to 
testify to the truth to which Pilate shot back, “What is truth?” Maybe he was just being cynical 
having given up the search as nothing more than an exercise in futility. And yet the truth was 
right there standing in front of him. Just goes to show you can be looking directly at a thing 
and not even see it.  
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“So we fix our eyes not on what is seen, but on what is unseen. For what is seen is temporary, 

but what is unseen is eternal.” 2 Corinthians 4.18 NIV 
 

he reality of the situation can look pretty grim. In fact, it is grim. And it lasts for the 
entire duration of its prescribed season which, to those having to go through it can 
seem like a lifetime. No one likes to think about it but the fact doesn’t go away no 
matter how deliberately one tries to ignore it. That’s because reality is a stone cold 

teacher. It is what it is and there’s no free lunch. Let me say up front that I’m writing this as an 
observer mostly. I’ve come through whatever hard realities I’ve had so far in my lifetime and I’m 
still in one piece. But I’ve seen worse and it bothers me.  
 My wife has two older brothers, Chet and Phut. She’d led them both to Christ and a few 
years back I baptized them. I baptized Phut 
not far from here in Siem Reap at an ancient 
reservoir called Baray Tek Thla. Not too long 
after that he had a stroke that’s left him a 
total invalid. He just lays there day after day 
not able to do anything. He can’t even get up 
to go do his business. His wife has to do 
everything for him. And now in these 
intervening years he’s just been going 
downhill. The perception amongst his 
Buddhist neighbors is that this is the sort of 
thing that happens when you leave the 
religion and traditions of your ancestors. 
They chalk it up to karma. It’s a strongly held 
perception and a powerful incentive not to 
become a follower of Christ, or as most here see it, the Jesus religion. The other thing that bears 
upon my mind with even greater weight is how brother Phut sees it. His whole life’s experience is 
steeped in Buddhism and the traditions that have accreted onto it over centuries of time. His 
worldview has been shaped by it. And now, in his late 70s, that perspective is pretty much a fixture 
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in his mindset. And so I wonder, what does he think about all this? Does he too think it’s karma? We 
told him he’d face challenges in his Christian walk, and now he can’t even walk.   
 We in the West understand that a stroke is largely a dietary issue with a mix of lifestyle 
perhaps and a dose of heredity. It seems absurd to blame God for what’s happened to this new 
believer, that no sooner does he step out in faith into a new life in Christ than he’s struck down and 
reduced to invalid status and a burden to his family. And yet it’s almost reflexive that we would 
want to blame somebody for such a cruel fate. Apparently, in Jesus’ time, the Jews had a notion 
similar to the concept of karma. You remember the story of the man born blind to whom Jesus 
restored his sight with a little spit and mud. The disciples had asked him whose fault it was that 
he’d been born blind, the sins of his parents or his own sins. Jesus told them that it was neither the 
one nor the other but that “the work of God might be displayed in his life.” Whereas that’s a mighty 
powerful testimony, and it caused quite a stir in the Jewish religious community at the time, if I 
were to tell Phut’s skeptical neighbors what Jesus had done for the blind man who had the faith to 
believe that he could be healed with brother Phut in plain view laying there in stark contrast to the 
miraculous, I’m pretty sure they’d shake their heads and walk away more determined than ever to 
stick with the religion they already have. This kind of thing gets into what theologians call theodicy 
that questions how God, who’s so good and powerful can let all this bad stuff happen. The way I see 
it, this is plain old garden variety reality. Nothing more, nothing less.  
 But then, what is it really? Scripture tells us that reality is God’s domain. He created us and 
the whole universe in that vast realm of perfect reality. That is until we got our hands on it. You 
know the story – the Garden, the Fall and all the rest of it. Now it isn’t perfect anymore and we’ll 
just have to live with that until God sets it all to rights again. I could be way off the mark here. I’m no 
deep thinker working his way through the snags and tangles of trying to understand the nature of 
reality. I’m just here in Cambodia living the life of a missionary and it’s all been very real. As for 
Noy, she tells her brother to keep on believing and his wife and sons to keep the faith, and they’re 
doing that the best they can under the circumstances. Theirs is a simple faith, child-like you could 
say. Not that faith is simplistic, mind you. No more than the mind of a child is simplistic. But it’s a 
faith uncluttered with the convolutions of Western thought and methodology like ours is. I mean, 
they’re rice farmers if you get my drift. And they’re intelligent. They don’t miss any of the fine 
details of what’s happening to them as Christians in a Buddhist world. They ask hard questions that 
are hard to answer with answers that are hard to understand and harder still to act on. I guess 
that’s because real faith doesn’t come easy. Could be that the only way to see if one’s faith is the 
kind that’s going to stick is to test it under severe conditions. Everything in Scripture points to that 
stone cold reality.  
 So brother Phut will continue to exist like he is, his health and his mind deteriorating day by 
day until he dies. His neighbors will pity him and his family for the ill-fated karma that has befallen 
them and go on about their lives convinced that they’re on the same right path as their ancestors 
before them whose ghosts inhabit the very air they breathe forbidding them to walk on any other 
path than the one they left for them to follow. As for Phut’s family, they’ll travel the rocky path of 
faith with Christ because that’s the choice they made and they won’t turn back. Indeed, they can’t 
turn back because the decision to follow Christ is final.   
 The Russians have a saying born of hardship and travail that goes something like this: 
“Hope is the last to die.” But then there’s this little matter of faith that says, “This too shall pass,” 
and all the while hope burns like a matchstick in a mine shaft. Except the match refuses to go out 
like it’s supposed too. That’s because the flame isn’t a human artifact and neither is faith. Then 
there’s love that holds them all together in an indestructible unity that has existed before there ever 
was a universe or a human race. They exist perfectly in our imperfect universe impervious to the 
ruin we’ve brought to everything else we’ve touched. Jesus embodies all three and you see the effect 
death has had on him – three days dead in a tomb and then he gets up and walks out as if arising 
from a nightlong slumber. I’m not saying it was easy. He still bears the scars of the whips and the 



crucifixion. But he’s really alive and the power of life itself is his to destroy the scourge of death in 
anyone who’ll follow him. Scripture informs us that it’s all very real. And that’s what we carry with 
us as we face the unrelenting realities of our existence.   

Now karma carries with it the idea that everything is illusory. That’s why the objective of 
the Buddhist supposedly is to attain Nirvana via the religious disciplines of Buddhism. Don’t ask me 
to explain Nirvana because the closest I can come to understanding it is that it’s Nothing adding up 
to a grand total of Zero. But Scripture nails it telling us that this present experience is real all right, 
but it’s not forever and the thing we hope for but haven’t yet seen is not only real, but never ending 
as well. And that’s what we’re supposed to keep our eyes on even as we watch our step along the 
way. That’s why the notion of blind faith is such a farce. We Christians are told to keep our eyes 
wide open lest we fall into a ditch.  
 So where does that leave brother Phut? What can I say to a man who’s been dealt a blow so 
hard that it’s knocked the legs out from under him? I don’t have the wisdom for it and the answer 
isn’t in me. But I do have this, what the apostle Paul said to his fellow believers: “Therefore we do 
not lose heart. Though outwardly we are wasting away, yet inwardly we are being renewed day by 
day. For our light and momentary troubles are achieving for us an eternal glory that far outweighs 
them all.” This has got to be true. We’ve poured all we’re worth into it. 

 
 
 


