
This is an incident 
which took place in the 
city of Colombo, about 
fifty years ago. Nirmala 
was born to  staunch 
catholic parents, being 

the only child in the family. She was 
sixteen. She had a round, pretty face, 
elongated eyes with thick black eye-
lashes and bobbed hair. She attended 
a reputed Convent in the city.

Sugath was a tall, handsome 
young man born to a Buddhist fam-
ily and an only child, as well. He was 
twenty three, studious and a third 
year medical student, when the inci-
dent happened.

Sugath and Nirmala were neigh-
bours. When Nirmala was in dif-
ficulty in solving Algebra or Geom-
etry problems, she would rush to 
Sugath for help. If it was Algebra she 
would be armed with the text book, 
Hall’s Algebra. For Geometry she did 
not fail to carry the text book,  Ber-
nard & Child.

“Sugath Aiya, I am stuck with a 
simultaneous equation.”

Sugath would then put away the 
medical journal he was reading, to 
accommodate her. He was cordial, 
always with a smile on his face.

“What’s it Nirmala, this must 
be the same type of sum that I 
explained to you the other day.”

“Had I gone to our Math’s teacher, 
Sister Lucy, she would only explain 
it once and no repetitions. If we 
pleaded for a second explanation she 
would scribble on a piece of paper 
addressed to Mother Superior, indi-
cating that we failed to attend to our 
homework.”

In jest, Sugath would ask her, 

“then, Nirmala do you wish to 
brand me as your saviour?”

“Of course, Sugath Aiya you are 
my sole saviour.” 

“By the way, how does Mother 
Superior react?”

“Oh! Mother Superior is a grace-
ful lady, like my mother. She would 
throw away the piece of paper into 
the dust-bin and say: “Don’t worry 
children.”

Nirmala’s parents were very 
broad-minded. If there was any 
intimacy between Nirmala and 
Sugath, they did not show any 
objection, perhaps because the two 
families were cordial to each other, 
and were close neighbours. Nir-
mala’s mother would always quote 
the Bible ‘Love thy neighbour as 
thyself.’ 

Narrative
At times when Nirmala quoted 

this biblical narrative to Sugath, he 
would simply smile, and pretend he 
was unaware of such Latin Phrases. 
As a medical student he had the 
makings of a psychiatrist.

A couple of days prior to Christ-
mas, Nirmala requested Sugath to 
accompany her to church. He sim-
ply smiled, but did not turn down 
her request. In the church, Nirmala 
drew Sugath’s attention to the statue 
of Virgin Mary carrying the little 
baby boy, Jesus Christ.

Sugath said, “Oh! The Holy 
Mother Virgin Mary portraying her 
tender care on her loving baby boy, 
Jesus Christ”.

Nirmala was enthralled at his 
prompt comment.

A couple of months passed by. 
One day Nirmala requested Sugath 

to take her to the nearest Buddhist 
Temple.

“All right Nirmala, both of us 
should be clad in white.”

On their way to the temple, 
Sugath bought a few lotus 
blooms and a packet of joss 
sticks. They piously offered 
the lotus blooms on a 
reserved marble stand 
and lit the joss sticks, 
planted in a sand pot.

Sugath drew 
the attention 
of Nirmala to 
a large, solemn 
Buddha statue. 
All of a sudden 
she commented: 
“How solemn it 
is! The eyes seem 
to communicate 
with one’s heart 
and mind, so 
compassion-
ate!”

Sugath was 
amazed at her 
comment. He had a subtle feeling , 
that they could see eye to eye with 
compassion.

Aunty Dawn came to reside in 
Nirmala’s home for a couple of 
months. She was her mother’s elder 
sister.

“Nirmala, come here child. I wish 
to tell you something important. It is 
a serious matter, to which your par-
ents seem to show a blind eye. What 
type of intimacy do you have with 
that youth?”

“Aunty, he is the one who helps 
me in my Algebra and Geometry 
lessons.”

“Does he observe any type of reli-
gion? Be mindful that your parents 

belong to a staunch Catholic family. 
For God’s sake put an end to any  
intimacy you entertain with such a 
rascal.”

Charming
“Aunty Dawn, please don’t call 

him a rascal. He is such a charming 
youth. I feel very hurt when you 
refer to him so. I am really offended 
at using that type of language.”

“Well, I know where you are. Your 
parents’ sole wish is to palm you 
off to a future doctor without any 
dowry. Perhaps his parents may not 
be that foolish. 

Your parents should think of the 

religion first. Even a pauper who is a 
staunch Catholic, would be better.”

In order to annoy her, Nirmala 
said: “Aunty, after all we are close 
neighbours and Amma always says 
‘Love thy neighbour as thyself.”

“My foot!” 
The full moon was about to dawn 

in the month of May. Everyone 
eagerly looked forward to  the Vesak 
festival. Sugath was concentrating on 
his medical studies. Nirmala barged 
into his chamber, one day. 

“Sugath Aiya you must do me a 
favour.”

“What’s it Nirmala?”
“We must put up a nice octagonal 

Vesak lantern.”
He did not have the heart to turn 

down her request. Soon he rushed to 
the bazaar and bought a long bam-
boo reed, flour for the paste, white 

tissue paper, a ball of twine and a 
small bottle lamp. Both youngsters 
got together and made the skeletal 
structure for an octagonal vesak 
lantern. 

Nirmala delicately ‘cut and pasted’ 
the tissue paper. Just a couple of days 
was left for Vesak. The young cou-
ple was able to put up an attractive 
white octagonal lantern on Vesak 
day. 

The whole area was lit in colourful 
lanterns tied on to small branches, 
in the vicinity. The young couple’s 
white octagonal lantern glimmered 
in a golden light,  and caught the 
eye of everyone. It was tied to the 
spreading branch of a large mango 
tree. The neighbours appreciated the 
creative work of the couple. 

Doomsday
The second day was doomsday. 

The lantern glistened in the sky for 
less than an hour. Gusts of wind 
started blowing across with a smat-
tering of large raindrops, which 
turned into a heavy shower. 

The lantern was caught up in 
fire before it got drenched in the 
rain water and a good portion of 
it exposed to the elements. In a 
moment, the well lit colourful lan-
terns were washed away.

Nirmala was dumb-founded. Sug-
ath was aware of the consequences.

“Sugath Aiya, please hold me, I 
am about to faint. Keep me by your 
side, I am so scared.”

“Nirmala, keep your mind and 
consciousness together. Nature is so 
uncertain, and could change every 
moment. We have to face reality and 
that is t he Truth.”

(The names are fictitious)
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Flicker with delight
What splendour is this beneath the sky? 
Glorious lanterns dance gaily on high 
Gently caressed by winds that blow 
The moon-agate beauty of Vesak lanterns glow. 
Octagons, paper patterns some like stars 
All strung up resembling pearl tiaras 
In pulsing beat, in motions gentle 
They swing and sway and almost mingle.
Some glisten and glow with bulbs within 
While coloured ones shine in glitter and tint 
Some cast beams from taper light
And wind-blown frills dance through the night. 
Bucket lanterns simply lovely, simply sweet in 
Blue, yellow, purple, red, green and pink 
Like jewels hanging on the trees 
Flicker with delight, abandoned in the breeze. 
Their splendour and brilliance survive not long 
Wind and raindrops, these fragile things torn 
Vesak lanterns like an ephemeral dream 
An illusion, an ecstasy, a theme. 
                                                   

- Caryl Nugara

by Rajendra Peeris

Thathagatha, the perfect one
In his last life he was born in a Sakyan family amidst luxury and comfort
He was carefree, happy and gay with hardly any effort.
Though he spent the childhood in excessive extravagance
Nobody could conceal from him the underlying facts of life’s impermanence.
He left all his belongings, beloved wife and the new born son

Then giving up all acts leading to mischief and fun
Roamed in the surrounding forests and serene hills
As a tireless campaigners of a noble sacred task up hill
For the ever increasing burning problems to find a solution
In other words attachment to life and life’s evolution

He went to all previous teachers to seek them assistance and attention
But nothing seemed to come through for his satisfaction
Then he continued all forms of self mortification and the extremes
of what he felt was correct to achieve the bliss supreme
Soon realising it was not the correct path, walked along river Neranjana

Fully convinced of the truth of life in Jaathi Vyadi and Jana
Seated under the Asatu tree at Bodh Gaya on Vesak fullmoon day
Attained Enlightenment the greatest bliss the universal way
Now he is the Buddha, the Thathagatha the Perfect one.
Developing the super human powers of vision divine.

It was not something revealed by a pious divine being
But a discovery through his own effort for human wellbeing
It was a way of lasting relief from all bonds of attachment.
And the nature of life with impermanence and suffering inherent.
He realised the truth underlying human existence 

In short the true facts revealing birth and death ever since
He realised that life is sorrow and that is due to craving
Which causes living beings to hoard wealth not by proper saving
Craving in its deeper sense is the root cause of suffering and birth
That never ends till life lasts on this earth.                                                                          - Rupa Banduwardena

Soon realising it was not the correct path, walked along river Neranjana
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