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“For God so loved the world that he gave his only begotten son…” John 3:16 

 

A few days ago late one afternoon, my wife, Noy says to me, “Let’s take a walk.” So I 

say, “Where to?” Seems she discovered a little path back behind our place near Wat Atvea, 

which, by the way, is a stone pagoda around 1,000 years old and means, “temple without doors”. 

That’s because, as the story goes, Wat Atvea was the prototype for Angkor Wat. I guess they 

were experimenting with some new architectural techniques at the time and wanted to make sure 

it was going to work before starting on the real McCoy. Anyway, let me just say that it’s a smart 

man who listens to his wife. This dusty little 

path leads out onto the most pleasant stretch of 

countryside – tall sugar palms (dam tnaot in 

Khmer), tamarind trees (dam ampil), mango 

(dam svay), coconut (dam dong) and finally, 

hectares and hectares of rice paddy as far as 

the eye can see with some oxen grazing on the 

grassy knolls and a few water buffalo lolling 

in the lily ponds. I should point out that none 

of this is rare in Cambodia, in fact, it’s all very 

commonplace. But there was something about 

the way that scene unfolded, how it spread out 

around us and the fact that there I was with my 

wife moving through her own element on a 

walk in the country the way she used to do 

when she was a girl.  

We first passed a duck farm, some pigs 

and then some neatly arranged vegetable 

gardens. One of them was an eggplant garden 

(chamka trap veng) getting close to picking 

time with nice big purple fruit hanging from 

the main stems. There were some freshly 

plowed plots, too and the smell of fresh turned 

earth, very fertile earth at that, due to the 

annual flooding of the Tonle Sap that lay just a couple kilometers beyond us. Noy would stoop 

from time to time to pluck some leaves for me to sniff and taste and to tell me what kind of spice 

or herb it was and what to cook with it. But once into the rice paddy, the path branches out along 

the raised earthen berms between the paddies. The berms hold the water in the paddy and also 

serve to keep the hiker out of the muck while proceeding along on a course that now zigged and 
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zagged at right angles. We came to a place where a lot of this plant called slek nsaa was 

growing. That plant is used to make woven mats. It has long slender blades with rows and rows 

of little fishhook-like thorns along both edges. An old lady emerged from the thicket carrying a 

huge armload of these leaves, bare-handed, I might add. Her bicycle lay on the berm we were 

following. 

 As the berms are 

quite narrow, I followed 

right behind my wife. She 

moved between the paddies 

with the same 

unselfconscious grace and 

poise as she had when she 

was a teenage farmer’s 

daughter. I suppose it’s true 

to say that the world in 

which she grew up had so 

instilled itself within her 

being that it’ll never leave 

her despite the many years 

she’s lived with me in the 

US. The sun was getting low 

in the sky, the shadows long, 

and the colors richer by the 

minute. I took it all in with each of my five senses filling my lungs with the living breath of this 

land that is her earthly heritage and birthplace.  

 A long time ago when I was a soldier in Vietnam, I’d walked along those same kinds of 

berms through the paddies with my two peasant sisters, Ahn and Phuong. Ours was an acquired 

relationship that developed in the course of our friendship. That’s because, according to custom, 

friends become family members by association, and as such are given familial distinctions and 

status. In that fashion I became their brother, the younger to Ahn, the older to Phuong. I 

remember how pleasant it was walking behind these two with them in their baggy pajamas, flip-

flops slapping their heels, and wearing those broad conical straw hats you always associate with 

Vietnam. In boot camp on the rifle range we use to fire at targets with slant-eyed faces and that 

very same headgear painted on them. But it was easy at times to forget what I was in Vietnam for 

with those two leading me through the bucolic wonders of their homeland. And now this time, on 

this particular trek through life with my wife, I keep it steadfastly straight in my mind not 

wanting to forget what I’m here for in Cambodia. I’m a different kind of soldier now with a 

message from Scripture. And so Noy and I travel through this land, sometimes beautiful, 

sometimes not, up and down its dusty footpaths telling people we meet along the way how God 

so loved the world.  

 


