Foreward: A Burial

Loi tya: Mot Dam Tang
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A monk is floating onboard a small aluminum boat on the Saigon River. Under the scorching sun and
above the glittering water, the monk and the boat are as invisible as ghosts. Onboard the boat with the
monk are two containers, a green rectangular pot and a round woven bamboo basket. The green pot
features Chinese inscriptions glazed into one of its glossy ceramic faces that indicate a name. Taped
above the name is a small postage stamp-sized portrait. After decades of waiting, the face of this name is
discoloured and faded. As the boat sways in the current of the river, the monk reaches with his left hand

into the woven basket to grab a palm-sized ball of white glutinous rice that sticks to his hand.

On the top of the pot is an opening into its interior where the monk places his left hand. His left hand
enters the pot until the entire hand is submerged in cool and dry ashes, a strange reprieve from the

hot and humid Saigon air. The pot is indeed an urn. Like a beckoning to come, the monk curls his
fingers and palm into a fist and presses the ashes into the sticky rice that is stuck to his palm. The monk
repeats this motion, pulling an unknown person back into the mortal world. The cold ashes equalize in

temperature with the heat that emanates from the monK’s living hand.

The monk takes his left hand out of the urn and releases his fist. He reveals to the world a ball of
glutinous rice mixed with the ashes. The ball has a powdery gray surface that is punctuated by lacunas
formed by rice granules pressed against each other. In a swift and decisive motion, the monK’s right
hand grabs the ball and throws it in the south east direction of the Saigon River. The ball flies through
the air, breaks the surface tension of the water, and is carried further by the current of the river or by the

animals that will eat it. The monk continues this ritual until all of the ashes are exhumed from the urn.

Beads of sweat form on the head and neck of the monk like one of the construction workers on the
shore. The workers are building a massive gate to prevent the rising Saigon River from overflowing its
tributary, the Bén Nghé Channel. While catching his breath, the monk observes the nearly complete
Bén Nghé Sluice Gate and wonders how the spirit he just released will be able to return to the Chuia Van
Phat temple in Chg Lén where spirits spend their first decades of their afterlife. Can spirits swim past
the gate?

My mother told me that her ashes and my father’s ashes should be brought from Toronto to the Chtia
Van Phat temple in Chg Lén, also known as the Temple of Ten Thousand Buddhas in the Chinese
quarters of Ho Chi Minh City. This hidden yet grand Buddhist temple is where the ashes of both my
maternal and paternal family rest. I asked my mother what I should do in the event that major parts of
Ho Chi Minh City are underwater, a reality by 2050 projected in the United Nations Intergovernmental
Panel on Climate Change Report of 2021. My mother responded that monks at Chuia Van Phat release
the ashes of people when they are no longer remembered and visited by their surviving family. These
forgotten ashes are mixed with glutinous rice to form balls that are thrown into the Saigon River to
disperse the ashes into the sea. If Chtia Van Phét were to be submerged in water then all of the ashes

will go where they are destined to be.

Mot nha su troi trong mot chiée thuyén nhom nho trén séng Sai Gon. Gitia cdi ndng chdy bén trén va
mdt nudc ldp lanh bén dudi, nha su va chiéc thuyén trd nén tang hinh nhu béng ma. Trén thuyén cung
v6i nha su 1a hai vat dung d6, mot chiéc binh xanh hinh vudng va mot chiéc ré dan tre hinh tron. Trén
than st bong loang ctia chiéc binh xanh, nhiing ky tu tiéng Trung Quéc dugc trang men vao bé mit
hinh thanh mot cai tén. Pugc dén phia trén cdi tén la mot tdim hinh chan dung ¢ nhé nhu mot chiéc
tem. Trai qua nhiéu thé ky cho doi, hinh nhén dién ctia cai tén nay da phai mau va m¢ dan di. Ngay
ltc chiéc thuyén lac lu theo dong nudc, nha su véi canh tay trdi vao chiéc r6 dan va 14y ra mot ndm xoi

trang dinh chat vao ban tay.

Nha su dat tay trdi ctia minh lén trén chiéc binh ndi c6 moét 16 hd md vao bén trong. Tay 6ng tién sau
vao cho dén khi ca ban tay lan ngup dudi 16p tro mat va kho, mot cam giac giai thoat ky la gitia khi troi
néng va &m cua Sai Gon. Chiéc binh that ra 1a mot chiéc binh c6t. Nhu nghe thidy mot tiéng goi, nha su
cudn ban tay lai thanh ndm ddm va ghi chdt tro vao sat nhiing nép xdi van con dinh x6t lai trén tay. Nha
su 1dp lai dong tac nay, kéo mot ngudi la mat trd lai coi duong. Cai lanh tii tro tan cin bang Itia nhiét ti

ban tay ctia nha su.

Nha su rit tay ra khoi chiéc binh c6t va m& nam tay ra. Ong cho ca thé gi6i thiy mot vién xoi tron 1an
Vv6i tro c6t. Xung quanh bé mét day bot xdm ctia vién x06i, cdc vét 1om dugc hinh thanh bdi cac hat nép
bi ép sat vao nhau. V6i mét dong tac dut khodt, nha su dung tay phai ndm 14y vién x6i va ném theo
huéng dong nam ctia s6ng Sai Gon. Vién x6i bay xuyén khong khi, phd v6 stic can ctia mét nudc, va
chay theo dong nudc hodc dugc dua di xa boi cac loai dong vat sé an né. Nha su tiép tuc nghi thiic nay
cho dén khi toan bo tro c6t da roi khoi chiéc binh.

Nhiing hat mo6 hoi tu lai trén d4u va ¢ ctia nha su giéng nhu trén nhiing cong nhén xay dung trén bo
song. Ho dang xay mot chiéc cng 16n nham ngén song Sai Gon tran vao dong phu luu la kénh Bén
Nghé. Trong lic thé 14y hoi, nha su quan sét cdng dap Bén Nghé dang gan hoan thanh va tu hoi bang
cach nao linh hon 6ng dy viia gidi thoat sé co thé trd vé chtia Van Phéit & Chg Lén, noi ma linh hén da &
trong nhiéu thip ky ¢ hau Kiép. Linh hén c6 thé boi qua chiéc cdng duge khong?

Me tdi c6 béo véi t6i 1a tro c6t clia me va ba sau nay phai dem tii Toronto vé d€ & chuia Van Phit tai Chg
Lén trong khu phd ngusi Hoa tai Thanh phé H6 Chi Minh. Tuy ndm khuét gitia long khu pho, ngoi
chuia rong 16n nay la noi tro c6t ctia ca gia dinh noi, ngoai ctia téi yén nghi. Téi hoi me phai lam thé nao
néu nhu phén 16n ctia Thanh phé H6 Chi Minh sau nay ngép sau dudi nudc, mét thuc t€ dén nim 2050
dugc du bao trong Bdo cdo Lién Chinh phu vé Bién d6i Khi hdu ndm 2021 cta Lién Hgp Qudc. Me tra
161 1a cdc nha su tai chua Van Phat giai phong tro c6t ctia nhiing ngudi khong con dugc thim viéng va
da bi gia dinh ctia minh quén mat. Tro c6t ctia ho dugc tron vao x6i thanh vién va tha vao song Sai Gon
dé cho tro tan vao bién. Néu chtia Van Phét ¢6 chim xudng nudc that, thi cic tro c6t trudc sau ciing sé

vé noi da dinh sdn thoi.






