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Alfred Ling

My grandfather left Putian, Fujian province,
China about a hundred years ago when he was
just a teenager and began his adventurous life
on a giant island called Borneo. He settled down
in a very small village in Sarawak, Malaysia and
started a family with eight children, five sons
and three daughters, and my father was his
firstborn. They lived in a humble wooden house
built by the family in the jungle of Borneo. My
grandfather was a Christian when he left China
and he kept his faith living in Sarawak. Later, he
donated a piece of land adjacent to his own
property and helped with building the first
church, and started the first Sunday worship
with his own family of eight after the church
was built. When Dr. John Sung (R ETE L),
the legendary missionary from Putian visited
Borneo for evangelical events, my grandfather
joined Dr. Sung’s team and went out to the
villages to spread the gospel. My own father
was converted to Christianity by Dr. Sung.

My mother was born in Putian, China too
and became a Christian when she was in China.
One vivid image | have of my mother is her
holding the Bible in a family portrait taken back
in China when she was a young girl, about
eighty years ago. My mother moved to Borneo
as part of an arranged marriage to my father. At
the age of 16, she left her family, friends and
everything that was familiar to her in China to
start a new life with a stranger, i.e. my father in
a strange new place in the jungle on the island
of Borneo. My parents had six children, five
boys and a girl, | am their fifth child. Together,
my family carved out a life in the jungle, poor by
any standards, a hard-working and tight-knit
unit.

Life in the jungle was extremely challenging.
Food was scarce, what we had was barely
enough to feed the entire family; we were
lacking the basic necessities such as food,

clothing, shoes, clean water (only well water is
available) and electricity (we used kerosene
lamps). There were times when we were not
sure where our next meal would come from.
Life was already difficult for my family in the
jungle and then tragedy struck — my father fell
very ill and passed away when | was 4 years old
and my younger brother was only 2, leaving my
mother, a widow with six hungry children to
feed and to provide for. This quiet young widow
of an arranged marriage was now forced to
provide for six children all on her own without
any college degree or skills, living in the
treacherous jungle of Borneo.

Rooted by her strong faith in God, my
mother never re-married and she was actively
involved in church. She always made sure all her
six kids go to church in the village every Sunday,
rain or shine, and sometimes Saturday. We
studied the Bible, sang praise songs and
listened to the messages during Sunday schools;
we were happy and content. Growing up,
church was literally a home away from home.
Our happiest days of the week were Saturdays
and Sundays because Monday to Friday we had
to rise before dawn to go to the field to tap and
collect the tree saps from the rubber trees or
hand-pick the peppercorns, and etc. to
supplement the income. Although | do not
remember the exact moment or a specific event
related to my conversion but the love for Christ
was something my mother has modeled and
emphasized for my family all of my life. |
remember | was baptized when | was in grade-
school and decided to follow and trust Jesus the
rest of my life.

Growing up in the small village in the jungle,
we have many memories of how God protected
and provided for us, and | want to share three
of them:

1. The Head-hunters of Borneo
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Living in the jungle of Borneo, we heard of
bloodcurdling stories of head-hunting by the
natives. There are several ingenious tribes living
in the island and some tribes, like the Iban,
hunted human heads ie keeping and preserving
the skulls after killing the victims. Some tribes
did it for rite of passage reason, others for
ceremonial purpose. To this day they still exist
in the jungles of Borneo and some of the skulls
can still be found hanging on the roof-rafters in
the long houses where they live. When | was
around 7 or 8 years old, one evening after
dinner, around 8pm, we heard loud chanting
not too far away from our lone primitive
wooden house on stilts. As we peeked through
the holes or gaps along the walls of our house,
we saw about 15 to 20 head-hunters chanting
with torches and machetes in their hands,
gazing maliciously toward our house. They were
about fifty yards away from our house. During
that period, all my older siblings had gone into
the neighboring town for school and/or work
and it was just my mother, my youngest brother
and me at home. My brother and | were very
frightened but we didn’t dare to cry or make a
sound. Defenseless, my mom turned to her
Defender, calmly, she held us closely and
started praying, while all the time the chanting
of the head-hunters grew louder and louder.
We knew we would be burned alive or killed if
these head-hunters decided to approach the
house, but my mother kept praying to our God;
and this went on for about half an hour though
it felt like eternity to us. Suddenly the chanting
stopped. As we peeped through the gaps again,
to our great relief, we saw the head-hunters
had turned and walked away!

We truly believe God listened to my
mother’s prayers that particular terrifying night
and sent His angels from heaven to protect us
from great harm and deliver us from the hands
of the head-hunters.

2. The Communist Insurgents Invading
the Village

Growing up on the island of Borneo in the
1960’s era, we have many communist

insurgents hiding in small villages or in the
jungle to avoid being captured by the
government armies. These insurgents were
famous for executing or killing those who
supported the government or opposed their
political beliefs. Many nights we could hear
gunshots from the insurgents hiding in the
jungle and then the loud cannon-shots made by
the government armies in retaliation on the
outskirt of the jungle. We often see these
insurgents carrying assault rifles walking along
the road in front of our house, especially during
the early mornings. There were nights when
some of the insurgents were literally hiding or
ransacking directly below our house (our house
was built on wooden stilts); possibly looking for
something to eat. No matter how frightened we
were, we always find comfort and courage
when my mother would turn to God and plead
for His protection. We knew these insurgents
could kill or capture us if they chose to; but
even more so, | know that through my mother’s
prayers, God would protect us.

PR oy e R
% A K
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Photo taken 30 years ago on the road leading to the old house

3. The Desire of My Grandfather

A few years after my father passed away,
when | was around 8 years old, the conditions
of our life in the village grew increasingly harsh.
One afternoon out of the blue, my grandfather
told my mother that he is taking my younger
brother and me away from her, to bring us back
to China. He believed China can provide a better
life for us (and this was about fifty years ago).
The idea arose out of his supposed good
intention of lessening my mother’s burden, not
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having to take care of my brother and me.
However my mother refused, full of God’s
wisdom and courage, she insisted on keeping
the family together, no matter how tough it is.
Her perceived insubordination, going against
my grandfather’s will, angered him and created
severe friction between them for years. Later |
learned that my grandfather had planned for
my brother and | to be adopted by a family in
China.

The visit to my ancestral home in China this
past April brought many closures, as | visited my
grandfather’s grave, his old church and our
ancestral home standing right next to the
church. We also met our 83 years-old auntie
(the wife of my youngest uncle) whom | had
never met. | do not know how my life would
turn out to be, being adopted by a stranger in
China or how we would suffer in the midst of
the Cultural Revolution, but | am deeply
thankful for my mom’s decision, her God-given
wisdom and her resolve.

My mother was poor in a worldly sense, but
because of her faith in God, she was rich and
possessed everything. My mother was simple
with little education, but because of her
dependence on God, she was wise. | never
heard my mother complained but | often heard
her praying to God. She kept her faith till she
went to be with the Lord last year at the age of
96 and | will always remember those long hours
my mother spent on her knees praying, mostly
interceding for her children. Her prayers and
her faith not only helped her endured the
hardscrabble life as a widow in Borneo but they
have significantly impacted her children and her
grandchildren as well.

a=

FRR)R

=

Growing up in a small village in the jungle of
Borne, we did not have much but we still
dreamed big dreams, yet we learned from my
mother to trust in God’s leading and
sovereignty. The difficulties and challenges we
faced each day, every step we took, every
journey we embarked, Jesus is always there to
lead us through and at the same time,
preparing us for the next one. He provides and
He protects for He is good and faithful. By God'’s
grace, all my brothers and sister were baptized
and became followers of Christ while we were
in Borneo, all of us received good education
abroad and all were blessed with strong and
stable family as adults.

As a widow living in the jungle, these verses
always encouraged my mom in her moments of
need and on her most difficult days:

e Psalm 121: 1-2 “I will lift up my eyes to
the mountains, from where shall my help come
from? My help comes from the Lord, who made
heaven and earth”, and

e Matthew 6:33 “But seek first His
kingdom and His righteousness, and all these
things will be added to you”

My wife Debra had also been touched by
my mother’s unwavering faith. Together as
parents, we hope and pray that we had passed
this legacy of faith onto our two sons, Josh and
Jeremiah. May they experience the power of
prayers and the reality of living a kingdom life
filled with God’s love, just like their

L
grandmother. |
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