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Prisoner-turned-Priest Going Back to Burma 
By Fr James Mawdsley, FSSP — imprisoned for 17 months in Burma for political protests between 1997 and 2000, 
and ordained a priest July 2016. 
 
  

he Church in Burma 
(Myanmar), present for 500 
years, is growing steadily, now 

approaching a million souls including 
twenty bishops and a cardinal. Much 
of this growth has been recent. Having 
suffered so meekly for so long, the 
people of Myanmar are well disposed 
to find value in sacrifice, to find God 
on the Cross. In 2014 the martyr Bl 
Isidore Ngei Ko Lat (♱1950) was 
pronounced blessed—Myanmar’s first 
beatification. 
  
To thank God for all the good He has 
done in Myanmar, and to ask further 
blessings, I will return there soon after Christmas to offer 
Holy Mass at a dozen churches, including—Deo 
volente—the cathedrals in Mandalay and Kengtung, and 
at the national shrine to Our Lady at Nyaunglebin. 
  
Planning for this visit, it was a deep joy in 2014 to find 
churches in Myanmar with scores and sometimes 

hundreds of school children present 
for daily Mass. In Upper Burma it was the norm to 
receive Holy Communion kneeling on the tongue; many 
of the girls wore mantillas; certain priests remembered 
Gregorian chant with affection and would be glad to see 
it return. I also found a refreshing frankness about 
ecumenism—Protestants were to be loved as God’s 

T (Picture left: Official logo for the 500th 
anniversary of the evangelisation of 
Burma. 
 
Below: Pyo Pan Wai School, where (Fr) 
Mawdsley taught English until it was 
caught up in conflict in 1997. 
 
Right top: Sticker showing Min Ko 
Naing, who would spend 20 years in 
solitary confinement. (Fr) Mawdsley 
was arrested in Moulmein in 1998 while 
distributing this sticker. 
 
Right bottom: (Fr) Mawdsley meets Min 
Ko Naing in 2014 in Yangon.) 
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children but their errors 
and heresies abhorred as 
dangerous to salvation. 
 
Political improvements in 
recent years have been 
dramatic, so Myanmar is 
poised on a threshold of 
tremendous opportunity. 
Of course there are 
dangers. Misguided 
Westerners, including 
Christians, are pressuring 
Myanmar to facilitate the 
spread of Islam. This is 
gravely irresponsible. 
While Burmese Buddhists 
have long held Catholics 
in affection for the evident 
good that they do, for 
example in education and 
nursing, there is a well-
founded wariness of Islam, 
for it does not bring peace. 
More dangerous is the 
importing from the West 
of the culture of death. 
Marie Stopes has some 25 
centres in Myanmar, 
boasting of “37,300 unsafe 
abortions prevented in 
2015”—doublespeak for 
killing 37,300 Burmese babies in one year. In Yangon 
two years ago I met an intelligent young Englishman 
teaching politically active Burmese about western notions 
of human rights. He counted abortion and homosexual 
‘marriage’ among these rights. The instinct of the 
Burmese I asked is that these perversions are against 
nature. But the West wraps them in a package with much 
money and corrupt concepts of freedom, thus poisoning 
Myanmar even while claiming we are helping. 
  
God forbid these evils 
should prevail, for God 
loves each person in 
Myanmar enough to die 
on the Cross for each one 
singly. His desire is to 
bestow endless riches on 
this land, spiritual riches 
which bring true peace. 
Development begins with 
grace; otherwise any 
advance, in any field 
whatsoever—health, 
education, infrastructure, 
communications, military, 
juridical, political—
becomes an occasion for 
the strong to take 

advantage of and 
exploit the weak. Such 
is the way of the world. 
  
Instead, the Gospel is 
the herald of all 
authentic development. 
For the sake of God’s 
glory, within us it works 
the desire to build a 
civilisation of love. In 
2014 it was a joy to be 
re-united with Fr 
Norman Wu for the first 
time since he had twice 
visited me in Kengtung 
prison in 2000 to offer 
Holy Mass. We spent a 
few days travelling the 
diocese together. As 
charity has an eye also 
for material needs (Jas 
2:16; 1 Jn 3:17), it was 
an opportunity to give 
money to schools, 
orphanages, a leper 
colony, churches and 
even one of my old 
prisons. The Church in 
Myanmar is salt and 
light for millions, body 
and soul. 

  
Returning after Christmas until 10th January, I am deeply 
grateful that the Christmas appeal of St Mary’s Shrine in 
Warrington is for Myanmar, so there will be more funds 
to distribute to similar projects. FSSP seminarian Julius 
(from Bavaria), who will be travelling with me, has 
opened a similar appeal in Germany, so we may combine 
funds. For all support you can give, my thanksgiving in 
Burma will be inexpressibly sweet. God turned my prison 

cell from hell to 
heaven. My prayer 
ever since is that He 
may do the same for 
the whole country, 
especially those 
suffering most 
grievously, and all 
who are yet to 
discover Him. □ 
  
For more 
information, or to 
make a donation, 
please visit our blog 
(with Paypal) 
www.stmaryswarring
ton.co.uk or contact 
james.mawdsley@fss
p.org                        


