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KOMOREBI

A stone I died and rose again a plant;

A plant I died and rose an animal;

I died an animal and was born a man.

Why should I fear? What have I lost by death?

-Jalal al-Din Muhammad Rami

Take the ladle with your right hand, fill it
with water, and pour some water over your
left hand to rinse it.

I RAN INSIDE THICK WALLS of white smoke. If I stopped, I would suffocate. If I
ran in the wrong direction, I would burn. I ran straight ahead, cursed, and prayed
with the same tongue. Earlier when I stepped out of the cab on the highway, I saw
the dark singular tip of the monastery’s roof pointing towards the sky, protruding
over the thick foliage of trees, on a mound at least six kilometers from the main
road. But the pyramid-shaped church soon vanished behind the smoke. Beside the
highway, two cornfields facing each other—parted by a rough road—were burning.

The memory flashed in my head when the flowing cold water I scooped with a
hisyaku touched my left hand. I was cleansing before approaching the temple at
the Setagaya-Hachimangi Shrine to pray, carefully following the instructions on
the wooden board hanging above a huge stone basin. I had been limping when I
accidentally stumbled on this Shinto shrine in my search for the Gétokuji Temple
known for its thousand lucky cats. Probably gout again, triggered by excessive
intake of red meat and seafood. Or the old injury from years of muay thai a lifetime
ago. Or the many miles of walking for the past four days. Or the sheer stress of
trying to understand Japan’s railway system. I had been fasting for seventeen hours
but still took two tablets of diclofenac. I hoped they would kick in fast while still not
messing up my empty stomach.

The shrine had multiple red torii of different sizes. In the middle of a garden was
a small bridge with three birdhouses and a fountain that burbled to a clear pond.
The stairs next to the pond led to an ancient sumo wrestling ring. The marker said
that the ring used to witness matches in the Edo period (1603-1868). The caretaker
was combing the sand in the ring when I entered the shrine compound. While
others go to the cat temple to find luck, it was for me a pilgrimage: I came to see the
iconic sites from my favorite movies. Particularly, I came to see the cats in Chris
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Marker’s Sans Soleil. Clips and stills ran in my head while I walked from the train
station to the Shinto shrine, passing through a quiet neighborhood lined with small
cafés, grocery stores, and souvenir shops along the way.

As I prayed at the temple, the images of white smoke and of a monastery kept
playing at the back of my head. Sans Soleil faded into a long walk in Bukidnon
twelve years ago, when I was twenty-five. I felt it in my hair whorl, pulling me
back to winding Mangima Road, the dangerous curves and high cliffs that drivers
navigate on the way to Malaybalay City.

I recalled waiting for the burning to reach its end. I looked at the cab that
dropped me off getting smaller as it went on to Valencia, the city next to Malaybalay.
On most any other day, motorbikes for rent were parked beside the highway,
their drivers whiling away time sipping coffee, smoking, chatting with vendors in
makeshift stalls with different colored termos and piles of makaon neatly arranged
on wooden tables covered with linoleum. They were all gone.

I took the rough road that parted the two burning cornfields thinking I could get
by the dwindling fire. But God blew a strong wind and blazed the grounds fiercer.
The walls of smoke returned.

I waited for a voice to punctuate this holy encounter. I recalled the burning bush
on Mount Horeb. But I could not put away my slippers nor kneel on the ground.
No staff to part a body of water should I find a Red Sea to hinder me in this exodus.

Truth be told, I wanted to return to Malaybalay. Run back to the highway. Take
the first bus. Check out of my hotel. The fire convinced me that this visit was no
longer worth it. But my irrational life-long fascination with temples and churches
prevailed. I needed to see the monastery.

I held my breath, ran forward, and pierced through the smoke.

Shift the ladle to your left hand
and rinse your right hand.

You need religion if you have no conviction, a friend once told me. Religion
provides structure, and structure edifies and cultivates habits of thinking and feeling.
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But I never thought myself in need of such things. I developed an interest instead
in literal structures. Churches. Temples. Eventually this fascination extended to
rituals. To the lengths we go to in worship.

Maybe this began when I was four and fell from the guava tree in our backyard.
The fall broke my right arm. I had to wear a cast for weeks. I worshipped the guava
tree secretly for its might, for its significance as the first tree from where I fell. I
offered earthworms at its feet as a peace offering—to make sure I would not fall
again.

Maybe this began when I was five and Ma brought me to San Agustin Cathedral
in Cagayan de Oro, the church beside the river. I stared at the offertory baskets
and at the people dropping money into them. When we got home, I told Ma I was
giving up my dream of becoming a pilot.  had decided to be a priest. She asked why
and [ told her priests earn a lot of money. I could buy her new clothes, an umbrella,
and jewelry. To convince her, I sang a distorted version of Amahan Namo and
Maghimaya Ka Maria.

Maybe it was the kalawat which Ma never allowed me to taste. You wait after
your first confession, she told me, when I asked her to give me half of the wafer while
we were lining up in front of the priest. Above us, the stained glass was glowing as
the receding sun flooded the church, illuminating the dust in the air before giving
way to the warm light of the chandeliers that hung from the high ceiling. Outside,
darkness had settled like a blanket covering the earth.

Maybe it was the lilting feeling I got from the hymn of choirs. I realized that
beauty and harmony had a way of reaching deep into my inner life, wanted from
me a sense of surrender, warmed my eyes close enough to tears. I would keep the
feeling through my rough adult years and sing to myself gently. But I was too young
to understand this back then.

At nine, I finally had my first confession and communion. Tasteless, the host
stuck on the roof of my mouth. I had to rub my tongue against it. Because it stuck
there stubbornly, I tried to remove it with my fingers. The catechist gave me a
sharp look and I felt a sudden pain in my stomach. I knew it was because I skipped
breakfast but as a child, I couldn’t shrug off the possibility that the stomachache
was God’s punishment.

At school, I memorized verses and won the catechists’ quiz shows. I sang in
the choir and became an angel when Jesus resurrected during Easter celebration. I
always loved going to church and listening to the priest’s anecdotes. Story and then
moral lesson. I enjoyed the meandering sermons in-between. But I was not fond
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of confession. It was awkward. And one time the priest, probably bored of hearing
the same sins, fell asleep while I, perspiring with embarrassment, enumerated my
transgressions. I would learn from Ma that he was turning deaf due to old age.

I was nine when a house church sprouted in the vacant lot beside our small
neighborhood. The church roused all of us with an off-key solo guitar, the coin-
jingling sound of tambourines, and the many tongues spoken by a few believers on
early Sunday mornings. I had goosebumps all over my body thinking I was hearing
the Holy Spirit. I wanted to check if there were tongues of fire burning their hair
just like the illustration in the Bible given to us by relatives who were Jehovah’s
Witnesses. Ma warned me to be careful else I get swayed to their religion.

I couldn’t help it. I became fascinated with the idea that a simple house can
suffice as a church. No stained glass, no high roofs, no hymns. The people can
dance and jump and cry and be hysterical or laugh madly (which I would learn later
as an inspiration of a Laughing Spirit). When they shouted hallelujah, I thought the
sky would open, and with thunder and lightning here and there, God would come
down.

One afternoon, I decided to join the Sunday school for children. I felt awkward
because they asked me if I'd go to heaven after I die and I said “not sure” when all of
them were convinced that they would. Really? How? They explained it to me. I got
the idea but little of the conviction.

I received money, school supplies, and candies for winning all quiz shows about
the Bible and for the most number of Bible verses memorized. Ma told me to return
my prizes and not have anything more to do with the born-agains. Still, I continued
to go to the house church secretly. It was nearer in nature to the manger where
Jesus was born. I also went there because there were so many books aside from
Bible storybooks and pamphlets. I read Gulliver's Travels, Treasure Island, Journey
to the Center of the Earth, and Around the World in Eighty Days. Books on spiritual
warfare scared me so I did not touch them. The pastor and the caretaker became
my friends and they allowed me to climb and harvest tamarind.

One day, during the church anniversary, delegations came to our neighborhood
to evangelize. They were nicely dressed and their smiles looked genuine. Our sitio
was largely Roman Catholic so the neighbors were skeptical of getting proselytized
by the Protestants. In the evening, they set up a huge screen made of white cloth
which I measured to be ten meters wide using the distance from my left shoulder
to the tip of my right hand. Fastened tightly, wafting, slightly curved by the wind,
the telon was quite a mystery: how could this cloth transform to a movie screen?
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The kuyas mounted speakers below the screen and tied a trompa to the santol
tree where one side of the telon was attached. I saw a man with a stern face and gray
hair unpack a cranky looking device from an old case. When the device turned on,
it made rattling sounds. And when the light from its mouth started flooding the
white telon, like power beams of superheroes I saw on TV, I decided it was going to
be the most magical machine in my entire life.

The outdoor cinema slowly came together. Many people arrived. They brought
their own monobloc chairs, rice cookers, and food in pots and pans. That was the
first time I saw the entire neighborhood come out to experience its first outdoor
movie. To get a better view, some kids climbed their father’s shoulders or onto
nearby tree branches. The movie was called The Burning Hell, a 1974 film made by a
plane crash survivor, Ron Ormond. Our excitement dwindled into silence when the
hell-goers on screen started screaming, burning, and swimming in hell; they had
lived a life of sin and did not accept Christ as their personal lord and savior while
still on Earth. Worms came out of their bodies and some of them gradually turned
into demons. Their life-sized figures overwhelmed the audience. We turned to look
at the unlit spaces around us, fearing a few of the hellish figures might have jumped
out of the screen, lurking, ready to grab us at any time. The children were horrified
and the adults looked embarrassed. After the movie, the born-agains evangelized
the neighbors. In the entire week that followed, I didn’t see any folks gambling,
couples nagging, nor istambays drinking and smoking by the sari-sari stores.

After a week of clean living, everything returned to business as usual.

I couldn’t sleep that night after the movie. The scenes in hell did not bother me
much. My imagination always came back to the light emanating from the projector
and how, with the correct distance, it perfectly fitted the white cloth. I was looking
at the celluloid rolling and listening to the clicking of sprockets.

Take the ladle into your right hand
again, cup the left hand, pour some
water into it and use it to rinse your
mouth.

I was Catholic up until college. I would spend five years as a student and two
years as a literature teacher in the Islamic City of Marawi. That was where I felt I
may have been a Muslim in my past life because I loved the adhan reverberating
five times a day from a number of neighboring masjids. Hearing the call to prayer
at dawn—when my consciousness floated on dreams and my ears slightly opened
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themselves to Allah hu akbar/ La ilaha illallah—was something I would never
exchange for the world. I felt at peace.

Not being able to stop the urge to worship with my Muslim friends, I befriended
an Aleem to let me join them in prayer. Bapa Aleem was a neighbor who provided
us water every time our deep well pump broke. He charged our phones and laptops
during brownouts and allowed us credits in his sari-sari store. He assured the
apartment owner we would pay the rent due every time our allowance got delayed,
and gave us plenty of food whether it was Ramadan or not. He taught me what it
means to be a Muslim.

During those years, I began studying the Bible in earnest while also studying
the Holy Qur’an, a gift from my folklore professor in college. A Christian ministry
assigned to me a Bible study leader whom I confused with my limitless questions. I
felt bad when he finally requested the ministry leadership to transfer me to another
Bible study leader because my questions overwhelmed him. When I read the Book
of John, I cried hard.  was hungry for the Word. I fasted for days, prayed for several
hours a day, and went to church on Sundays in what on weekdays was the university
cafeteria. I joined fellowships and prayer meetings outdoors, under the pine trees
in the golf course, overlooking Lake Lanao where the mountains of Bukidnon on
the other side formed The Sleeping Lady who showed herself only when the sky
was clear.

Sometimes, we would witness small spouts forming wobbly pillars on the
surface of the lake while we sang the upbeat praise songs of Darlene Scheck or
cried over the hymnals of Don Moen. I would learn from my Meranaw friends
who are indigenous to the area that based on their legend, the spouts were formed
by tonongs, the powerful spirits of the lake. The Meranaws consider the belief of
tonongs now as un-Islamic.

On early mornings or late afternoons, a thick wall of fog would cover us as we
prayed. The plateau where we stood was more than two thousand feet above sea
level. It was almost freezing but the warmth inside us made us feel that God indeed
dwelt in high places.

I became a preacher and a Bible study leader. I reached out to new students
and encouraged them to get to know God. I spoke in tongues, received visions,
and uttered prophecies as far as my faith made them happen. Looking back now, I
would not insist that those were real but, in those times, it seemed to me that they
were and they felt wonderful.
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What Ma feared for me when I was nine finally happened when I went home one
day and proclaimed the good news: I had been dipped in the sea at Linamon, Lanao
del Norte, during a revival youth camp. Another baptism was redundant, she said.
Secretly, I enrolled in a Bible school, hoping I'd become a pastor.

Day by day, I drifted in the romanticism of the spirituality that I found. I
was also waking up to my sexuality. Some ministry student leaders called my
attention, concerned with my being queer. Sometimes, one of the pastors would
use homophobic jokes in sermons and I'd feel uncomfortable. Nobody told me
previously that being queer was something I must be bothered with, and that
one must be a heterosexual to serve God. Though everyone seemed hesitant to
confront me for being queer, I could sense their earnestness to bring me back to
the right path.

Growing up, some classmates called me bayot or bayoton but I didn’t quite
identify with those terms. Queer was closer but it had no direct translation in
bisaya. Regardless of the term, my family knew all along, though I only came out
to them when I turned thirty. I brought them to a beach in Opol to have lunch. I
ordered crabs and shrimp, their favorite food. They could not understand what
queer meant but they accepted it—accepted me. No shock, anger, nor drama. “Live
your life;” that’s what my Tatay said.

I would learn that a lot of people in the ministry made intercessions for me.
Some gave encouragement, said that I was not a hopeless case. Some insinuated
that I was in bondage and rebuked the evil spirit in me. They prayed over me and
I waited for some magical beam from their hands to finally hit me and perhaps
I would become straight. I was the only one left standing when everyone had
already collapsed on the floor, all drenched with sweat and tears from surrendering
“strongholds,” a term for the place that the devil occupies in one’s life.

I appreciated their concern but the only change clear to me was to find a better
version of myself. What ushered me to identity crisis was not the urge to resist the
me that I knew and loved but the fact that people were making me feel I was not
what I was. [ always remember with fondness the level-headed friends that I found
in that church, those who saw me with approval in the same way I approve myself
when I am in the presence of my Maker. I did not begrudge those who saw me
otherwise. I knew they came from well-intentioned places. After all, every person
is entitled to their own interpretation of God.

I was thankful my interpretation did not lead me to self-condemnation. Instead,
it taught me to worship Them as I am. Free. Loved.
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I searched for God outside religion and went only to church—whatever church—
to observe the beauty of worship. The rituals. The silences. The prayers engraved
on walls. The faltering voices. The physical structures. The withered flowers. The
echoes of footsteps. The peace. I observed these with a keen study of an outsider,
taking up a space as small as I could. I'm just here to pray. I'm just passing by. I'm
fine here at the back. Mind if I take a look? When it came to spiritual matters, it
always seemed like I was looking at peripheral things. Or I was always peripheral.

I understood that though we may expect a church to be accepting, it straddles
the paradox of giving space and taking it. Churches in the Philippines can be very
politically averse; they have subtle and not-so-subtle ways to exclude. Queer people
do not have it easy finding a church that approves them and finding a church that
they approve. I was bitter for a time, in my twenties, until I realized in retrospect
that all those people who hurt me were also struggling in ways I may not fully
understand. It took a while for me to recognize that the exclusion was my path to
freedom from the baggage of congregations, conventions, expectations.

If the body is the temple of the Spirit, what I do with this body—my everyday
life—is an act of worship. Breathing is allowing the universe to work its way through
me. When I think of myself as a church, I never get lost looking for one. When I
read the Bhagavad-Gita and Emerson, I became more convinced that I am part
and particle of the universe and whatever I do will affect the universe in ways I
may never know. My body now was once rock, soil, cloud, water, animal, wind,
leaf. Once part of other people’s bodies. Disintegrating and integrating. I receive
grace from time for the elements to come together and become me. I am a chaos of
things in a journey to equilibrium, always searching, always in a flux. When my life
is over, it will become another life. I am singular yet I am multiple. When I think
of life this way, I feel old and eternal. I've been here for a long time and will still be.
This comforts me.

I prayed to Allah at Masjid Jamae Chulia in Singapore to cast away homesickness,
slept in Arulmigu Sree Ganeshar, a Hindu temple in Penang, to recover from
tiredness out of being lost and wandering the entire day, sprinkled my head with
lotus flower before the Emerald Buddha at the Grand Royal Palace in Bangkok
to heal a broken heart, wore a red bracelet of good intentions tied to my wrist by
an old woman in the ruins of the Angkor Wat, hugged a wounded centuries-old
tree in Ta Prohm and cried for no reason. I appreciated every unique gesture of
welcome that they gave only because they recognized me as an outsider. Better that
way, I guess. In all my journeys relating with cultures, it was often the small acts of
kindness from strangers that moved and saved me. They convinced me that God
reveals Themself in the good in people.
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Repeat the rinsing of the left hand.

In the middle of summer term one Saturday in May, dead tired from repainting
the house, attending an orientation of a cooperative, checking papers, writing
exams, and preparing modules that got me all sleepless for the last twenty-four
hours, I decided finally to visit the Monastery of the Transfiguration in Malaybalay.
Perhaps, it was my way of dealing, once and for all, with a quarter-life crisis that
started when I was living alone in Singapore as a research fellow, which was my
alibi to pursue a love from my teenage years that turned out unrequited.

I pulled the spare clothes and underwear I kept inside the drawer in my office
and texted Ma that I wouldn’t be home until Sunday evening. She did not reply. I
bought toiletries in Ororama and went to the Agora Bus Terminal in Lapasan.

The winding road to Bukidnon brought me memories of childhood. Every fiesta
of the Santo Nino during the month of January, the whole family would go up
to the town of Lantapan to visit my father’s parents and siblings. My grandfather
would give me lots of money—twenty pesos—and tell me to keep it a secret from
my grandmother. My grandmother did the same and this made me a happy child.
Ma would get nervous because my father would drink with his childhood friends
as well as his enemies, and this meant a brawl could erupt at any moment. When it
did, our visit would get cut short and we'd return to the city.

I thought of dropping by Lantapan since it was only thirty minutes away from
Malaybalay. But grandpa and grandma had been long dead and I'd only miss them.
I did not sleep on the bus. I felt triumphant in Carmen Hill for escaping Cagayan
de Oro and its troubles. I texted Jake, an old friend who lives in Malaybalay. No
immediate reply.

It was dark when I arrived. I ate dinner in Chowking, walked around the plaza,
checked the night market, paid a hundred and fifty pesos for a Swedish massage.
Before midnight, I went to an internet café to beat a deadline; the Wi-Fi connection
in the hotel was down. It was then that Jake replied to my text.

“Asa ka now?”

“Internet café. Front of plaza”

“Anha ko. Stay put”
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I had already let go of the possibility of seeing Jake. I wasn'’t sure if he was still
using the same number. We had cut off all communication three years ago when
we parted ways.

Jake was the first to talk. “What brought you here?”

“Not you”

“Sorry I wasn't able to reply right away. We were hauling tomatoes to ship to
Tacloban”

“It’s alright. I'm praying at the Monastery tomorrow.”
“Praying?”

“Why not?”

“To whom?”

“Vishnu?”

“I'just couldn’t believe I received a text from you”
“Because?”

“Nothing”

For a time, at a loss for words, we held hands. We walked around the plaza
silently and thought of better ways to celebrate the reunion. The idea came from
him. We went to the nearest video-singko, drank three liters of beer (one for every
year), and wailed songs that broke the silence of Malaybalay. He made me sing
Toto’s “I'll Be Over You” three times because he loves the song so much.

“Why won’t you sing it?” I asked him.
“You sing better,” he said. “So how was Singapore?”
“How did you know?”

“Basta’

“Didn’t work out. He didn’t love me”
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“Sorry”

“Sorry what?”

“You deserve someone better”
“Yeah, right. Tell it to the Marines.
“Seriously. Maybe he’s changed. That’s it”
“What about you?”

“Farming. Only thing I'm good at”
“And?”

“Lin left me because of it”

We both laughed.

“She doesn’t deserve you,” I said.
“Hey, that’s my line!”

I keyed in Fra Lippo Lippi’s “Stitches and Burns,” which Jake sang, placado.

“Why don’t we get back together?” he asked. Of course, he was joking, but I felt
a slight fever in my knees hearing his question.

“Excuse me”

“Okay. But I didn’t bring my car. Yesterday, someone was rushed to the hospital
with a broken face. Bad elements everywhere”

“I have two beds in my room.”
“Two beds? What for?”

“Just in case a guest who didn’t bring his car arrives”
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He stayed the night. He wanted to stay until the morning when he received a call
from one of his men that a Nong Fredo was not feeling well. The tomatoes had to
reach the port in Cagayan de Oro at six in the morning. He needed to leave.

We hugged tight. If this version of Jake now was the man I loved from three
years ago, I would have held on. But we were both young and did not know that
it was not all about loving each other but loving in the right way. Our Christian
upbringings made it more complicated.

I didn’t sleep. I watched Wong Kar-wai’s Happy Together and cried until I was
on the verge of a panic attack.

In the morning, I drank sikuwate and ate suman in the public market. I went
back to my hotel and fixed my things, ready for check out on my return from the
monastery. I took a long warm bath, until my hands and feet turned rough.

I took a multicab that brought me to San Jose. The fifteen-minute ride cost only
ten pesos. I occupied the front seat so I could ask the driver questions about how
to get to the monastery.

“Mabaklay ra, Nong?” I asked if the monastery was walkable from the main road.
At this point in my life, I had walked thousands of aggregated miles so maybe I
could try this one.

“Layo oy! Sakay ka’g habal-habal” He looked outside the window to signify the
heat of noontime. He pointed me to a burning cornfield, apparently being cleared
of the dried remains of corn in preparation for the next planting season. Bad timing,
he said.

That was how I saw myself contemplating in front of two lakes of burning sulfur.
I waited for a while for the burning to be over but I could no longer see the tip of
the monastery because of the thick wall of smoke that covered it.

I ran as fast as I could. I was wearing sunglasses to protect my eyes from the
smoke, but they didn’t help. I was like peanuts cooked with sand inside a barrel:
fire burning underneath, sand accelerating inside heat, sun glaring overhead. If I
would succeed in reaching the church, I would face God smelling like a leftover
from inferno. Ngano diay. So what.

I thought the journey was over after getting through the thick smoke that stung
my eyes. I felt a mixture of delight and pity for my situation. Since my tears fell
without my consent and nobody else was there to witness the drama, I took the
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spotlight and cried it out all the way like a lost child, pouring out all twenty-five
years of pain and loneliness!

I went past a small neighborhood before reaching the main gate of the
monastery. My knees trembled when I read a sign about a dress code. Sleeveless
tops not allowed. Shorts not allowed. I was wearing both. When the security guard
asked me about my purpose, I said, “I'm checking the structure. Assignment for
our humanities class” My story sufficed.

The Monastery of the Transfiguration is an architectural marvel. The church
with a pyramid roof—supported with six strong beams on each side—is made
up primarily of lime blocks. It stood in the middle of a clean green clearing that
highlighted its dark gray color. It’s one of the last brutalist projects of the late
Leandro Locsin, National Artist for Architecture.

I stood in front of two roads that diverged in the green woods. The first road
led to the gift shop and the Paul VI Institute of Liturgy. The second road led to
the monastery. I took the second. On my way, I lost sight of the monastery; the
road was winding and canopies obstructed a clear view of where I was going. The
cheer of the cicadas didn’t help. My feet were very tired. Until where would my
stubbornness bring me? The monastery seemed like the unlikely answer.

So, I traced the road back to the main gate.

I was in the middle of giving up when I saw a white calf sliding down a slope
that led to a tiny dirt road below. I wanted to help the calf but I approached it too
late. It fell on the dirt road which accurately measured up to the diameter of the
circular road that I was taking, cutting across a rice field that was about to dry up.
The pilapil led straight to the Monastery of the Transfiguration. I saw its dark tip
once again but this time, nearer and larger.

Along the path I saw a thick bundle of wilted ferns and wild grass. The amorseco
clung to my shirt and shorts. I was as thirsty as the cracked grounds that I was
treading. I passed through a foot bridge with a missing plank. I almost fell into the
water but I held onto the bamboo rails.

A fallen scarecrow guarded the rice field. It was sad so I wanted to fix it but I
stepped on a moist cake of cow dung. Thanks be to God who created cows, They
also created a tiny brook that took its water from a small irrigation so I could wash
my feet clean from the landmine. A bit farther, I saw another scarecrow. But this
one was standing proudly and without crows to scare.
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The rice field was burning in the heat of summer.

Atlast, [ reached the monastery. I pretended not to notice the security guard who
may have had something to say about my attire. I was not going inside the church
anyway. [ walked around the structure and took photos. The guard approached me,
so I thought I'd tell him sorry first. He said, it’s alright. He handed me a malong to
put around my waist so I could go inside the church.

I sat in the church for a while. I saw a group of young men about to practice
their hymns. The old man mopping the floor asked me if I was Catholic. I smiled at
him. He told me to go up the mezzanine where the altar of the Lady of Montserrat
stood. The view inside the church was more beautiful from the vantage point of
the altar. The cold gray lime exterior was balanced by the warm wooden interior of
the church. The sight of Jesus on the cross, suspended above fresh calla lilies, made
my heart ache a little. I prayed before the Lady of Montserrat, the black Madonna
known for being immovable such that the ancient Benedictine monks in Spain had
to build their monastery around her monument. I could not now recall the prayers
I prayed. I could only remember how everything was silent inside me.

I went down from the altar and sat once again. A tall young man with bright
eyes from among the choir offered me a glass of water. His gesture moved me. I
said, “Thank you”

“John,” he said, extending his right hand.
“Thanks, John” We shook hands.
“I'm going back” He smiled, squinting his eyes.

They sang beautiful songs. I caught myself smiling while watching them.
Watching John.

I placed the glass on one of the chairs and walked out of the monastery in silence.
The dark clouds were covering the sun and the cold wind was blowing. I sat on the
grass and wanted to lie on it. I put my hands under my head. The escaping warmth
from the ground blended with the cold wind descending on me. Everything around
me felt still, close, clear. Light as a leaf, lulled by a lilting hymn echoing from the
monastery—with the earth my bed and the sky my roof—I closed my eyes and fell
asleep, oblivious of the coming rain.
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Hold the ladle vertically and allow
the remaining water to run back
down the handle to purify it, and
place the ladle back to the basin.

I was staring at the empty sumo wrestling ring while remembering that long
walk in Bukidnon. What did they all mean now, these images of youth from twelve
years ago? There I was in the presence of shrines, graying before I even reached
forty, praying for healing in the different parts of me that have broken, standing in
a whorl of time that put me in Setagaya and Bukidnon at once.

I continued my search for the Gotokuji Temple. With some luck, I found the
temple at the back of the cemetery, which I had avoided many times, and the
reason why I kept missing it. My right foot no longer hurt and I could walk straight.
I held my breath when I finally saw the thousand white cats in different sizes, all
with their raised right paws. They shone brighter and whiter under the afternoon
sun. These maneki-neko multiplied across time—placed there by worshippers—to
honor the legendary white cat from the seventeenth century who beckoned to Li
Naotaka, a feudal lord caught by a thunderstorm.

Take shelter here.

Lightning struck the spot where the feudal lord had stood, right after he left it to
approach the white cat in the temple.

The temple vicinity wasn’'t too crowded today. I counted only more than forty
visitors, mostly grandmas probably in their 70s or 8os. They were sketching
studiously every carving of a cat, every monument, every shape, spire, and curlicue
of the temples with unbelievable care. Their hands would tremble once in a while,
or they would stretch their backs after slouching in concentration. How beautiful
they were, the way they moved subtly, talked softly, and smiled gracefully with each
other. Their wrinkled hands had held generations of children, chopped food, wrung
blankets, scrubbed floors, clapped in prayer, or waved goodbye countless times.
Today, they were artists. Living temples purified by time, life purified by living. I
knew now what the Gotokuji Temple and the Monastery of the Transfiguration
were about: portals that whorl spaces into one loop of a lifetime, no past nor future,
only life flowing in a continuum.

I heard my stomach grumble. Walking away from the grandmas, I retreated to

a corner in the temple grounds that was least crowded. I sat under a row of pine
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trees, in front of a huge rock with a wide flat surface that I could use as my table.
From my tote bag, I spread out the musubi, oniguri, and gyoza that I bought earlier
from the konbini outside the train station. I ate my first meal, slowly. I washed it
down with a vitamin lemon drink. Sugar started rushing in my bloodstream. After
a while, an air of quiet and pleasant sleepiness pervaded the afternoon. Above me,
sunlight passed through the leaves and branches of the pine trees. Patches of light
and shadow danced gently on my arms and hands.
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AUTHOR’S NOTE

“Komorebi” is part of a collection of long form essays about the author’s childhood,
queerness, spirituality, local history, diaspora, and mental health. The essay explores
the positionality and trajectory of a queer individual dealing with contradictions in
religion and spirituality often experienced by queer persons in the Philippines. Like
many essays in the collection, it makes use of filmic and meandering techniques—
deeply influenced by Henri Bergson’s philosophy on the integrity and wholeness of
time and Gilles Deleuze’s concept of the time-image—to simulate the non-linearity
of memory, the synaptic quality of remembering, and the intuitive process of writing.
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