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STORY FOR THE MONTH
ThaByu Ko (1778-1840) “'From Murderer to Missionary"

Born in U Twa village near Bassein, Ko Tha Byu lived with
his parents until he was 15. He was then a "wicked and
ungovernable boy," and when he left his parents he
became a robber and a murderer. According to his own
confessions, he murdered no fewer than 30 of his fellow
countrymen.

Heavily in debt, he was sold as a slave in the Moulmein
bazaar and bought by Shwe Be, a Burmese Christian and
disciple of Adoniram Judson" (the first American Baptist
missionary to Burma). Shwe Be tried to teach him but made
little progress. Later, Judson took charge of him and taught
him to read and write.

In the 22 Apr 1827 entry in his journal, Judson recorded,
"Maung Tha Byu, a poor man belonging to Maung Shwe
Be". Judson described Tha Byu as a"a Karen by race,
imperfectly acquainted with the Burmese language, and
possessed of very ordinary ability. He has been about us
several months and we hope that his mind, which is
exceedingly dark and ignorant, has begun to discern the
excellency of the religion of Christ." Judson recorded that
Tha Byu had "a diabolical temper, " but after much prayer
and hard work there was a breakthrough.

After he had been taught the Christian doctrines, Tha Byu
applied for membership in the then small Burmese church
of Moulmein. The matter was postponed a while, and later
he accompanied George Dana Boardman (the first
American Baptist missionary to the Karens of Burma) to
Tavoy, where he was baptised on 16 May 1828. From the
day of his baptism to the day of his death, he never
slackened his labors in preaching Christ in places where
the Gospel had never been heard, from Tavoy to Thailand,
from Martaban to the borders of Chiang Mai from Rangon

to Arakan. Tha Byu became a faithful and
successful  missionary, a  distinguished
instrument in the hands of God to arouse the
attention of Karen race to baptized, he lived
to see hundreds upon hundreds follow in his
steps, in whose conversion he had played a
significant part.

After his baptism, Tha Byu asked for & : :
permission to go and tell the little he knew to his Karen
friends. After hearing Tha Byu, people traveled two days or
more to visit teacher Boardman in Tavoy and learn more of
Christianity. Tha Byu was an unceasing and tireless pioneer
preacher, an itinerant evangelist. A contemporary mission
worker said of him, "Ko Tha Byu was an ignorant man; yet
he did more good than all of us, for God was with him". He
was never ordained. "He was not adapted for the pastoral
office," cryptically remarked Francis Mason the first
translator of the Bible into Karen.

Rheumatism and blindness stopped Tha Byu's itinerancy. In
Feb 1840, he accompanied Rev Abbott and his family (the
first missionaries to the Karens of Bassein) to Sandoway.
On arrival, he was sent to a small Karen village nearby,
where he remained until his death on 9 Sep 1840. No
mound marks his grave, but the eternal mountains are his
monument, and the Christian villages upon the hillsides are
his epitaph.

God fully and richly blessed Tha Byu's ministry. After 12
years (1828-40) of his labor, there were 1270 members
belonging to Karen Baptist churches scattered over a large
area in dozens of villages. To the last, he did not have one
anxious though about his future. When he was asked, his
usual  reply was, "God will preserve me".

BIRTH OF A SONG
(Julia Ward Howe — “Battle Hymn Of The Republic”)

Julia Ward Howe (1819-1910), a Unitarian social worker,
captured the spirit of the abolitionist cause in one of the
most memorable hymns in United States history.

This hymn, according to the author’s own account in The
Century Magazine (August 1887), was written after she,
her husband and friends visited Union troops near

Washington, D.C. in 1861. As they returned to the city, they
traveled among the soldiers who were preparing for a
counterattack against Southern forces. The visitors began to
sing favorite war choruses including “John Brown’s
Body”—a song about the militant abolitionist who was tried
and hanged in 1859 for his raid to free slaves at Harper’s
Ferry with only 21 people.
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Howe commented on her fascination with the
tune: “Some remarked upon the excellence of
the tune, and | said that | had often wished to
write some words which might be sung fo it.
We sang, however, the words which were
already well known as belonging to it, and our
singing seemed to please the soldiers, who
surrounded us like a river and who themselves
took up the strain in the intervals, crying to us
‘Good for you.”

Soon after the encounter with the soldiers, the text to the
tune of “John Brown’s Body” came to her in the middle of
the night. Hymnologist Kenneth Osbeck provides an
account of the origins of the hymn, in the author’s own
words:

“l awoke in the grey of the morning, and as | lay waiting
for the dawn, the long lines of the desired poem began to
entwine themselves in my mind, and | said to myself, “| must
get up and write these verses, lest | fall asleep and forget
them!” So | sprang out of bed and in the dimness found an
old stump of a pen, which | remembered using the day
before. | scrawled the verses almost without looking at the
paper.”

Upon her return to Boston, the text was published in The
Atlantic Monthly, under the title “Battle Hymn of the
Republic,” in five stanzas on the front page of the February
1862 issue.

The original stanza three is usually omitted. It is not known
who wrote the fifth stanza found in the United Methodist
Hymnal, according to the Rev. Carlton Young, the hymnal’s
editor.

This hymn has become, Dr. Young says, “the USA’s second
and more singable national anthem. It has been associated
with various nationalistic and political causes including
women’s suffrage, temperance, two world wars, the
Vietnam War, the 1960s USA civil rights movement, most
political gatherings at every level, and it has been sung in
many churches on the Sunday nearest the Fourth of July.”

Mr. Osbeck notes that when this hymn was sung for
President Lincoln as a solo, there was a thunderous
applause. “The President, with tears in his eyes, cried out,
‘Sing it again,” and it was sung again.” The hymn has
appeared in almost every American hymnal since its
publication.
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Even Winston Churchill directed that it be sung at his
memorial service in 1965 at St. Paul’s Cathedral, much to
the consternation of English church musicians who did not
deem the music appropriate for worship.

More recently the song was played on Sept. 14, 2001 at
both the Washington National Cathedral and St. Paul’s
Cathedral during memorial services for the victims of the
9/11 attacks.

It is no doubt the stirring refrain, text and music, that
provide the basis for the popularity of the song for so many
different occasions.

The original music was written by William Steffe (1830-
1890) around 1856. The original text was a campfire
spiritual called “Canaan’s Happy Shore” or “Brethren Will
You Meet Me.” According to correspondence that |
received from several readers when an earlier version of
this article was published in the Reporter in 2005, this song,
identified with the abolitionist cause, can still inspire strong
negative feelings from many in the southern United States.

Howe published three collections of verse: Passion Flowers
(1854), Words of the Hour (1856), and Later Lyrics (1866).
In the 1870s, known by then as an influential public
speaker, Howe proposed that the women of the world
should unite against war and end it for all time. She was a
leader in the Women’s Suffrage Movement. Twelve days
before her death in 1910, the honorary Doctor of Laws
Degree was bestowed on her by Smith College for her
many accomplishments.

Battle Hymn Of The Republic

(1) Mine eyes have seen the glory of the comirtigeoEord,

He is trampling out the vintage where the grapesmaith are stored;
He hath loosed the fateful lightning of His teratdwift sword,

His truth is marching on.

Chorus:

Glory! glory! Hallelujah!
Glory! glory! Hallelujah!
Glory! glory! Hallelujah!
His truth is marching on!

(2) I have seen Him in the watch-fires of a hundredling camps,
They have builded Him an altar in the evening dame damps;

| can read His righteous sentence by the dim aawih) lamps,
His day is marching on.

He has sounded forth the trumpet that shall neediretreat,

He is sifting out the hearts of men before His judgt seat;

O be swift, my soul, to answer Him, be jubilant,fast!

Our God is marching on.

(3) In the beauty of the lilies Christ was born @es the sea,
With a glory in His being that transfigures you ame;

As He died to make men holy let us live to makefreeh
While God is marching on.
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