
If we have no inclination to think in a negative way,
all that we hear will be helpful and constructive to us.
—Master Cheng Yen
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Curbing one’s flame of anger with tolerance 
and forgiveness is an imperative for all of us.

N4000B.indd   1 2015/9/8   上午11:16

Fall 2015 1

ECHO OF THE HEART

The Flame of Anger
Text and photo by Liu King-pong

Katherine, a friend of mine, is a professional 
woman. She has always made a formidable 
impression on people with her remarkable 

capabilities and myriad talents, such as singing. 
No wonder she has been promoted to vice presi-
dent of a multinational corporation at her young 
age. But no one is perfect, and Katherine has one 
shortcoming—she bursts into flame easily.

Katherine’s mother passed away several years 
ago. The task of caring for their ailing father 
before he passed in April of 2015 fell mostly to 
her younger sister, Jackie, since Katherine was 
too busy. In order to make up for her sister’s sac-
rifices and toil, Katherine often generously 
bought Jackie luxurious presents. Furthermore, 
she consistently provided her father and Jackie 
with munificent financial support.

I was invited to attend her father’s funeral and 
the following dinner reception on April 11, 2015. 
To everyone’s surprise, Katherine and Jackie sud-
denly burst into a squabble at the dinner table.

“It was such crass behavior…. You’re abso-
lutely shameless!” Katherine shouted at her 
sister.

“You’re truly ungrateful! I can’t take you any-
more!” Jackie retorted.

The two sisters continued berating each 
other contemptuously and maliciously right in 
front of all of the relatives and friends present. 
To our astonishment, their verbal strife soon 
degenerated into a physical clash. It turned out 
that Jackie had quietly transferred the owner-
ship of their late father’s home in downtown 
Taipei to herself, as she felt she deserved to 
inherit that valuable property after tirelessly 
looking after him for so many years. Katherine 
strongly disagreed with Jackie, since she felt her 
sister should have at least shown some respect 
by seeking her consent first.

“I cannot believe my own sister could have 
done such a dishonorable thing behind my back. 
I’m going to sue you for illegally misappropriat-
ing Dad’s property,” Katherine threatened her 
sister angrily.

Witnessing this scene, I could tell that what-
ever spiritual merits Katherine had cultivated 
from all the goodwill she had shown to Jackie 
before were completely wiped away at that 

moment. A Buddhist adage popped into my 
mind: “A single flame of anger can burn down a 
whole forest of the spiritual merits that a person 
has cultivated.” Jackie’s behavior was disgrace-
ful, but Katherine’s ruthless reprimands could 
only humiliate Jackie and prompt her to fly into 
a rage. No positive, rational dialogue or agree-
ment could have been reached between the two 
of them in this situation.

The aforementioned saying is one that Master 
Cheng Yen often quotes in her lectures to her dis-
ciples. One of the Master’s aphorisms states, 
“Giving vent to anger is temporary insanity.” She 
also comments that anger is a karmic cause that 
downgrades a person’s future reincarnations to 
the “lower realms” of animal, hungry ghost, or 
hell. How then does one cultivate spiritual mer-
its? The Buddha emphasized in the Diamond 
Sutra that we can only cultivate boundless merits 
by both engaging unselfishly in charitable activi-
ties and tolerating insults. If we only busy our-
selves with charitable actions but do not practice 
tolerating insults to refrain from getting angry, 
we merely obtain good fortune.

Although good fortune enables us to lead a 
comfortable life in the world, only our merits can 
help us to elevate our spirituality to a sublime 
level of enlightenment. Obviously, if we cannot 
control our tempers when locking horns in dis-
putes with others, and if we throw irrational tan-
trums, then all of the spiritual merits or goodwill 
that we may have cultivated for years will be 
gone within a second.

If Katherine had not lost control of her emo-
tions and had instead treated Jackie with forgive-
ness after she found out what her sister had done, 
their relationship would not have turned sour 
right after their father’s funeral. Katherine might 
have been able to vent her anger on Jackie and 
started litigation against her, but the two sisters 
would have become strangers for the rest of their 
lives. Fortunately, Katherine told me that her 
flame of anger was extinguished a few days later 
and she decided not to sue Jackie. Hopefully, she 
will learn from this unpleasant episode the 
importance of curbing her short temper so that 
she can become an even more admirable person 
and create many merits for the future.
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A Nation 
DEVASTATED

A massive earth-
quake in April 
reduced half of 
Nepal to a disas-
ter zone, affecting 
a third of the 
population. Tzu 
Chi volunteers 
sprang into 
action to help the 
reeling nation.

By Li Wei-huang
Excerpted and translated by Tang Yau-yang

Photos by Hsiao Yiu-hwa
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ONE IS HURT,
TWO FEEL THE PAIN
 
At Dhulikhel Hospital, a 
boy screams as a nurse 
sterilizes and dresses his 
left ring finger, half of 
which was severed in the 
quake. His screams break 
his mother’s heart.
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NOT ENOUGH FOOD

In Bhaktapur, a badly 
damaged area, tent resi-
dents sit in orderly lines 
for one of their two daily 
meals from an interna-
tional aid organization. 
Statistics from the World 
Food Programme indicate 
that about 1.4 million 
Nepali did not have 
enough food in the after-
math of the quake.
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A 7.8-magnitude earthquake rocked Nepal 
on April 25, 2015. It killed more than 8,800 
people, injured more than 23,000, and 

resulted in varying damage in nearly 40 of the 
75 administrative districts in the nation. The 
disaster left the nation in disarray, with over 
eight million people affected.

The Kathmandu Valley, with an area of 220 
square miles, is a cultural and political hub of 
Nepal. Boasting seven UNESCO World Heritage 
Sites, the valley is noted worldwide for its tem-
ples, stupas, and historic buildings. More than 

half of these national treasures collapsed or were 
seriously damaged in the temblor.

Aid poured in from all over the world follow-
ing the disaster.

Tzu Chi’s first relief team in Nepal was com-
prised of 15 members, including four doctors 
from Tzu Chi hospitals in Taiwan. They arrived 
in the country on April 28, bringing with them 
one ton of medical supplies and 200 kilograms 
(440 pounds) of instant rice.

The doctors treated injured people while the 
rest of the team assessed the damage to deter-

Devastation and Faith
The Buddhist stupa (shrine) of Boudhanath, a 
UNESCO World Heritage Site located in 
Kathmandu, was damaged in the great earth-
quake that struck on April 25. Repair is under-
way, but devotees are not waiting until it is 
complete to show their undiminished devotion 
as they circle the stupa to pray for peace, safe-
ty, and blessings. Tzu Chi volunteers are heal-
ing and comforting people injured in the quake, 
and giving hope for the future by building pre-
fabricated classrooms.

By Li Wei-huang
Translated by Tang Yau-yang
Photos by Hsiao Yiu-hwa
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mine what Tzu Chi could do to help victims at 
that time and on into the future.

The doctors on the first team discovered that 
the nation sorely needed medical supplies to 
treat broken bones. Staff at Taipei Tzu Chi 
Hospital scrambled to round up the materials. 
They sent them with the second delegation, 
which arrived in Nepal on May 1.

The second team likewise identified items 
that were in demand, such as antibiotics, medi-
cated patches, and ointments. These were sup-
plied by the third delegation to Nepal. In this 

fashion, teams of volunteers worked in relays to 
help quake survivors.

The last time that Tzu Chi had rendered aid 
to Nepal was more than 20 years ago. In 1993, 
southern Nepal was badly flooded. Tzu Chi built 
1,800 homes for survivors in the three devastat-
ed areas of Sarlahi, Rautahat, and Makwanpur.

The volunteers
After the earthquake, it proved quite chal-

lenging to get aid supplies into Nepal, let alone 
conduct free clinics and relief distributions. Tzu 
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Nepalese police and soldiers and NGO personnel 
salvage relics from the Vatsala Devi Temple in 
Durbar Square, a UNESCO World Heritage Site. 
The earthquake totally destroyed the temple.

Chi volunteers did the best they could under the 
circumstances. In the disaster areas, they navi-
gated through the debris, fought through the 
stench, and visited survivors in tents or other 
temporary shelters under the hot sun. 
Volunteering in a disaster area is never easy 
work, but they willingly signed up to help.

As is customary, Tzu Chi volunteers took 
part in the relief missions in Nepal at their own 
expense and on their own time. Zhang Qing-
wen (張清文), one of the volunteers, had to swap 
work schedules with colleagues and take a per-
sonal leave so he could be away from his office 
for 16 days. Zhuang Hui-zhen (莊慧貞), a home-
maker, took money out of her savings to defray 
her expenses. Each volunteer made a deposit of 
two thousand American dollars in advance of 
their trips to Nepal.

Joining Taiwanese volunteers in Nepal were 
volunteers from Malaysia, the United States, 
India, Indonesia, and Singapore. Lee Mun Keat 
(李文傑), from Malaysia, had volunteered in Sri 
Lanka for a year as part of Tzu Chi relief efforts 
in the aftermath of the 2004 Indian Ocean tsuna-
mi. This time, like before, he bought a one-way 
ticket to Nepal since he planned to stay there for 
as long as he was needed.

He was fortunate 
to join the delegation 
for two reasons. 
Firstly, plane tickets 
from Malaysia to 
Nepal  had been 
extremely difficult to 
come by because they 
had been scooped up 
by the multitudes of 
Nepali laborers anx-
ious to return home 
from Malaysia to 
check on their fami-
lies. Secondly, many 
other Malaysian vol-
unteers had put their 
names in the hat for a 

slot on the Tzu Chi delegation. On the eve of 
Lee’s departure in May, more than a hundred 
volunteers were still on the waiting list.

A universal language
Volunteers hit the ground running even 

though they did not know the local language. 
They picked up basic words and phrases, like 
“Namaste” for “How are you?” They smiled and 
greeted people warmly. They made up for the 
language barrier with warmth and genuine care 
as they distributed goods, provided free medical 
services, and visited survivors in their homes or 
their tents.

On May 12, 2015, another earthquake hit the 
nation. The 7.3-magnitude aftershock sent many 
people running for their lives, killed 141, and 
injured nearly three thousand more. Tzu Chi 
volunteers hugged badly scared locals and led 
them in singing to soothe their overwrought 
nerves.

Rabina Shakya, 17, and her parents are 
Buddhist, a minority in this nation that is more 
than 80 percent Hindu. She told Tzu Chi volun-
teers that she belonged to a local charity and that 
after the earthquake she helped raise relief 
money and distributed food to her fellow coun-
trymen. “I’d rather give time to help others than 
sit around doing nothing or pitying myself,” she 
said. Volunteers hoped that she and other can-
do Nepalese like her may well carry their nation 
forward on its way to recovery.

Teams of Tzu Chi vol-
unteers fanned out to 
visit quake survivors.
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The news of the powerful earthquake that 
struck Nepal on April 25, 2015, put all six 
Tzu Chi hospitals in Taiwan on standby. 

Their staffs were ready to ship out at a moment’s 
notice.

Of the six, Taipei Tzu Chi Hospital is closest 
to Taoyuan International Airport, so it got the 
honor of preparing medicine and medical sup-
plies for the first delegation. In just six hours, 
they gathered one metric ton of medical supplies 
and obtained the necessary permit from the 
Ministry of Health and Welfare to ship the sup-
plies out of Taiwan.

On the morning of April 27, four Tzu Chi 
physicians joined other volunteers at the airport: 
Dr. Chien Sou-hsin (簡守信), superintendent of 
Taichung Tzu Chi Hospital; You-Chen Chao 
(趙有誠), superintendent of Taipei Tzu Chi 
Hospital; Yi-Kung Lee (李宜恭), director of the 
emergency department at Dalin Tzu Chi Hospi-
tal; and Chien-Hsing Wang (王健興), leader of 
the trauma team at Hualien Tzu Chi Hospital.

At the airport, the Tzu Chi delegation mem-
bers were quite conspicuous in their blue-and-
white uniforms. One passerby asked them, 
“Where are you off to this time?” When they 

Healing the Injured
A member of a Tzu Chi medical delegation vis-
its a street where people are salvaging usable 
building materials. Tzu Chi medical delegations 
provided orthopedic surgery, conducted station-
ary and mobile clinics, and worked with local 
doctors to care for quake victims.

By Huang Xiu-hua
Translated by Tang Yau-yang
Photos by Hsiao Yiu-hwa
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answered, “Nepal,” the man responded, 
“That’s what I thought. You Tzu Chi volunteers 
are always first to reach out whenever there’s a 
disaster.”

A woman from Thailand who had come to 
Taiwan for medical treatment donated 10,000 
baht (US$297) to Tzu Chi on the spot. A 
Taiwanese girl and her mother together donated 
10,000 New Taiwan dollars (US$323) without 
leaving their names or address for a receipt. “We 
trust Tzu Chi,” they said. A few foreign passen-
gers gave the delegation a thumbs-up and said, 
“I love Taiwan. You’re great.” With this shot in 

the arm, the delegation took off fully energized 
to help the Nepalese.

Hurdles
Despite their eagerness to help, the delega-

tion faced one challenge after another.
When they arrived in Bangkok, they found 

that their connecting flight to Kathmandu had 
been canceled, so they had to spend the night in 
Bangkok. As a result, they didn’t reach their des-
tination in Nepal until the afternoon of April 28. 
“On the same airplane with us were some 
Japanese and Korean rescue workers,” said 
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Superintendent Chien. “The Koreans told us 
they had been on a previous flight that had been 
turned back.” Hearing that, the superintendent 
had a feeling that their path ahead would be lit-
tered with challenges.

Kathmandu’s Tribhuvan International 
Airport is the only international aviation gate-
way in the nation. Its relatively small capacity, 
probably sufficient for ordinary times, was 
plainly inadequate for this troubled time, when 
aid workers and supplies were streaming in 
from all over the world.

Chien said that the airspace was so busy when 

they arrived that they had to circle above the 
Himalaya Mountains a few times before being 
permitted to land. They all breathed a sigh of relief 
when they finally touched down in Nepal.

Baggage claim was another challenge for 
the Tzu Chi delegation. The medical supplies 
they had brought were packed in 93 cartons. It 
took them five hours just to clear the supplies 
through customs. The airport was simply 
overwhelmed.

When they finally arrived at the hotel they 
had booked, they were told there were no rooms 
for them. Another group of guests had been 
forced to stay at the hotel because their outbound 
flight had been cancelled. The Tzu Chi volunteers 
had no choice but to try to find another hotel. 
They finally found accommodations at a hotel 
that had closed after the earthquake and that had 
reopened just three hours earlier.

Medical facilities in Kathmandu were over-
whelmed by the influx of trauma patients after 
the earthquake. Due to a shortage of hospital 
beds, many patients were placed outside hospi-
tals after treatment.
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Now that they were on the ground they were 
close to quake victims, but the doctors could not 
help the victims yet. They spent the first two 
days obtaining permission from health and 
disaster relief officials to practice medicine in 
Nepal. They briefed the officials about Tzu Chi’s 
rich history of conducting disaster relief opera-
tions, such as providing aid in the aftermath of 
Typhoon Haiyan in the Philippines, the Indian 
Ocean tsunami, and the Wenchuan quake in 
Sichuan, China. Finally, they convinced the offi-
cials to issue a permit to each medical member 
to practice medicine in Nepal.

Now that they could treat patients, the doctors 
visited two hospitals to check out the situation 
and to see how they could help. At one of the hos-
pitals, they saw a woman, 21 and four months 
pregnant, who had a broken bone in her hand 
and a broken shin bone. Lying in bed, she looked 
to be in a lot of pain. Hospital staff told the Tzu 
Chi doctors that their hospital had admitted 19 
bone fracture patients, including that woman, but 
were unable to operate on them because they 
were out of needed supplies to do the job. The 
staff said that there were 165 more patients facing 
the same situation at nearby hospitals. Medical 
workers could only give the patients pain medi-
cine and fix their fractures externally.

Nobody should have to endure such pain, but 
without the proper supplies even the Tzu Chi 
physicians could do nothing. Superintendent 
Chao took photos of patients’ x-ray images and 
sent them through the Internet back to his col-
leagues in Taiwan. The needed supplies to treat 
broken bones were prepared for the second Tzu 
Chi relief delegation to take to Nepal.

Orthopedic surgeons Jui-Teng Chien (簡瑞騰), 
Wing-Him Poon (潘永謙), Zeng Xiao-zu (曾效祖), 
and Liu Guan-lin (劉冠麟), from Dalin, Guanshan, 
Taipei, and Hualien Tzu Chi Hospitals respec-
tively, were joined by anesthetist Lin Chang-hong 
(林昌宏) of Taichung Tzu Chi Hospital on the sec-
ond delegation, which left Taiwan on May 1 for 
Nepal. Dr. Chien had gone on a similar medical 
mission to Yogyakarta, Indonesia, in 2006, after 
an earthquake ravaged that area. He knew that 
reliable power might not always be available in 
disaster zones, so this time he brought along 
manual bone drills and pliers. Experience helped 
the doctors be better prepared.

Cooperation
The first and second delegations combined 

provided nine doctors. They split into three 

groups and went to work in Bhaktapur, a heavi-
ly damaged area 30 minutes by car from 
Kathmandu. The first group, led by Superin-
tendent Chien Sou-hsin, performed surgeries at 
Madhyapur Hospital. The second team, led by 
Superintendent Chao, staffed a mobile clinic; 
they visited out-of-the-way villages or places in 
the mountains to treat patients. The third group 
served at a free clinic station in front of a health 
care center in Bhaktapur.

At Madhyapur Hospital, Superintendent 
Chien and Dr. Chien shared one operating room 
while Drs. Poon and Zeng shared another. Dr. 
Lin was the anesthetist for both rooms. 
Physicians from both countries worked well 
together. Dr. Lin even assisted in the C-section 
delivery of a pair of twin girls, 3,000 and 2,900 
grams (6.6 and 6.4 pounds). The event made 
international news.

Superintendent Chien said that in the after-
math of the quake, the medical facilities he saw 
in Nepal were less than ideal, and the air-condi-
tioning had not yet been repaired. Despite these 
conditions, the doctors worked adeptly, showing 
their mastery of surgical skills. The local nurses 
demonstrated an impressive work ethic too. 
Working with the surgeons, they toiled away 
from eight in the morning till late at night, rest-
ing only briefly when the power went out. The 
nurses not only assisted in operations, but also 
applied plaster for casts after surgeries and 
pushed patients to where they needed to go. 
Chien was impressed by their hard work.

Once the power went out right in the middle 
of an operation. Tzu Chi surgeons used solar-
powered LED caps—developed by Tzu Chi—as 
flashlights and continued working. Some aid 
workers from Norway marveled at the devices 
and the technological prowess of Taiwan.

Tzu Chi set up a free clinic station on April 30 
in a tent in front of a health care center in 
Bhaktapur. Superintendent Chao recalled the 
day they hung up the banner for the Tzu Chi sta-
tion: “When Superintendent Chien and I arrived 
at the site, we borrowed two tables, put them 
side by side for our examination table, and 
opened up shop.”

People were at first dubious about the Tzu 
Chi doctors. “I could hardly blame them for not 
being more trusting,” Chao observed. “They 
didn’t know where Taiwan was, much less 
whether we were good or bad guys.” Fortunately 
the doctors soon won the locals over. Their 
warm, friendly attitude when they saw patients, 
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and their gentle, careful touch when they dressed 
wounds impressed the Nepali. Nirdesh Shakya, 
a local doctor who had studied medicine in 
China for seven years, also helped shrink the 
distance between the visiting doctors and the 
local patients by assisting as an interpreter.

When the doctors returned the next day, the 
staff at the health care center, now friendlier, 
took the initiative to inquire if they needed any 
help. The Tzu Chi doctors also demonstrated 
their generosity by giving the center much need-
ed medicine, such as antibiotics. When the doc-
tors returned the third day, the center staff had 
already set up the clinic for them. The day after 
that, some nurses and nursing students from the 
center joined the Tzu Chi doctors in providing 
care. Camaraderie between the two sides grew 
day by day.

Mobile clinic services
A mobile outreach clinic grew out of the sta-

tionary clinic at the health care center. Chao 
recalled that on their first day at the stationary 
clinic, he and Chien treated patients while Drs. 
Wang and Lee established a file for each patient 
that included information such as name, sex, 
age, and symptoms. Impressed by the meticu-
lous, conscientious work of the doctors, a nurse 
at the health care center broached the idea that 
the doctors should visit her village up in the 
mountains to help her fellow villagers. With tips 
like these, the Tzu Chi doctors were able to go to 
out-of-the-way places, places where few other 
aid organizations had ever gone.

The next day, Chao and Chien drove to the 
nurse’s village, a place called Chhaling, and con-
ducted a free clinic at a run-down community 
center. They could not treat as many patients as 
they would have liked because they did not take 
enough medicine with them, so they returned 
the following day. The health care center sent 
two nurses to go with them and observe.

When the nurses saw for themselves that the 
doctors really meant to help, they suggested 
another nearby village for them to visit: Pikhel. 
That village had been damaged even more severe-
ly. The doctors agreed to the suggestion. When 
they arrived at Pikhel, some villagers quickly took 

With hospitals swamped by the disasters, many 
sick and injured patients had to stay in tents. Tzu 
Chi doctors from the first team visited the tents 
and discovered that there was a severe shortage 
of medical supplies to treat broken bones.
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out what furniture they had left and set up a clinic 
for the doctors. Poles and tarpaulins were used to 
provide shade, but it was only big enough to 
accommodate the doctors and the patients they 
were treating. All the other people had to wait for 
their turn in the sun, sweating profusely.

The clinic started at 11:30 a.m., but at 1:30 in 
the afternoon Dr. Nirdesh Shakya, the Nepalese 
physician who was with the group, received a 
phone call from his hospital asking him to hurry 
back to tend to some business. He had to drive 
back, but because the entire group came in one 
car, everyone had to go back with him.

Seeing the long line of people waiting to be 
treated, Chao felt really bad about cutting the 
clinic short. He urged the two nurses to relay to 
the villagers the team’s apologies and their 
promise that they would return the next day.

When they arrived the next day, the crude 
canopy made up of simple poles and tarpaulins 

was gone. It had been replaced by a nice orange 
tent. The Tzu Chi doctors knew that materials to 
put up a tent were hard to come by after the 
earthquake, so they especially appreciated the 
villagers’ heart-warming gesture. Dr. Chao called 
the tent “a really decent clinic.”

Treatment for patients resumed. At noon, the 
villagers insisted that the doctors and nurses stay 
for lunch, but they declined and went on to the 
next location for more patient care. They ate sim-
ply—instant rice that they had brought along.

Many of the local nurses and nursing stu-
dents assisting the Tzu Chi doctors were earth-
quake victims themselves. They were living in 
tents, without power and in need of daily neces-
sities. Yet even though their lives were as hard 
as those of the patients they were serving, they 
didn’t hesitate to step forward to give of them-
selves to others. The doctors had nothing but 
respect for them.

Drs. Chien Sou-hsin, second from right, and 
Wing-Him Poon, second from left, work with 
Bhaktapur Cancer Hospital personnel in an oper-
ation to remove a woman’s uterine cancer.

Dr. Ong Tjandra (黃榮強), a TIMA member from 
Malaysia, studies an X-ray at the Tzu Chi free clin-
ic station outside a health care center in 
Bhaktapur.

4.37.indd   20 2015/9/8   10:35:09 AM

Fall 2015 21

4.37.indd   21 2015/9/8   10:35:13 AM



Tzu Chi Quarterly22

One of the nursing students, Rosemi, 
worked with the doctors for many days in the 
mobile free clinics. One day when they went 
back to the health care center, she pointed to a 
toppled house with a yellow door across the 
street and said that it was her home. Chao 
asked where she lived now, and she answered 
that she was living in a tent. She said that she 
realized that difficulties and challenges loomed 
big before her. All the doctors felt for her after 
hearing her story.

Suffering
The first and second medical delegations left 

Nepal on May 5 and May 6. They were followed 
by other delegations of doctors, nurses, and 
pharmacists from Taiwan, Malaysia, Singapore, 
and Indonesia.

Gradually the need for emergency care sub-
sided. As people began cleaning up their homes 

and moving things away, muscle tears, soreness, 
bumps, and bruises became the main reasons 
they sought medical help.

Tzu Chi doctors maintained the clinic outside 
the health care center while also visiting quake 
victims in tent areas to offer care. In one of the 
tents they visited, they saw a woman lying on 
her side. She was too thin and small to be 32 
years old. Though she was under a blanket, she 
exuded an abhorrent odor, possibly because of 
severe bedsores.

The physicians examined her. Dr. Zheng 
Shun-xian (鄭順賢), an infectious diseases spe-
cialist at Hualien Tzu Chi Hospital, suggested 
that they clean her sores first to stave off sepsis. 
Dr. Zhang Yao-ren (張耀仁), a deputy superin-
tendent of Taipei Tzu Chi Hospital, concurred, 
so they did that for her on the spot.

Dr. Tzu-Yung Chen (陳子勇), a neurology 
surgeon with the Tzu Chi International Medical 
Association, later diagnosed the woman with 
some kind of congenital cerebrospinal disorder, 
which had left her with restricted mobility since 
birth. Her condition had led to chronic malnu-
trition and anemia, as well as the bedsores. 
Since she needed further examination and care 

A Tzu Chi doctor demonstrates for patients how 
to use an inhaler at a mobile clinic in Bhaktapur. 
Respiratory diseases were more prevalent than 
usual in the disaster areas, where crumpled build-
ings sent clouds of dust into the air.
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at a hospital, volunteers asked for help from 
Dr. Nirdesh Shakya to arrange her admission 
into a hospital.

Superintendent Chien could never forget the 
sight of a woman and a girl squatting and sitting 
by the roadside. They were impassive and quiet. 
“I didn’t know if the woman was mourning 
because she had lost contact with a loved one or 
had lost someone dear.”

Superintendent Chao, too, saw his share of 
suffering. One day as the medical delegation 
was driving past a bus station in Kathmandu, he 
saw a line of people more than a mile long. They 
were waiting for buses to take them home. When 
the Tzu Chi group went by the bus station again 

Villagers at Pikhel put up an orange tent for Tzu 
Chi doctors to see patients.

that evening, there was a riot going on. People 
were jockeying for position to get on a bus that 
would take them home. “They were intent on 
going home, but there just weren’t enough 
buses,” Chao said, “and since communications 
were cut off, they couldn’t reach their families 
by phone. They must have been really anxious 
to know what had happened to their loved ones. 
I really sympathized with them.”

After the doctors returned to Taiwan, they 
were still concerned about the quake victims—
images of what they had seen in Nepal lingered 
in their minds. At the same time, their hearts 
were warmed when they thought back on how 
they had worked hand-in-hand with local doc-
tors to treat injuries and relieve suffering. They 
knew what the quake survivors were up against 
on their road to recovery, but they took comfort 
in the knowledge that Tzu Chi would accompa-
ny them on that road.

Luo ruI-XIn
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The monsoon season in Nepal starts in June, 
often raining heavily in the afternoon and 
evening. The season lasts for at least three 

months, giving the nation 80 percent of its annu-
al precipitation.

The monsoon rains are received differently 
among different people in Nepal. This is rice 
planting season, so the rain is welcomed with 

open arms by farmers. But for foreign tourists 
and mountaineers, this is definitely not a good 
time for sightseeing.

This year, in the aftermath of the earthquake, 
the rainy season was particularly hard for the 
Nepalese. According to the United Nations, 
more than 90,000 people were still living in tents 
over a month after the quake. Of those, 20,000 

Comforting the 
Dispossessed
The folding beds distributed by Tzu Chi were 
particularly welcome in the rainy season when 
tents were often flooded during heavy rains. 
Impressed by the sincerity and generosity of the 
volunteers, many of the quake victims began to 
give of themselves and help others.

By Li Wei-huang
Translated by Tang Yau-yang
Photos by Hsiao Yiu-hwa

4.37.indd   24 2015/9/10   11:07:50 AM

Fall 2015 25

were in Kathmandu Valley alone. It is not com-
fortable to live in a tent, even on a good day. A 
rainy day just makes it worse. Besides, the earth-
quake had loosened the soil, and the heavy rains 
in June caused mudslides and more casualties in 
some mountain areas.

Tourists dwindled after the disaster, but visi-
tors of another kind—Tzu Chi volunteers—came 

in from countries including Taiwan, Malaysia, 
Singapore, Canada, the Philippines, and China. 
They were in Nepal to distribute relief goods 
and to help with the construction of prefabricat-
ed classrooms.

A local resident remarked that the tremor had 
shattered his confidence in the integrity of local 
buildings. He had considered taking his family 
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out of the country, but then he came across the 
volunteers, strangers from faraway places. They 
had to endure the horror of aftershocks along-
side the local people, and they had to work in 
the capricious weather. They impressed him so 
much that instead of leaving the country, he 
joined their ranks.

The most coveted furniture
Laxmi Shrestha, 29, her son, 3, and her niece 

had lived for two months in a tent of just 35 
square feet. The earthquake destroyed the rent-
al place that Laxmi had been living in, but her 
lease still held her responsible for the remain-
ing rent payments: 6,000 rupees (US$59) a 
month. It didn’t matter that they were now liv-
ing in a tent.

Laxmi’s husband, the sole breadwinner in the 
family, was working in Saudi Arabia as a laborer. 
His work kept him in the Middle East, and he 
was still unable to return to check on his family. 
He used to work in Nepal, making less than 

15,000 rupees (US$147) a month, a far cry from 
his current pay of at least 50,000 rupees in Saudi 
Arabia.

In fact, the money earned by millions of 
Nepalese expatriate laborers in areas including 
the Middle East and Southeast Asia is the most 
important source of income for the nation. Getting 
out of the country to work is the fastest way for 
Nepalese to get out of poverty. Simply working 
hard and saving what they make in a foreign 
country for a few years may just be enough for a 
Nepalese to build a new house.

Despite the financial advantages, there are 
hazards in working overseas. In 2014, one 
Nepalese worker died overseas every other day 
for work-related reasons or other causes. 
However, the earthquake aggravated the high 
unemployment in Nepal, and such negative sta-
tistics were expected to do little to dampen the 
zeal of droves of young Nepalese to borrow 
money and go abroad to work.

With their husbands working overseas, many 
women in the disaster zones had to take care of 
themselves and their families. Laxmi, for exam-
ple, was looking for more plastic sheets to 
enlarge her current living space. Before she could 
obtain those, she was happy to receive two blan-

Conversant in several languages, Penpa Norbu 
explains to aid recipients how to prepare instant 
rice distributed by Tzu Chi. He and his fellow tent 
city residents served at this Tzu Chi distribution.
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kets made from recycled plastic bottles and two 
folding beds from Tzu Chi.

The tent city she lived in did not drain well, 
so her tent tended to flood after a heavy rain. 
The Tzu Chi beds would come in particularly 
handy on such occasions.

Tent residents loathed the rain. When it came, 
everyone scrambled to remove things suscepti-
ble to moisture, such as cushions and blankets, 
off the ground. One day after a distribution, Tzu 
Chi volunteers visited a few families and found 
that their mats and blankets were all wet. “We’re 
not afraid of the sun, but rain is a different story,” 
the tent residents said.

The water made sleeping on the ground a 
most unpleasant thing to do. However, even if it 
didn’t rain, sleeping on hard surfaces was also 
uncomfortable. Doma Sherpa, 18, told visiting 
Tzu Chi volunteers that six families, or 29 peo-
ple, all from remote mountain villages, lived in 
the same plastic tent with her. All of them, young 
or old, slept on the ground, and many of them 
felt sore all over.

By the end of June 2015, Tzu Chi had given 
more than 5,600 folding beds to quake victims. 
Doma said that before Tzu Chi they had never 
encountered a charitable organization that gave 
out beds, which were just what they needed 
most at that time.

A tourism magnet without tourists
The tent city Laxmi lived in was not far from 

one of the seven UNESCO World Heritage Sites 
in the Kathmandu Valley, the temple complex 
of Swayambhunath, also known as the Monkey 
Temple. More than 700 people from 160 fami-
lies were living in this tent city. Some of them 
had been nearby residents, but others were 
monks, street people, beggars, or people from 
out of town.

Penpa Norbu, one of the tent residents, had 
worked in the tourism industry before the earth-
quake. He served as a tour guide during the busy 
tourist season in March and April. However, his 
boss disappeared after the quake, leaving Penpa 
unpaid for his work in April.

Tourism and money earned and remitted by 
Nepalese working overseas are the two main 
sources of income for the nation. Of the 28 mil-

Volunteers help carry a woman’s folding beds to 
her tent.
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lion people in Nepal, a million work directly or 
indirectly in the tourism industry. The destruc-
tion of many tourist attractions in the earthquake 
almost certainly means that many of those peo-
ple will lose their jobs. The Asian Development 
Bank has predicted that more Nepalese will fall 
below the poverty line.

Thamel, a crowded, commercial neighbor-
hood in Kathmandu, once boasted the heaviest 
concentration of tourists. But the proprietor of a 
bar there moaned that his business had fallen by 
75 percent and that the nights of drinking and 
merriment were things of the past. Shops selling 
handicrafts and thangkas—Tibetan Buddhist 
paintings on cotton, or silk appliqué—are faring 
no better. With fewer patrons, shop owners are 
miserable. The nation needs to lure back tourists. 
Repairing historic monuments, making buildings 

safer, and restoring the confidence of tourists are 
challenges facing the Nepalese government.

Penpa, having lost his job, volunteered to 
work with Tzu Chi volunteers. He had a good 
enough command of Chinese to interpret for 
them. He assisted them as they provided hot 
food, conducted free clinics, removed lice from 
quake victims’ heads, and held relief distribu-
tions. Unemployed, he could have chosen to be 
downcast, but instead he opted for a more active 
approach. He chose to help and become engaged 
with his community.

Outside Kathmandu
There were quake victims far beyond 

Kathmandu, but those who lived in the capital 
seemed to have an easier time in the aftermath of 
the tremor than those who lived high in the moun-
tains. Aid in the capital was much more concen-
trated and easily available than in less populous 
areas, such as remote mountain villages.

One such village was Tatopani, in Sindhu-
palchowk District, a mountain region where more 
than 3,550 people died because of the quake. 
Many days after the disaster, aid still had not 
reached the village, which lay about 130 kilome-

Volunteers witness the fragility of the land and 
the impermanence of life in the disaster areas.

Xu Zhen Hua (許貞華), a physician of traditional 
Chinese medicine, uses acupuncture and mug-
wort smoke to treat Buddhist nuns who were 
evacuated from their convent in Bigu, Dolakha.
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ters (80 miles) from the capital. Quake victims 
there had to be evacuated by helicopters or trucks 
to Bode in Bhaktapur, not far from Kathmandu. 
Nearly 90 tents in Bode housed a thousand people 
from over 200 families.

Many of the people evacuated from Tatopani 
had the same last name—Sherpa—which reflect-
ed their ethnicity. Best known as porters and 
guides, the Sherpa people are noted for their 
ability to carry heavy loads at high altitudes. 
They are most at ease and at home in the open-
ness of the mountains, but now they were stuck 
in the confines of crowded tents, a dozen or so of 
them crammed into a space of not much more 
than 140 square feet.

Though their tent area offered a nice panoram-
ic view of Kathmandu, the trapped Sherpa folks 
would have preferred to be home in Tatopani. 
However, many things there, including schools, 
medical clinics, and even roads, had been 
destroyed in the quake, and mudslides during 
the rainy season made it unsafe. There was no 
telling when they would be able to go home. 
Their prospects were uncertain at best.

When Tzu Chi volunteers visited them, they 
found that some of them could converse in sim-
ple Chinese. It turned out that there is a Sino-
Nepal Friendship Bridge that connects the 

Nepalese town of Tatopani and the Chinese 
town of Zhangmu in Shigatse, Tibet. Tatopani 
residents frequently go between the two towns 
to conduct business, so some of them know the 
Chinese language.

Passang Lama and his family ran a small res-
taurant in Zhangmu. He also provided interpre-
tation services for merchants going back and 
forth between China and Nepal. He could speak 
Indian, Tibetan, Chinese, and English.

After the earthquake, he and 20 people in his 
family were evacuated to Bode, but his mother, 
65, refused to leave. “She said that even if she 
died, she would die in the mountains,” Passang 
told the volunteers. He added that besides his 
mother, some mobility-restricted and elderly 
people had also stayed behind.

Passang had received four folding beds from 
Tzu Chi. He heard that it had taken the founda-
tion a lot of effort to transport over 5,000 folding 
beds into Nepal and deliver them to various tent 
areas, hospitals and schools after the quake. He 
appreciated the kindness of the foundation, so he 
said that after the rainy season, when he returned 
to his hometown to rebuild, he would make sure 
to take the beds back with him, even though each 
one weighed 15 kilograms (33 pounds). Walking 
from a bus stop up the mountains back to his 
home would take at least four hours, but he was 
fine with that. He and his people were accustomed 
to heavy loads. “It’s no problem carrying even 
four beds at one time,” Passang said, smiling.

A Tzu Chi distribution claim check clasped 
between his palms, a Nepalese prays during a 
relief distribution.
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Everyone can give
Tzu Chi volunteers have been in Nepal since 

April 28, 2015. As of July 1, nine delegations had 
been dispatched to the nation. They provided 
free clinics and distributed food, blankets, and 
folding beds. Now the relief mission has con-
cluded its short-term initiatives and has started 
its medium- to long-term projects, which at pres-
ent include the building of light-duty classrooms 
and homes.

Reflecting on their interactions with Tzu Chi 
volunteers during this period, some quake victims 
were especially impressed by the origin of the 
foundation. Volunteers shared with them how the 
foundation had started in Taiwan with 30 house-
wives each putting 50 New Taiwan cents (then 1.2 
U.S. cents) a day of their grocery money into bam-
boo coin banks for donations to help the needy. 
They pointed out that small donations, when 
pooled together, are able to do great things and 
that even people of the most modest means can 
become benefactors. Many Nepalese were thus 
encouraged to donate to aid the needy, be it one or 
ten rupees. In so doing, they transformed them-
selves from aid recipients to givers.

The concept of giving would have been 
unthinkable for some locals who were in the 
lower castes of Nepalese society if volunteers 
had not introduced it to them. So many of them 

had hard lives, and they were accustomed to 
receiving handouts. A member of the national 
legislature who had participated in Tzu Chi dis-
tributions and witnessed lower-caste Nepalese 
deposit their donations into Tzu Chi coin banks 
was truly amazed by what he saw.

Tzu Chi volunteers respected the local social 
system in their host country while at the same 
time treating everyone equally without regard to 
their social standing, religious beliefs, or ethnici-
ty. Dr. Sarvesh Gyawali, a Nepalese physician, 
observed that the volunteers helped needy elder-
ly people who had no family to depend on, and 
they guided quake victims in washing elderly 
people and taking them to doctors. They also 
held a series of free clinics and aid distributions 
for two months. Though not entirely understand-
ing why these strangers would take all the trou-
ble to help them, many Nepalese were neverthe-
less moved by their kindness. Sarvesh was one of 
those so moved that he joined the foreigners in 
carrying out their benevolent deeds.

Tzu Chi volunteers have helped the needy 
directly, but they have indirectly helped local vol-
unteers by offering them a channel through which 
they can help their own compatriots. Penpa 
Norbu, Sarvesh Gyawali, and Nepalese volun-
teers like them have set a goal for themselves: 
“We’ll watch out for our own countrymen.”

Tens of thousands of people still lived in tent areas like this one near the Swayambhunath temple 
complex more than two months after the earthquake. Even though charitable organizations wanted to 
build temporary housing for survivors, it was difficult to obtain suitable land in the mountainous ter-
rain of Nepal. The construction of permanent homes was even more difficult.
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B ishnu Nanju, 30, was wearing a Tzu Chi 
volunteer vest, but the vest could not veil 
what he was wearing underneath: a 

white shirt and white pants, accompanied by a 
white cap. He was clothed in white in accor-
dance with the Hindu custom in Nepal for 
mourning the death of a parent. Bishnu was in 
mourning for his mother, who had been killed 
in the earthquake.

In addition to taking the life of his mother, 
the temblor also destroyed his home, which had 
been bought with money he had earned in 
Malaysia. He had worked there as a laborer for 
eight years, sending his savings home every 

three months. He returned home not long before 
the earthquake hit his motherland and destroyed 
his hard-earned home.

Bishnu and his family lived in a tent for two 
weeks following the tremor. Then he used his 
savings to rent a place, where he, his father, and 
four other family members now live. It is a 
cramped place, but it is a warm home to them. 
After having gone through so much, they cherish 
the blessing of having their family around.

Three days after the disaster, he came across a 
familiar sight at Bhaktapur Durbar Square: Tzu 
Chi volunteers in their blue-and-white uniforms. 
Bishnu’s former employer in Malaysia was a Tzu 

Hope for the Future
The earthquake wreaked havoc in people’s lives. 
Loved ones were lost, and homes and class-
rooms were destroyed. But the disaster couldn’t 
destroy hope. Hope for the future sprouted 
amidst the devastation as school reconstruction 
began. Here, students and teachers at Bagiswori 
Higher Secondary School and College join 
workers in erecting metal frames for prefabri-
cated classrooms.

By Li Wei-huang
Translated by Tang Yau-yang
Photos by Hsiao Yiu-hwa
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Chi volunteer, and so Bishnu took part in Tzu Chi 
activities, where he saw those uniforms.

By coincidence, the volunteers he saw at the 
square were from Malaysia too. He couldn’t con-
tain his excitement: “I want to join you!” he 
exclaimed to the volunteers. Afterwards, he 
began going with them to visit quake victims, 
and he helped translate during free clinics.

Later he worked on a Tzu Chi construction 
project, building temporary classrooms for 
schools, including the one from which he had 
graduated—Bagiswori Higher Secondary 
School and College. He helped teach others how 
to assemble the prefabricated classrooms. He 

was familiar with Tzu Chi’s ideals and opera-
tions, so he was well-equipped for the job. 
Working on a tight deadline was demanding, 
not to mention dealing with the challenges 
posed by the rainy season and the erratic power 
supply, but he took it all in stride. Working for 
Tzu Chi provided a much needed distraction, as 
it helped keep his mind off the agony of losing 
his mother and his home. He also used the time 
to ponder his future.

New classrooms
After the earthquake, the United Nations 

pegged the number of destroyed or damaged 
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classrooms at more than 30,000. Shree 
Budhanilkantha Higher Secondary School in 
Kathmandu was one of the schools damaged by 
the quake. Makeshift classrooms built with bam-
boo poles and plastic sheets filled an open area 
of the school. Narayan, an English teacher at the 
school, said that the government had appropri-
ated 75,000 rupees (US$735) to build temporary 
classrooms and 125,000 rupees (US$1,220) to 
repair damaged buildings. “That’s all we got,” 
Narayan said.

In fact, the school had built all of its class-
rooms before the earthquake with funds that it 
raised on its own. One of the school buildings 
was being used even before it was painted. 
Construction and fundraising were carried out 
at the same time, six years ago.

Shree Budhanilkantha is a public school in 
the capital city. If its funds were so constrained, 
it is easy to imagine how much worse the situa-

tion was at schools in remote areas.
But then Tzu Chi stepped in with some much 

needed assistance. Volunteers started visiting 
damaged schools even when they were still pro-
viding emergency aid to quake survivors. They 
also looked for contractors and began preparing 
building materials for the construction of prefabri-
cated classrooms. In mid-June, the foundation 
kicked off the construction of 107 temporary class-
rooms for 17 schools. In late June, four prefabri-
cated classrooms were completed and opened for 
use at Shree Budhanilkantha. Since Nepal had 
entered the rainy season, the shelter provided by 
the classrooms came at a great time.

The temporary classrooms feature metal 
frames, drywall, and roofs of polyurethane 
foam. They are intended to be used as interim 
learning spaces for three to five years, during 
which permanent classrooms can be built. But 
these classrooms are better than interim struc-
tures for the locals; they are viewed as almost 
semi-permanent. “They look like permanent 
classrooms,” said Dhan Kumar Shrestha, princi-
pal of the college portion of Bagiswori Higher 
Secondary School and College. “They’ll last at 
least 10 to 15 years.”

A class without chairs is in session in a hallway 
at Bagiswori Higher Secondary School and 
College. Scenes like this have pushed Tzu Chi 
volunteers to work harder on the construction of 
temporary classrooms.
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The temblor took 24 classrooms at Bagiswori 
out of commission. That put a severe squeeze 
on class scheduling. In an effort to accommo-
date so many students, the school day was stag-
gered: College students attended classes from 
six to ten in the morning, then students in sec-
ondary and grade school levels took over until 
four in the afternoon.

To help out, Tzu Chi built six temporary 
classrooms for the school. The principal was 
very grateful. The foundation’s help lifted the 
burden from the school’s staff of seeking out 
other organizations to donate and build class-
rooms. Finally, teachers were able to focus their 
attention on teaching.

Uniforms and textbooks
Many students lost their belongings to the 

earthquake, including their school uniforms, 
books, and supplies. This was also true of chil-
dren in remote mountain communities. Because 
their damaged homes were unserviceable after 
the quake, many of them were relocated to tent 

cities in Kathmandu and Bhaktapur, where they 
attended nearby schools.

These children went to school in street 
clothes, without books or supplies. They had to 
ask their classmates to share their books with 
them, and they stood out in the midst of their 
uniformed schoolmates.

Shree Saraswoti Lower Secondary School 
was located in a slum. Most of its students wore 
threadbare clothes. If a hole had worn through a 
skirt, a girl would simply put on pants before 
donning the skirt. Some students had only flip-
flops to wear to school. Deepa Gurung, a teacher 
at the school who had served at four schools 
before, said, “The children in this school are the 
poorest of those in all the schools where I’ve 
taught.” They did not have much to begin with. 
The temblor took away what little they had and 
aggravated their poverty.

Tzu Chi volunteers decided to help alleviate 
the situation by distributing uniforms and text-
books at 20 public schools in the Kathmandu 
Valley. More than 2,000 students, aged three and 
a half to thirteen, each received two uniforms, a 
pair of leather shoes, and other supplies.

Before the distribution, Tzu Chi volunteers 

Bishnu Nanju, center, participates in a Tzu Chi 
prefabricated classrooms construction project.
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asked the uniform suppliers to take measure-
ments of the students so that the uniforms would 
fit them nicely—not too big, not too small. When 
Rupen Pradhan visited Adarsha Higher 
Secondary School in Layaku, Thimi, to measure 
the students there, he discovered that six out of 
ten did not wear school uniforms. His observa-
tion helped validate the advisability of giving 
uniforms to needy students.

Giving uniforms, shoes, socks, and books to 
students is a relatively inexpensive thing to do 
and may not seem like a big deal, but Qiu Yu-fen 
(邱玉芬), a Tzu Chi volunteer who lives in 
Shanghai, thought otherwise. She believed that 
the ability of these things to boost the confidence 
of the children should not be underestimated.

“Children from poor families are often unsure 
of themselves,” Qiu observed. She should know. 
Growing up in a poor family, she started work-
ing a paper route when she was 12 so she could 
go to school. Unfortunately, she had to abandon 
her formal education after she finished junior 
high because of her family’s poverty.

Now she is in a position to help others. She 
joined Tzu Chi, and she often goes to remote vil-
lages in China to extend care and distribute 
scholarships to underprivileged students. Over 
the years, she has seen students respond to this 
type of care and love. Many of them have 
worked diligently and moved up nicely. Some 
are even studying for their doctorates now.

Qiu stayed in Nepal for more than a month. 
She was convinced that keeping students com-
pany and cheering them on would go a long 
way towards helping them reach their goals. She 
knew these types of efforts would bear fruit in 
Nepal as they had in China.

Self-esteem
One day, volunteers went to Nil Barani 

Primary School and distributed new uniforms, 
shoes, socks, and textbooks to students there. 
When Ram Thapa went to the school to pick 
up her granddaughter after class and saw the 
Tzu Chi volunteers, she could barely contain 
her emotions.

She had received folding beds and blankets 
from Tzu Chi just two days earlier at a tent area 
in Bode. With those she was finally able to sleep 
comfortably. Now she saw that her grand-
daughter had received brand-new uniforms 
and other supplies from the same charitable 
organization. She was truly touched by the 
benevolence of the group.

A look at the recipient lists of the 20 public 
schools that received aid from Tzu Chi reveals a 
predominance of female students. This is not a 
coincidence, but a manifestation of a society that 
values males over females. Parents in Nepal 
strive to send their sons to private schools, where 
more resources are available. Most girls, on the 
other hand, attend public schools.

Girls in Nepal face an uphill battle in life. 
Less than 60 percent of them are literate. This 
nation also has the ninth highest prevalence of 

Students are measured for new uniforms provid-
ed by Tzu Chi.
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child marriage in the world. Many girls in 
remote areas drop out of school when they are 
very young to get married.

When they drop out of school, their stock in 
life drops as well. Early marriage hurts their 
chances in life. Without a good education, they 
cannot reasonably expect to do well in life. Many 
young intellectuals in Nepal are aware that only 
through widespread education can their society 
rid itself of damaging customs, such as getting 
married prematurely.

Principal Dhan Kumar Shrestha pointed out 
that his school, the best public educational insti-
tution in Bhaktapur, had started a program two 
years earlier in which its faculty donates one 
day’s pay per year to an emergency fund for 
students. Another thoughtful measure the 
school took after the earthquake was allowing 
students who could not pay their tuition to 
attend school without having to pay up front. 
The students were told that they could pay the 
money when their parents could manage it. 
They were urged to never quit school over an 
inability to pay.

Principal Dhan Kumar Shrestha lost his home 

to the earthquake too. And yet, despite his own 
problems, he managed to submit to Tzu Chi a 
list of ten students who were in particularly dif-
ficult financial straits. They needed special help 
because they had lost both parents, or someone 
in their family was sick, or because special cir-
cumstances had severely drained the family’s 
resources. Tzu Chi volunteers subsequently vis-
ited these families and assisted them with living 
or medical expenses.

The six prefabricated classrooms Tzu Chi 
provided for Bagiswori Higher Secondary School 
and College were turned over to the school at 
the end of June 2015. Bishnu Nanju, who had 
helped build the classrooms from beginning to 
end, was in the audience during the turnover 
ceremony.

He was happy for the boys and girls at his 
old school who would be able to have their les-
sons in the safety and comfort of the new class-
rooms, rain or shine. At the same time, he was 
melancholy because he missed his mother and 
because he was unable to build a house for his 
family yet.

He knew what he had to do: He had to con-
tinue to work and save so he would be able to 
rebuild. The next time, he vowed, “the house 
will be very sturdy and it will not be knocked 
down by another disaster.”

Students at Shree Budhanilkantha Higher 
Secondary School receive lessons in a makeshift 
classroom built of bamboo poles and canvas 
sheets while Tzu Chi builds four prefabricated 
classrooms for the school.
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To escape civil war or avoid 
inhumane treatment, they 
smuggled themselves out of 
their own countries into a 
foreign land called Malay
sia. But instead of being in 
the safe haven they had 
hoped for, they found that 
they face arrest at every 
turn, they cannot work 
legally, and their children 
cannot go to school.

Facing an uncertain future, 
they still have to strive to 
make life better for them
selves and for their chil
dren. Will they emerge from 
their tragedies to greet a 
brighter future?

A nine-year-old boy opens the 
door to his home only to some-
one he knows. His home is 
located in a building that has 
been deserted for more than a 
decade due to an ownership 
dispute. The boy and his family 
are illegal refugees from Burma. 
They usually keep their door 
locked to avoid the police.
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By Qiu Ru-lian
Translated by Tang Yau-yang

Photos by Hsiao Yiu-hwa
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IS THIS FREEDOM?
Inside this school in Selayang, near Kuala Lumpur, a student looks out the window at 
the street below and a nearby marketplace. Although so close, it may as well be 
another world for him. Refugees like this student have no legal status in Malaysia 
and thus have little or no access to basic services, such as education. To help peo-
ple like him receive an education, makeshift schools like this one for Moslem chil-
dren from Burma have been established.
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I t is still dark outside, but many people are 
already working and sweating at a large whole-
sale market in Selayang, near Kuala Lumpur, 

the capital of Malaysia. Goods come into the mar-
ket from all over the nation and are then distrib-
uted to vendors or restaurants. Most of the labor-
ers who help move the huge quantities of produce 
and goods here are foreigners.

Statistics from the Immigration Department of 
Malaysia show that about five million aliens work 
in the nation. They mostly come from 12 nations, 
including Thailand, Indonesia, India, Vietnam, 
and Burma (also known as Myanmar). About half 
of them work illegally because they have over-
stayed their visas or because they are refugees.

Though it is a Saturday, it is not a day of rest 
for some people, and certainly not for Dawtsung’s 
husband, a Burmese refugee who starts his work-
day at the Selayang market bright and early. He 
makes 40 ringgits (US$10.63) a day as a laborer.

Dawtsung has been in Malaysia for more 
than two years, but she still speaks no Malay. 
She cannot carry on a conversation with local 
people, and she worries about running into the 
police. Consequently, she rarely goes out, and 
then only when she has no other choice.

There are eight people in her family. They live 
on the third floor of an old apartment building in 
Imbi, Kuala Lumpur. The landlord partitioned the 
apartment into three units, one of which Dawtsung 

It is reasonable that most people shouldn’t 
have to hide from the law, that their chil
dren can receive an education, and that 
they can obtain medical care when they 
are ill. But for Burmese refugees in 
Malaysia, such hopes are beyond their 
reach. Unable to return to their homes, 
they can only do their best to survive in a 
foreign land.

Each day, the Selayang 
wholesale market needs hun-
dreds of laborers to move 
multitudes of goods. Most of 
the laborers are refugees, 
receiving a paltry 40 Malay-
sian ringgits (US$10.63) a day 
for their service.

Caught In a 
Predicament
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rents. The unit measures 180 square feet. Though 
the space is small, the rent for it is not. At 800 ring-
gits (US$210) a month, the apartment is a very 
heavy burden for them. With a daily wage of 40 
ringgits, Dawtsung’s husband has to work 20 days 
a month just to pay the rent.

Given these hardships, why did they leave 
their homeland in the first place?

Persecution
Burma is home to 135 ethnic groups. The 

Bamar (or Burman) is by far the most dominant 
group in the nation, comprising about two thirds 
of the population. Other major groups include 
the Shan, Karen, Chin, and Kachin. The military 

regime that took power in 1962 forced minorities 
to move military supplies, build roads, or put up 
military installations, all without pay. There have 
even been many reports of systematic rapes of 
ethnic minority women by soldiers.

Persistent oppression has led some minori-
ties to resort to military resistance. Ethnic rebel-
lions have erupted frequently, forcing members 
of minority groups from their homes. They 
have fled into neighboring nations, such as 
China, Thailand, and Malaysia. For example, 
the most recent conflict flared up in February 
2015 in the Kokang Self-Administered Zone, 
located near the border of northeastern Burma 
and Yunnan Province in southwestern China. 
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Tens of thousands of people fled to China to 
escape the fighting between government forces 
and rebels.

Andrew Laitha, chairman of the Alliance of 
Chin Refugees (ACR), said, “Refugees used to 
rush into India, so the Burmese military tight-
ened border control there. Then they went to 
Thailand, but they were turned back to the 
Burmese army on the border. Now they are 
choosing Malaysia as their destination.” The ref-
ugee population in Malaysia has been on the rise 
for the last ten years. According to Yante Ismail, 
the United Nations High Commissioner for 
Refugees (UNHCR) spokesperson in Malaysia, 
there are about 150,000 refugees in the nation, of 

whom 140,000 are from Burma. Those 140,000 
include more than 50,000 Chin, 43,000 Rohingya, 
and 12,000 other Muslims. The rest are from 
other minority groups.

Dawtsung’s family is an example of the larg-
est group of refugees. Members of the Chin 
minority, long persecuted in Burma, they came 
to Malaysia in hopes of a better life. Sadly, the 
reality in their host country has not been rosy. 
Though refugees like them have become an 
important source of labor in Malaysia, Malay 
society has not accepted them. In fact, they are 
outright illegal.

Unfortunately for them, Malaysia was not a 
signatory of the 1951 Convention Relating to 

Kuala Lumpur has long been a 
multiracial cosmopolitan city. 
Laborers from Southeastern Asian 
countries can often be seen in the 
city. On holidays, they gather on 
what is called “Burma Street” or 
“Nepal Street” to catch up with 
their fellow countrymen and to 
exchange money.
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the Status of Refugees and its 1967 Protocol. 
The nation does not recognize refugees of any 
kind. It treats all refugees as illegal entrants and 
thus grants them no asylum. As a result, the 
Burmese expatriates find themselves in a pre-
dicament: On the one hand, they need to find 
work to support themselves and their families; 
but to work, they must expose themselves to 
public view and thus risk arrest or interroga-
tion by police or immigration officials. However, 
they have no choice.

Chin refugees have formed many self-pres-
ervation groups in Malaysia. They issue ID 

cards to their members and collect nominal fees 
to help new Chin expatriates obtain medical 
care, settle down, or apply to the UNHCR for 
asylum. Dawtsung heard about the Chin 
Refugee Committee (CRC) from friends and 
went there to seek help. The committee was 
ensconced in an old apartment building. Even 
though it was broad daylight, the curtains were 
drawn in the narrow space to keep out prying 
eyes. The CRC needs to lie low and avoid atten-
tion because it is not legal in Malaysia. “In 
Malaysia, there’s nothing legal about refugees,” 
said David, head of the CRC.

To save money, refugee families 
cram themselves into cheap tene-
ments like these. In such crowded 
quarters, privacy is a rare com-
modity. Getting some fresh air on 
the balcony is the only luxury they 
can afford.
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“Many refugees apply for memberships at 
various refugee organizations, seeking multiple 
layers of protection,” said ACR chairman Laitha. 
“They really want to make sure that somebody 
will be there to help them when the need arises.” 
However, the truth is that the membership cards, 
no matter how numerous, offer no substantive 
protection. What refugees really want are refu-
gee cards issued by the UNHCR. If they are 
unfortunately caught by the police, presenting a 
refugee ID card issued by the UNHCR may get 
them off the hook. Even if this ID card does not 
prevent an arrest, the UNHCR will intervene to 
bail the refugee out.

Given the importance of this card to them, 
thousands of refugees line up every day outside 
the UNHCR office in order to get one. It may take 
up to three years for an application for refugee 
status to be granted. Despite the long wait, the 
card is their only protective shield against law 
enforcement personnel in the nation, and it rep-
resents their only hope of being placed in another 
country. It is no wonder they endure whatever it 
takes to get one.

Children’s needs
Before they can secure a better future for 

themselves, refugees have to struggle to find a 
way to survive in Malaysia. But eking out a liv-
ing is not their only problem. Refugees soon 
find that since they are not legal residents in 
Malaysia, their children cannot attend public 
schools. That is not good. Without an educa-
tion, their children are more likely to end up 
working at hard labor, even if they are one day 
resettled in another country.

To help solve the problem, Chin people, with 
assistance from Christian churches, have set up 
community educational facilities which offer 
classes on such basic topics as English, Malay, and 
math. For example, the Talala school is located in 
a low house in a serene community. Small rooms 
equipped with chairs, desks, and chalkboards 
serve as classrooms. “We currently have a hun-
dred students, 80 of whom live here. Nine teach-
ers serve at the school,” said Principal Jacob.

Jacob is himself a Burmese refugee. He, his 
wife, a son, and a daughter live in the school. At 
bedtime, chairs and desks are pushed to the sides 
of the classrooms, and residents sleep on the open 
floors. Jacob’s daughter is a student there. His 
wife, besides taking care of their son, who is just 
learning to walk, also looks after the students, 
who have been all but forgotten by the world.

Dim Saun, 17, was teaching the students how 
to count when we visited the school. She was a 
graduate of the school and a current student at 
the Ruke Education Centre. She had a little spare 
time, so she returned to help.

Schools like Talala only offer elementary 
courses. When students have completed those, 
they often have a hard time finding a suitable 
school to continue their schooling. As refugees, 
they are not accepted by public schools, and 
their financial situations put private schools out 
of reach. In response, the refugees, again with 
help from a Christian church, started the Ruke 
Education Centre in 2011. “[With further educa-
tion provided by the center], I believe that stu-
dents will have better chances of being placed in 
a third country. This is their hope for a better 
future,” said Principal Jacob.

The education center charges only nominal 
fees from students, with the church subsidizing 
the rest of the costs. The man in charge of the 
center, Michael, also teaches in college. 
“Children of any ethnicity can apply for admis-
sion to the school,” he explained. “However, 
only those who have passed an English profi-
ciency test will be accepted. They need to be 
proficient in English to keep up with the instruc-
tion.” A Christian of Chinese descent, he takes 
care of the students as if they were his own chil-
dren. He says, “I consider educating these stu-
dents my responsibility.”

Floating refugees
International human rights organizations 

have often described the Rohingya people of 
Rakhine State (also known as Arakan) in Burma 
as one of the most persecuted minorities in the 
world. There has long been friction between 
these Muslims and the Buddhist majority of 
Burma. They have even been denied the free-
dom to exercise their religion. They are prohib-
ited, for example, from performing their five 
daily prayers.

As if perpetual religious persecution were 
not bad enough, the Burmese government does 
not even recognize the existence or legitimacy of 
the Rohingya people. In 1982, it stripped them of 
their nationality and began to use them as forced 
labor. It comes as no surprise that they do not 
want to stay in Burma. Recently, Rohingyas flee-
ing that country have created one of the largest 
exoduses of refugees in Southeastern Asia. Many 
have tried to find their way into Malaysia, where 
Islam is the state religion.
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Tzu Chi volunteers visit a refu-
gee family at their home and 
give them daily necessities.

LEONG CHIAN YEE

On May 11, 2015, three boats in which human 
traffickers were carrying more than a thousand 
Rohingyas reached the shallow waters off the 
resort island of Langkawi, Malaysia. At the same 
time, several other vessels were drifting off the 
coasts of Malaysia and Indonesia, having been 
denied entry into those countries. As the boats 
ran low on fuel, the traffickers abandoned them. 
Several thousand refugees were left floating at 
sea with very little food and drinking water. At 
last, Malaysian and Indonesian police took them 
onshore and put them into detention centers. 
The police estimated that boats holding about 
seven thousand more people were still drifting 
at sea, and there was no telling if they would be 
allowed onshore.

Even though the Rohingyas know the 
Malaysian government will not give them asy-
lum, they are still trying to get into the country. 
Once they are in Malaysia, however, they, like 
the Chin people, face the same daunting reality 
that they are illegal, that they cannot legally 
work, and that their children cannot attend pub-
lic schools. But unlike the Chins, they face an 
additional obstacle: They don’t have the help 
and support of any church. The Islamic commu-
nity generally has not yet extended a hand to the 
Rohingyas in Malaysia.

Refugees without legal identities are like 
duckweed, having no root. Drifting with the wind 
or the current, they do not know where they will 
end up. Will they ever find a home?
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When Rasidah Imran and her husband fled Burma more than a 
decade ago, they settled in Malaysia. She became pregnant five 
times, but with no citizenship or savings, hospital visits for prena-
tal checkups were not possible. She lost two of her children before 
they could even be born.
The couple never attended school, so they had no choice but to 
work as laborers, a path they do not want their children to follow. 
Thus they do all they can to put their children through school.
Their three children—Anand Nur Haq, 12, Wahida Nur Haq, 9, and 
Alias Nur Haq, 6—go to school every day without much fuss. 
Children from needy families often mature early. They attend an 
education center sponsored jointly by the UNHCR and Tzu Chi.
One February morning in 2015, as Rasidah accompanied her hus-
band to the UNHCR office to apply for a replacement refugee card, 
they ran into immigration officials. The officials questioned her 
husband. “They took him away. I told them he was my husband, 
but they wouldn’t believe me,” Rasidah said to Tzu Chi volunteers, 
her refugee card in hand and tears in her eyes. The volunteers held 
her hand and promised to work with her to figure out what could be 
done to get him out.
Rasidah needs 4,000 ringgits (US$1,035) to bail her husband out. 
That is an astronomical sum of money for her, considering she 
makes only three ringgits an hour.
“Daddy hasn’t been home in a long time,” Wahida said softly as 
she leaned on her mother.
“Don’t worry, Mom is here,” Rasidah replied, one hand patting 
Wahida’s back, and the other wiping away her own tears.
Until her husband is released, she has to be strong to keep their 
family together.

WAITING FOR PAPA TO COME HOME
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SETTLING IN

When Aziz, 8, smiles, his sparkling white teeth and two dimples invite people to 
smile along. If you do not look closely, you may not even notice the prosthesis 
that begins below his right knee.
A congenital defect left him without a right shinbone. When he was four, his 
mother started carrying him to school. He used his good leg for support and 
walked on his knees when he had to get around on his own.
Tzu Chi volunteers first noticed Aziz’s condition in 2011 in the religious school 
that he was attending. His right knee was connected with an atrophied but 
heavily calloused right foot. Aziz’s father, working as a laborer making 40 ring-
gits a day, could not afford a prosthesis for Aziz, so Tzu Chi volunteers paid to 
have one made for him.
On this day after school let out, we followed Aziz home. We went through a 
side door of the Selayang wholesale market out onto a wide road. The boy 
walked, skipped, and easily negotiated some pushcarts. We had to hurry to 
keep up with him. When we arrived at the building in which he lived, we 
climbed up to the fifth floor and walked to a room at the end of a long hallway. 
That was his home.
His father happened to have the day off, so he was home too. He was playing 
with a little neighbor girl. Aziz’s sister had come from Burma just over a year 
before. She greeted us with a shy smile. Their room was quite tidy. Some cups 
and plates were piled up at one side of the room. Aziz’s mother used to use 
them when she sold Burmese snacks. She had suspended that business for 
now because, patting her slightly swollen belly, she said that she was expect-
ing a little sister or brother for Aziz.
Aziz smiled again. From his deep dimples we could tell how much he was look-
ing forward to being a big brother.
A beam of sunlight shone into the room. When the whole family is together, 
even a strange land can be a homeland, too.
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Led by David of the Chin Refugee Committee, we came to an apart-
ment building in Imbi, Kuala Lumpur. Looking up, we saw rows of 
balconies where clothes of all colors and sizes had been hung out 
to dry.
“Each apartment has been divided into several rooms for rent,” 
explained Lee Mun Keat (李文傑), a Tzu Chi volunteer from 
Malaysia. “Each room is probably occupied by two or three fami-
lies, or 20 to 30 people. This is what it looks like on a sunny day 
when people wash and hang out their clothes.”
On the third floor, Dawtsung opened the door for us. She and her 
family lived in one of the three rooms in the apartment. Her daugh-
ter was cooking breakfast in the shared kitchen, which was nothing 
much more than a gas stove in a long balcony at the back.
The first room on the right was their home. The eight people in 
Dawtsung’s family lived in this 180-square-foot space with two 
desks, two wardrobes, an old TV, and some comforters. There was 
nothing else. The rent was 800 ringgits (US$210) a month.
Dawtsung’s husband and oldest son were at work when we visited 
the family. Their second son was a chef and the youngest son a 
waiter at a restaurant. The family has been in Malaysia for six 
years, but they still have not received their refugee cards from the 
UNHCR. Needless to say, they have not yet been considered by any 
nation for asylum.
Statistics show that of all refugees registered with the UNHCR, a 
mere two percent are eventually placed in a third country. With 
chances so remote and out of their control, Dawtsung and her fam-
ily can only make the best of their current way of living.

KEEPING HOPE ALIVE
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After Ellyas Biri Soyad, second from right, was treated at 
the Tzu Chi Free Clinic in Kuala Lumpur, he recovered. But 
he also lost the ability to do heavy work. He began selling 
vegetables and fruit near his home.
His home is located in a deserted residential building. The 
refugee families living there were recently notified that the 
building would be demolished soon. That has put all the 
residents in the building on edge. Ellyas said that whenev-
er they get wind of law enforcers coming to the building, 
they stay away to avoid arrest.
Though this is a deserted building, they did not live there 
for free. Ellyas used to pay 600 ringgits a month for his 
rental. But the purported landlord vanished after the demo-
lition notice was put up.
So, for now, while they await workers to take down the 
place, they get to live in it for free. In fact, new people have 
moved in, including Abdullah, 24, who now lives in a unit 
just above Ellyas’s. The new neighbor speaks English well, 
so Ellyas lets his 13-year-old second son, Azizur Rahman 
(far left), learn from him.
Seeing Azizur talk to others in simple English, Ellyas hopes 
that his son will do better than he did. When asked what he 
wants to be in the future, Azizur said, “I want to be a doctor 
so I can help others.”

A BOY’S DREAM
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One day in Kuala Lumpur, Ellyas Biri 
Soyad, a Burmese refugee, was weeding 
a garden when a stomachache forced him 

to stop. He had been bothered by this ailment 
for quite some time and had gone to public hos-
pitals several times for treatment. The hospital 
visits and various tests cost him a lot, but to no 
avail—the doctors could not identify what was 
wrong with him.

As a result, he was not very motivated to 
make another visit to the doctor for the pain. He 
wanted to tough it out despite the fact that the 
ache had now also reached his waist and back. 

Money, to be sure, played a part in his reluc-
tance. He had to keep working because his wife 
and children back in Burma were waiting for 
him to save enough money to get them out of 
the country. The thought of making money for 
their future reunion strengthened his desire to 
work through the pain.

He wiped off his cold sweat, picked up the 
hoe, bit the bullet, and went back to work.

From Burma to Malaysia
Ellyas used to live in Rakhine State, Burma. 

Though he worked hard, his Rohingya ethnicity 

Refugees dread being unwell. If they are 
sick, they put off going to the doctor 
because they are too poor.
In 2005, the Tzu Chi Kuala Lumpur and 
Selangor branch and the United Nations 
High Commissioner for Refugees signed a 
memorandum of understanding to pro
vide free medical services to refugees in 
order to keep them from being hit by the 
double whammy of poverty and illness.

Burmese mothers and their chil-
dren wait their turn in the lobby 
of the Tzu Chi Free Clinic in 
Kuala Lumpur.

Poverty and Illness:
A Vicious Cycle
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often prevented him from getting paid. He could 
hardly feed or clothe his four children. His eldest 
son even died from a skin condition at the age of 
eight. He pondered the unjust treatments he had 
been subjected to in his homeland and longed 
for a better future.

When he heard about job opportunities in 
Malaysia, he weighed his options and made up 
his mind. He asked relatives to look after his 
family, and he left for Malaysia in 2005, at the 
age of 23.

With the help of a human smuggling outfit, 
seven people, including Ellyas, walked or rode 

automobiles and took whatever routes necessary 
to avoid law enforcement personnel on their 
journey to Malaysia. They went through India, 
China, and Thailand before eventually setting 
foot on Malaysian soil.

Ellyas had no choice but to work as a laborer 
in this new land. He spoke not a word of 
English, and he had no marketable skills. He 
did yard chores or cleaning work in exchange 
for a small income.

He spent his hard-earned money only when 
he absolutely had to, and he saved everything 
else. He called his family just once a year. He 

38.71.indd   57 2015/9/8   10:43:09 AM



Tzu Chi Quarterly58

Dr. Ng Poh Yin (伍寶燕) examines a patient at a Tzu 
Chi free clinic in Selayang, near Kuala Lumpur. 
Volunteers hold these clinics on the third Sunday 
of each month.

had to pinch every penny so he could speed up 
the day when they would be able to come to 
Malaysia.

He worked and saved the best he could, year 
after year, and yet still he did not have enough. 
During his sixth year in Malaysia, his stomach-
aches often prevented him from working. No 
work meant no income, and that really worried 
him. He was afraid he wouldn’t live to see his 
family again. He continued to work whenever 
he could, and finally, in July 2013, he paid 14,000 
ringgits (US$3,630) to human traffickers to get 
his family out of Burma and into Malaysia. That 
amount included 7,000 ringgits that he had 

saved in eight years. He borrowed the rest of the 
money from friends.

His wife and their children took the same tor-
tuous route to Malaysia as he had. Their third 
daughter got sick en route, and her fever raged 
unabated. But they could not see a doctor, and 
she died before reaching Malaysia.

In September 2014, Ellyas was finally diag-
nosed with appendicitis and underwent an 
appendectomy. What was usually a routine 
operation was followed by an infection and hos-
pitalization. A large area of his skin and muscle 
was removed.

“The doctor told me that I had to have the 
wound cleaned every day,” Ellyas said. After he 
was discharged, he went every day to a clinic 
near where he lived to have his wound cared for, 
at a cost of seven ringgits per visit. Without any 
income, even seven ringgits was a great expense 

LEONG CHIAN YEE
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for him. He would have loved to skip those daily 
clinic visits, but he could not risk the wound 
worsening or becoming infected. He could not 
afford to die. His family needed him.

Sick, now what?
The hardships that Ellyas and his family 

experience in Malaysia are quite typical for refu-
gee families there, most of whom come from 
Burma. It is hard enough for them to make ends 
meet on a good day. On a not-so-good day, such 
as when a family member falls ill, it is just about 
beyond their ability to manage. A sick person 
can plunge a poor family into an endless vicious 
cycle of poverty and illness.

To address the refugee problem in Malaysia, 
the UNHCR convened a meeting of internation-
al NGOs near the end of 2004. The organization 
pointed out that refugees in Malaysia had 
unseated Indians as the third largest group of 
people in the country. Though refugees had 
become a primary source of labor in Malaysia, 
they were otherwise ignored and were not being 
accorded with just wages. They worked for low 
pay and were forced to live in dilapidated hous-
ing. They generally suffered from malnutrition. 
When they got sick, they often had nowhere to 
go for treatment.

In refugee detention camps, 40 to 50 people 
shared a room. It was very easy for diseases to 
pass from one person to the next. When the refu-
gees got sick, they did not usually have the free-
dom to leave the camp to obtain medical help. 
Therefore in 2005, Tzu Chi volunteers, with per-
mission from camp managers, started to provide 
on-site medical care once a month at three deten-
tion camps: Lenggeng in Negeri Sembilan, 
Semenyih in Selangor, and Bukit Jalil south of 
Kuala Lumpur. Sometimes volunteers brought 
food to the refugees as well.

In 2006, Tzu Chi volunteers extended those 
services to refugees living outside the camps in 
the bottom echelon of society.

Jobs were abundant around Jalan Imbi, a 
major road in Kuala Lumpur. Many refugees 
worked and lived in the area, so volunteers rent-
ed a place there and started providing refugees 
with free medical services in internal medicine, 
surgery, and dentistry. There was even a phar-
macy. The UNHCR helped recruit refugees who 
spoke Malay to interpret for patients and care 
providers. Non-medical Tzu Chi volunteers 
ensured that the refugees felt at home and that 
things ran as smoothly as possible.

The free medical services were very well 
received, and the news quickly spread by word 
of mouth. Soon even refugees from Penang in 
the north and Johor in the south would travel to 
Kuala Lumpur, spend the night with a friend or 
at a refugee association, and go to the free clinic 
first thing the next morning.

This mode of providing medical care won 
over the UNHCR. Since 2007, it has funded the 
free clinics operated by Tzu Chi.

The Buddhist Tzu Chi Free Clinic located on 
Jalan Pudu, another major road in Kuala 
Lumpur, is a permanent, well-equipped facility 
that occupies the top two floors of a five-story 
building. It was established to provide medical 
care for the needy in Malaysia. In March 2010, 
after a great deal of work, volunteers finally 
obtained permission for the clinic to provide 
care for refugees as well. Many refugees live in 
the communities that surround this free clinic, 
which is also within walking distance of Jalan 
Imbi and is easily accessed by public transporta-
tion. Consequently, the medical services on Jalan 
Imbi came to an end.

Companionship
Medical care providers must have a way to 

communicate with their patients. With the help 
of refugee associations and the UNHCR, Tzu 
Chi volunteers have employed some refugees to 
act as interpreters. Dr. Foo Seay Liang (符之良), 
one of the physicians at the clinic, even arranged 
for them to attend fundamental nursing courses 
so they could better assist doctors.

Alice, 44, is one of these assistants. She arrives 
at the clinic early each morning to get the con-
sulting rooms ready and to tend to the people 
who are waiting in line for service.

She left Burma for Malaysia in 2010 with her 
mother and younger brother. He broke his leg at 
work one day and was operated on at the clinic, 
but he still lost some mobility. He became deeply 
depressed as a result. Tzu Chi volunteers fre-
quently encouraged him to accept his life’s new 
reality, and he gradually turned the corner. Alice 
is glad that she can now confer with volunteers 
and colleagues at the clinic whenever she runs 
into problems. “I feel my life is more settled 
now,” she said.

Lee Mun Yeng (李曼影), a Tzu Chi volunteer, 
is a constant fixture at the clinic. She often invites 
Burmese medical assistants to meals when they 
get off work at the clinic. She asks how they are 
and offers them help. “They’re all outlanders,” 
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A Burmese dentist pulls a tooth at the Tzu Chi 
Free Clinic in Kuala Lumpur. Assistant Alice, left, 
helps him and talks to the patient in Burmese.

she said. “Though they’re here for different rea-
sons, they all face the same predicaments. I just 
want to help them feel a little more at home.”

She knows that she cannot help every refu-
gee, but she also knows that if she helps the 
ones around her to stand on their own, they 
can in turn help others. She continued: “A few 
earlier assistants moved to other countries 
where they were granted asylum, but they all 
stay in touch.”

Health first
By October 2014, Ellyas Biri Soyad, who had 

had the appendectomy in September 2014, was 
no longer able to afford his daily visits to a clinic 
to have his wound cleaned. That clinic referred 
him to the Tzu Chi Free Clinic.

Dr. Foo examined Ellyas, and he saw a wound 
that spanned a large area of his abdomen, a nasty-
looking sight. He quickly got another physician to 
take a look too.

The doctors were certain that the wound 
could not be sutured, so they could only let it 
heal itself. Dr. Foo removed the stitches that had 
remained there since the surgery, and he told 
Ellyas to return to the clinic to clean the lesion 
every day to stave off infection. Ellyas seemed 
bothered by that request.

After inquiry, volunteers found out that 
Ellyas had been out of work for a while and had 
used up all his money. He was two months 
behind on his rent of 600 ringgits a month, and 
he was not sure if he and his family could con-
tinue to live there. Volunteers made an appoint-
ment to visit his home.

On a sunny day, they arrived at a serene res-
idential area located in Pandan Indah, a Kuala 
Lumpur suburb. Mature trees cast their cool 
shade. The volunteers entered a building that 
was  unusual ly  run-down for  that 
neighborhood.

Inside, they were greeted by an abhorrent 
smell of decaying garbage. The walls were heav-
ily stained and the elevator was so rusty that it 
gave off an air of menace.

The building had never been completed. 
Construction had been halted more than a 
decade ago for lack of funds. Some time ago, 
Burmese refugees found their way into it and 
began living there. Then a purported landlord 

appeared, claimed that he owned the place, and 
started collecting rent from them. Some refugees 
subleased their units to reduce the burden of 
their rent. The building, a place that most people 
shunned, became a home away from home to 
many refugees.

The volunteers went up to the second floor, 
where Ellyas and his family were waiting. His 
youngest son, Mufizur Rahman, came to the iron 
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gate at the front door but did not unlock it. He 
looked out at the visitors, turned back to look at 
his father for permission, and then reached his 
hand through the bars to open the padlock and 
let the volunteers in.

The walls inside the apartment, as stained 
as elsewhere in the building, encircled a stark 
interior. A worn sofa was flush against a wall. 
The kitchen was behind a hanging cloth that 

served as a partition. Ellyas and his wife, 
Shajan Begum, both looked melancholy. 
Witnessing her husband lose heart in the wake 
of the surgery had grieved her heart and wor-
ried her.

Volunteers decided to help defray the cost of 
Ellyas’s daily commute to the clinic. They also 
gave the family enough cash to last them about 
a month.
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I first got involved with Tzu Chi when I was studying medicine in Taiwan. I even 
joined the Tzu Chi Collegiate Association there. Then I came back to Malaysia to practice 
in a public hospital. I was too busy at that time and did not have time to spare for Tzu Chi.

When I was in the process of moving to a private hospital, I reconnected with Tzu Chi 
at a Jing Si Books & Café store. Volunteer Lee Mun Yeng knew that I was a physician, so 
she invited me to volunteer at the Tzu Chi Free Clinic. I started there in early 2013.

Soon I found that many patients with chronic conditions would forget to come back 
for follow-up visits. Therefore, I initiated a change. Now such patients leave our clinic 
only after the appointments for their next visits have been made. This has improved the 
situation. As follow-ups improve, so does their health.

The clinic does not have a regular physician staff. Instead, doctors from the Tzu Chi 
International Medical Association fill its schedule slots. I started with one day a week, 
which gradually crept up to two days and then three days. Now I come here four days a 
week. My job at the private hospital seems more like a part-time thing now.

I have tried to stand in refugees’ shoes. I think, “What would I do if, like a refugee, I 
didn’t have a legal identity, couldn’t work legally, and couldn’t go to school? Would I be 
able to carry on?” I don’t dare to think very far down that line, nor do I have an answer 
to that question.

I have been with the clinic for more than two years now. During this time, I have 
often thought not of what I’ve given to my patients but of what they have taught me.

A young woman once brought two elderly people to the clinic. I referred them to a 
public hospital because their conditions were quite serious. A couple of weeks later, she 
returned with two more sick persons. For the same reason I referred those patients, but 
this time she cried.

It turned out that none of those people were related to her. She had picked them up in 
a marketplace or on the roadside because they were from Burma, her own homeland. 
They were all infirm, and they had nowhere to live. She took them home and sheltered 
them.

The six people in her own family lived with close to 20 such fellow Burmese. They all 
lived on one salary, the 900 ringgits that her husband brought home every month. 
Refugees had to pay their own way at public hospitals, so she cried when she saw the 
referrals again in my hand.

After learning her story, I asked myself: If I were in her place, would I do the same 
thing? Would I take an unknown countryman home because he or she was sick on the 
roadside? I didn’t have an answer.

Whenever I feel agitated or tired, I recall this story, and it keeps me going. I admire 
the woman’s spirit: Even though she can barely scrape along, she shares what little she 
has with other needy people. I tell myself that if I help a patient regain his or her health, I 
can perhaps help a family get a chance to survive in a strange country.

What Would I Do?
Narrated by Dr. Foo Seay Liang

Compiled by Qiu Ru-lian
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People wait in line to be seen at the Tzu Chi Free Clinic. On Sunday mornings, the clinic opens at 
eight, but many patients get there early. A clinic staffer will hand out their numbers before the door 
opens. The clinic is on the top two floors of this five-story building on Jalan Pudu.

Ellyas thus went to the clinic every day for 
treatment. A month later, the lesion had gradually 
healed and no longer looked so grisly. Despite the 
scars, he was able to return to work.

When volunteers visited their home again in 
March 2015, they found a much more cheerful 
Shajan Begum. Their second son, Azizur 
Rahman, 13, was learning English from a neigh-
bor, and Mufizur Rahman was attending a refu-
gee school. Things were looking up, and their 
home, though still as bare as ever, was beginning 
to feel more homey.

Guardian angel
On Sunday mornings, the dental service at 

the clinic is reserved for refugees. There must be 
a serious, unmet need for the service because 
there are often long lines of people waiting out-
side the building on those mornings.

On this Sunday morning, a father and his two 

daughters were the first in line, leaning against 
the wall to rest. The older of the girls, 17, said 
with a smile, “My sister’s not feeling well. In 
order to be seen sooner, we left home at five 
o’clock, changed buses a couple of times, and 
got here at 6:10.”

A young mother was behind them in the line. 
She was holding her daughter in her arms, who 
was wriggling restlessly because of her toothache 
and fever. The mother soothed her and checked 
frequently to see if the clinic had opened.

Not far from them, a mother and her son and 
daughter were walking hand in hand towards 
the clinic. They lived nearby. This daughter had 
a toothache, too.

Like guardian angels for sick needy people, 
the volunteers at the Tzu Chi clinic help the 
underprivileged in society become healthier. 
With their health, refugees are better able to 
strive for their goals and improve their lives.
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“What do you think you’re doing?” a ven-
dor shouted as a child took off. The 
short figure soon disappeared into the 

distance. The vendor, though mad as a hornet, 
decided not to pursue. He figured the child was 
probably from a refugee family nearby and was 
stealing things to fill his empty stomach.

There are many children among the Burmese 
families who have been smuggled into Malaysia. 
If they are of the Chin ethnicity, who are primar-
ily Christians, they can probably attend schools 
supported by their churches. But children of the 
Rohingya ethnicity or other peoples of the Islam 
faith are not as lucky. They do not have access to 
schools. Their parents are too busy making a liv-
ing to attend to them, so they are left to loiter, to 
beg on the streets, or to steal.

The misery facing adult refugees will likely 
be passed on to their children, unless something 
positive is done about education. “Education is 
extremely important to these refugees,” said 
Yante Ismail, spokesperson for UNHCR 
Malaysia. “For them, no knowledge results in no 
power [to strive for a better future].”

To prevent poverty from being transmitted 
from one generation to the next, the UNHCR 

and Tzu Chi joined forces in September 2007 to 
promote early childhood education for refugee 
families. They provide basic skills instruction in 
reading, writing, and math, as well as character 
education. They hope their joint effort gives the 
children a better chance of escaping the hard 
lives that have bogged down their parents.

In October 2007, Tzu Chi volunteers visited 
refugee communities and selected five of them—
Kampung Pandan, Taman Teratai, Taman Tasik 
Tambahan, Taman Tasik Permai, and Selayang—
in which to establish UNHCR Tzu Chi Education 
Centres. The five centers opened between late 
2007 and early 2008. The parents of the refugee 
students share the cost of the utilities at the 
schools and also, symbolically, the responsibility 
for educating their children.

A teacher
Three-story row houses stood side-by-side 

on a major road in Selayang. Just around the 
corner was a supermarket. Though it was not 
open yet, many children had gathered outside 
its front door, chattering away. The boys wore 
white shirts and long blue pants; the girls had 
on white smocks, long blue skirts, and white 

They are children of refugees in Malaysia. Should they work to help with fami
ly finances, or should they take on schooling expenses now to be better pre
pared for tomorrow? It’s a difficult choice for parents, but the UNHCR and Tzu 
Chi are working together in an attempt to help resolve the dilemma.

A Pakistani refugee in a class at 
an education center cospon-
sored by the UNHCR and Tzu 
Chi. Most of the refugees in 
Malaysia are from Burma, but 
there are also some from 
Pakistan, Sri Lanka, and the 
Middle East.

Education Is Precious,
But School or Work?
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headscarves. They were there not for the super-
market but for the UNHCR Tzu Chi Education 
Centre next door.

Teacher Aisha Kasim, 28, was getting ready 
for class in the education center. Petite, dark-
skinned, and dimpled, she did not look like a 
mother of two. She was born and raised in a 
Moslem family in Burma. Because of the reli-
gion they practiced, she was ostracized and 
often bullied in school. Her parents were 
banned from working. They were forced to 
pinch their pennies and could only live in run-
down rental housing.

Aisha’s parents smuggled themselves into 
Malaysia when she was eight years old. They 
worked to make money to send home, so she 
and her two brothers could go to school. The 
boys stopped after high school, but Aisha kept 
on going until she got her law degree.

Unfortunately, the degree did not improve 
her prospects. “I couldn’t work, I couldn’t fight 
for my rights, I simply couldn’t do anything,” 
she recalled.

Aisha’s husband was smuggled into Malaysia 
in 2006, where he joined her parents. He worked 
odd jobs and put away money. Two years later, 

he was able to pay 10,500 ringgits (US$2,710) to 
human traffickers and get Aisha into Malaysia.

Aisha’s mother suffered from high blood 
pressure, so Aisha often took her to a Tzu Chi 
free clinic in Malaysia for treatment. She 
noticed that the doctors there badly needed 
interpreters, so she volunteered to be one. Her 
proficiency in English eventually landed her a 
teaching job at the UNHCR Tzu Chi Education 
Centre in Selayang.

She knows from experience that only educa-
tion can bring forth opportunities in life. She 
often tells her students at the center, “You’re 
very fortunate: This isn’t our country, but you’re 
in school. You must study hard and try to change 
your future.”

Rocky roads
It is good to see students in class, but their 

attendance cannot be taken for granted. They 
may stop attending school for a number of rea-
sons. They may move away because their par-
ents change jobs, or because the law has 
clamped down on where they live, or even 
worse because their parents have demanded 
they start working.
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The UNHCR Tzu Chi Education Centres, providing 
preschool and elementary level education, offer 
refugee children a chance for education.

To minimize such occurrences, Tzu Chi vol-
unteers keep in close contact with teachers. If 
necessary, they make home visits to help stu-
dents iron out issues at home that may prevent 
them from attending school.

Wahida Nur Haq, 9, is in second grade. She 
walks with her brother, Anand Nur Haq, 12, to 
school each morning. She always sits quietly in 
the front row of the classroom. She has attended 
the education center for four years. At first she 
knew no English, not even “yes” or “no.” Shy 
and quiet, she timidly observed the world 
through her large eyes. Though still reticent to 
converse, she can read and write English quite 
well now. She has made several good friends 
and even answers questions in class.

In February 2015, Wahida’s father was on the 
way to the UNHCR to apply for a replacement 
refugee card when he was questioned by law 

enforcement personnel and taken into custody. 
Teacher Juvita Karmini, 52, informed Tzu Chi 
volunteers of the situation. They followed the girl 
home one day when the school let out at noon.

Wahida lived in an old apartment building not 
far behind the school. There were four rooms on 
each floor. The landlord had divided each room 
into five or six units for rent to Burmese refugees. 
Wahida’s family rented one such unit. The wood 
partitions blocked out the sun, so it was quite dark 
in their small room. Wahida and her five family 
members shared their room, small though it was, 
with another family. The two families split the 
monthly rent of 500 ringgits (US$130).

Rasidah Imran, Wahida’s mother, worked at 
a factory across from her daughter’s school. She 
made three ringgits (80 U.S. cents) an hour. She 
usually worked and worked without taking time 
off so as to make more money. But on the day 
the volunteers visited, she rushed across the 
street overpass to meet them.

She broke down and cried the moment she 
saw the volunteers. She beseeched them to help 
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Schoolchildren in an educational center work on 
class assignments.

find out what had happened to her husband. 
The bail to get him out of detention was four 
thousand ringgits. If not posted, he would be 
locked up for four months.

Her husband used to work as a laborer in the 
market, and their combined pay was just about 
enough to cover their expenses. Though now his 
income was not coming in, the rent, living 
expenses, and school expenses remained the 
same. Not a single expense could be eliminated, 
so Rasidah had to work extra hard.

Despite the difficult situation, Rasidah knew 
all too well that if her children stopped going to 
school, they would grow up like her. They’d 
have no options but to do menial work for little 
pay. Therefore, she insisted that they stay in 
school. That would be the best gift that she 
could give them.

Volunteers held Rasidah’s hands with empa-
thy. They were badly calloused due to having 

labored day and night for so long. The volun-
teers promised to help the family through this 
time of hardship. Rasidah embraced them, 
knowing that she would not be fighting alone on 
the path ahead.

When the home visit was over, Rasidah told 
Wahida to look after her younger brother, Alias 
Nur Haq, 6, and she rushed back to work. She 
did not eat lunch.

The joy and sorrow of teaching
Many other students in the school experi-

enced predicaments like those testing Wahida 
and her family. Knowing that, Juvita kept 
reminding herself to be patient with the children 
in her class. “My family was poor too when I 
was little. We had days when we had no clothes 
to wear or anything to eat,” Juvita said. “I under-
stand the lowly feeling of theirs.”

Despite their hardships, many of her students 
were actually quite artistic. Juvita encouraged 
them to paint on the classroom walls. The lei-
surely swimming whales on one wall was one of 
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Tzu Chi volunteers and students at an education 
center play a game during a Saturday morning 
class on Jing Si aphorisms.

their works. What they lacked was not talent, 
but opportunity.

Juvita wanted to leave happy memories in 
the minds of her students, so she would bring 
food and presents to her class on holidays or fes-
tivals. Knowing that most of them had never cel-
ebrated their birthday, she put a birthday calen-
dar in her classroom, and once each month they 
celebrated the birthdays for that month. “I don’t 
want the children to focus on what they don’t 
have. I want them to know that they do in fact 
have many things,” she said.

Juvita used to run a tutoring service. When 
her husband retired from the police force, she 
decided to do things that would benefit society, 
so she interviewed for a teaching position at the 
UNHCR Tzu Chi Education Centre in Selayang. 
“During the interview, volunteers showed me 
around the center,” Juvita said. “They told me 
that they couldn’t pay me a high salary because 
of the charitable nature of the job.” Despite that, 
she accepted the offer without thinking too 
much about it.

Though a veteran teacher, Juvita had a tough 
time when she first started at the center. She 
struggled with the language barrier—the chil-
dren knew no English or Malay, and she did not 
speak Burmese. She asked students who knew 
some English to interpret so class could pro-
ceed. The situation improved after the UNHCR 
and Tzu Chi found Burmese teachers to work at 
the center.

The Selayang center had 40 students when it 
first opened. Juvita and another teacher each led 
one class. When registration was reopened for a 
new session, 295 students signed up, far more 
than the center could accommodate. Volunteers 
scrambled to find additional classrooms and 
teachers, and they finally solved the problem. 
No one was turned away.

Juvita has taught at the center for eight years. 
Given so many refugee families with financial and 
other difficulties, she has been frustrated many, 
many times. But nothing has frustrated her more 
than seeing a child stop coming to school.

“Sometimes, out of the blue, a child would 
just stop coming to school,” she said. “Then a 
few days later, I might learn that, to avoid the 
law, the parents had uprooted the family and 
moved away overnight.”
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Students of the UNHCR Tzu Chi Education 
Centres attend a graduation ceremony.

Fortunately, she had had her share of the joy 
of teaching as well. Many shy children had 
become more lively. Some whose families were 
placed in the United States have kept in touch 
with her. “I’ll teach until I can’t anymore,” she 
said, adding that teaching is all that she knows 
how to do and all that she can do for the 
children.

Graduation
Tzu Chi volunteers, like Juvita, are willing to 

do what they can for the children. They do not 
require the children to turn in great grades, but 
they hope that they form good habits and devel-
op positive values. To that end, members of the 
Tzu Chi Teachers Association and the Tzu Chi 
Collegiate Association go to the centers twice a 
month to share Jing Si aphorisms by Master 
Cheng Yen with the students.

Tzu Chi volunteers also organize a sports day 
for the education centers once a year in conjunc-
tion with the UNHCR. Because the students’ 
usual activities largely confine them to their 
homes and the centers, volunteers hope the 
event takes the children out of their daily rut. 
Volunteers do their best to find a suitable venue 
and arrange all types of competitions so that the 
children may have a chance to learn and demon-
strate good sportsmanship. On that special day, 
children don new sportswear, brand-new white 
sneakers, white socks, and caps provided by vol-
unteers. Then they go at it to get the better of 
their schoolmates. But, win or lose, they have a 
great day in the bright sun.

Volunteers have made a point of holding a 
graduation ceremony at the end of each year for 
those children who have finished six years of 
school. The children have never experienced a 
ceremony as solemn as this. After receiving their 
graduation certificates, the graduates move on 
to the next phase of their lives with the best 
wishes of the teachers and volunteers.

For many children, graduation means the 
end of schooling and the beginning of work. 
Even so, they are now better equipped to fend 
for themselves than they could if they had not 
attended the school.

The education centers graduated five chil-
dren in November 2014. UNHCR representative 
Niaz Ahmad conferred graduation certificates 
on them. He commended the students’ persis-

tence, which was made all the more admirable 
by the obstacles they faced and the long odds 
against them. He also thanked the teachers for 
their hard work. Then he expressed his hope that 
the education centers could in the future be 
extended to cover junior high school, or even 
senior high school and vocational school educa-
tion. He knew that only with knowledge and 

38.71.indd   70 2015/9/8   10:43:47 AM

Fall 2015 71

skills could the children be independent in a 
third country.

There is, however, a very long way to go 
before his vision can become reality. Two of the 
five education centers—in Kampung Pandan and 
Taman Teratai—were taken over by local chari-
ties and withdrew from the UNHCR and Tzu 
Chi collaboration pact in September 2009.

The three remaining centers have served 
over three thousand students during the eight 
years since their inception—a great effort, but 
still a drop in the bucket compared to all the 
refugees registered with the UNHCR. Therefore, 
both the UNHCR and Tzu Chi are still actively 
promoting their education centers to parents in 
local communities.
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On the evening of June 27, 2015, flammable 
starch-based powder exploded at an out-
door party held at a recreational water 

park in New Taipei City, Taiwan. The colored 
powder was being used by organizers of the 
large-scale party to create visual effects. About 
500 young people were injured in the accident, 
the worst mass burn incident in recent years in 
Taiwan. Large numbers of police and firefighters 
were mobilized to assist victims; ambulances 
rushed in and out, carrying 
dozens upon dozens of the 
injured to local hospitals. Many 
of those who had been at the 
scene at the time of the explo-
sion but were still able to help 
did what they could to help 
others. Many off-duty medical 
workers quickly returned to 
their posts to help save lives.

Many victims suffered 
burns over large areas of their 
bodies. Four or five nurses and 
doctors are needed to change 
the dressings for one badly 
burned patient; not surprising-
ly, the larger the burn area, the 
longer it takes to dress the wounds. Hospitals 
were overwhelmed. Some staff members who 
had already left the hospitals went back. Even 
doctors in private practice took the initiative to 
help.

With the lives of severely burned patients in 
the balance, medical workers did the best they 
could to care for them, guarding their lives day 
and night. Parents’ hearts ached and bled as 
their young sons and daughters endured extraor-

dinary pain and struggled to stay alive. Doctors 
and nurses ached just as strongly as the parents 
did each time a patient howled with pain when 
their burns were being dressed. Though it hurt 
to see their patients suffer, doctors and nurses 
stuck by their sides tending to their needs. No 
one called it quits.

Even though they were left with little or no 
time to rest, even though they were exhausted, 
the medical professionals kept working, hoping 

to reduce patients’ pain and 
calm their hearts the best they 
could. At the same time, they 
needed to comfort family 
members who were over-
whelmed with worry and anxi-
ety. But all their hard work 
paid off when a patient’s con-
dition stabilized and he or she 
could be transferred out of the 
ICU into a regular room. That 
was the happiest moment for 
the doctors and nurses.

It is never easy for medical 
workers to see their patients 
and their families suffer. They 
are also pained when lives are 

lost under their care. Medical work entails a 
heavy burden of responsibility. If they do not 
have the great compassion and commitment of 
a bodhisattva, it is very difficult to endure all 
the pain and suffering they encounter.

The tragic explosion at the water park broke 
people’s hearts. At the same time, it also brought 
out an outpouring of love from all sectors of 
society. “When others hurt, we feel their pain; 
when others suffer, we feel their sorrow.” 
Through their loving actions, people in Taiwan 
have demonstrated how rich in love and decen-
cy our society is. I hope that this Great Love will 

Healing Wounds 
With Love

By Dharma Master Cheng Yen
Translated by Teresa Chang

This article is excerpted from a series of speeches delivered 
by Master Cheng Yen from July 1 to 20, 2015.
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never diminish, that it will help minimize the 
trauma of those nearly 500 families.

Giving to the suffering
The moment Superintendent You-Chen Chao 

(趙有誠) of Taipei Tzu Chi Hospital learned of 
the accident, he ordered hospital staff to get 
ready to receive a large number of patients. 
Thirteen patients checked into the hospital soon 
after, and a burn treatment area was set up in the 
ICU to respond to the emergency. Later, doctors 
and nurses who were experienced in taking care 
of burn patients arrived one after another at the 
hospital from other Tzu Chi hospitals in Hualien, 
Taichung, and Dalin to offer whatever help they 
could. Superintendent Chao, concerned about 
the condition of each burn victim, arrived at the 
ICU at five each morning to check on them.

Patients with significant burns are prone to 
low body temperature due to the loss of skin, so 
temperatures have to be turned up in the operat-
ing rooms during their surgeries. Our surgeons, 
as a result, sweated profusely. Some nurses came 
up with the idea of tying ice bags to the doctors’ 
backs to keep them cool. They also wiped away 
the sweat for the doctors.

Burn patients are faced with many challeng-
es, including wound-cleaning and skin-graft 
procedures and the long rehabilitation process. 
A lot of pain is involved in every step of the pro-
cess. Our medical workers worked really hard to 
ease the patients’ suffering. They hoped that 
their painstaking care would help patients suffer 
less in the future. I was truly touched to see how 
doctors and nurses cared for their patients with 
love commensurate with that of a parent and a 
buddha. Their work ethic is admirable.

Doctor-patient relationships have changed 
markedly in today’s society. Doctors and nurses 
dedicate their lives to saving the lives of others. 

After an explosion at a recreational water park in 
northern Taiwan, some patients were rushed to 
Taipei Tzu Chi Hospital for treatment.
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It is a difficult job well worthy of our respect. 
And yet, despite giving their best efforts to care 
for patients, medical professionals are often not 
accorded the trust and appreciation they deserve. 
Many working in this field have thus lost heart 
and quit. I hope our society gives them the grati-
tude and support they should have.

Among the nearly 500 explosion victims, 
about a third are still in critical condition weeks 
after the accident. Realizing how sad and help-
less family members are feeling, Tzu Chi volun-
teers have visited hospitals to accompany and 
support the families. Volunteers have also pre-
sented family members with emergency cash, 
purchased needed supplies for them, and deliv-
ered meals to them.

Mr. Liu is a grape farmer from Nantou, central 
Taiwan. His son was one of the burn patients. Mr. 
Liu was so consumed with caring for his son that 
he had no time to harvest his grapes. If the grapes 
were not harvested in time, his efforts this season 
would come to nothing. When our volunteers 
learned about the situation, they mobilized to help 
with the harvesting. They also called on kind-
hearted people to buy the grapes, and had a large 
portion of the fruit delivered to the hospitals that 

had taken in the explosion victims to thank the 
medical professionals for their hard work.

To pray for blessings for the victims, Tzu Chi 
held prayer services for eight straight days start-
ing on June 28. Volunteers all over the world 
joined the nuns at the Jing Si Abode via video-
conferencing in chanting the Earth Treasury Sutra 
and the “Universal Gate” chapter from the Lotus 
Sutra. More gatherings were held in mid-July 
during which patients’ families and the general 
public were invited to pray together.

In Nepal, a group of Buddhist monks and 
local Tzu Chi volunteers also held a prayer ser-
vice for the burn patients in Taiwan. Nepal suf-
fered a devastating earthquake just a few months 
ago, and Tzu Chi volunteers have been provid-
ing aid in that country for over two months. Our 
relief efforts there have triggered a cycle of love, 
as testified by the prayer service and the 
Nepalese people who have been inspired to join 
Tzu Chi to help the needy.

Some time has passed since the accident, but 
Tzu Chi volunteers’ care and love for the patients 

Tzu Chi held a prayer gathering in Taichung, cen-
tral Taiwan, for victims of the water park disaster.

C
a

i w
e

n
-x

iu

72.76.indd   74 2015/9/8   10:46:28 AM

Fall 2015 75

and their families haven’t diminished one bit. 
They know that parents are worried about their 
children’s injuries and about the long, difficult 
rehabilitation process ahead. The physical pain 
will decrease with time, but the psychological 
trauma will take a lot longer to heal. The result-
ing expenses will also be a heavy financial bur-
den on the families. Tzu Chi volunteers will con-
tinue to offer their care and help.

Four shocking accidents have happened in 
Taiwan in less than a year—the Penghu plane 
crash, the Kaohsiung gas explosions, the Keelung 
River plane crash, and now the water park pow-
der explosion. Impermanence can strike at any 
time. For our own safety, we must live each 
moment with vigilance. Let us pray with the 
utmost sincerity and piety that the burn patients 
will pull through this difficult time. May our 
prayers reach the buddhas and bodhisattvas 
above. I hope that this latest disaster will help 
awaken people so that they learn to cherish each 
moment of safety and make the most of their 

limited life spans by contributing to society.
Our society needs every person’s kind 

thoughts and deeds. Only when everyone gives 
love to others will our world enjoy peace and 
stability.

Sincere repentance
On July 14, 2015, a stampede in southern 

India left 27 people dead and dozens injured. 
The tragedy occurred in the state of Andhra 
Pradesh as tens of thousands of people surged 
forward to bathe in the Godavari River on the 
first day of Maha Pushkaralu, a Hindu religious 
bathing festival. Festival participants believe 
that a bath in the river during the festival can 
purge them of their sins.

It’s truly sad to see a joyous occasion end in 
tragedy. At the same time, we are reminded by 
this incident to ponder: Can we really rid our-
selves of our sins by bathing in a turbid river? Is 
it really that simple? Actually, what can really 
purify our minds are wholesome teachings; 
when we have done wrong, we must sincerely 
repent so we can be cleansed of our inner impu-
rities. We must also pass on wholesome teach-
ings, say kind words, and do good deeds so our 
world will be peaceful.

Participants in an adaptation of Water 
Repentance reenact the story of Dharma Master 
Wu Da on stage. The adaptation was put on by 
Tzu Chi volunteers in Malaysia in early July 2015.
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We are all born with a pure nature and can 
attain buddhahood. However, when our minds 
get caught in ignorance and afflictions, that pure 
innate nature is obscured by all those impurities. 
We must therefore constantly look into ourselves 
and be mindful in our dealings with people and 
events to make sure that we are on the right 
track. We must rid ourselves of ignorance and 
delusion and train our minds not to be swayed 
by external circumstances, which we can use to 
develop our wisdom.

As we engage in spiritual practice, we must 
do more than merely focus on learning proper 
principles and improving ourselves—we must 
also make great vows and go among people to 
give of ourselves and help deliver the needy from 
suffering. Full enlightenment can only be attained 
when we put our love into action and learn to 
exercise both compassion and wisdom.

For three consecutive days starting on July 3, 
Tzu Chi volunteers in Malaysia put on a musical 
adaptation of Compassionate Samadhi Water 
Repentance. Over 70,000 people attended the pre-
sentations. Everyone who participated in the 
adaptation had to maintain a vegetarian diet for 
108 days as a show of sincere piety and to help 
them truly take in the message of the text.

Participants in the adaptation reenacted the 
story of Dharma Master Wu Da on stage. Master 
Wu Da was an accomplished monk for ten life-
times. In his tenth lifetime, Emperor Yizong of 
the Tang Dynasty established him as the national 
master and bestowed a chair made of precious 
agarwood for him to sit in when preaching the 
Dharma. The gift caused a sense of arrogance to 
rise in Master Wu Da. As he was about to sit in 
the chair, he bumped his knee on it, resulting in 
a bruise that later developed into a sore in the 
shape of a human face. The sore caused Master 
Wu Da tremendous pain and no doctor was able 
to cure it. Later, the master learned that the sore 
was actually caused by some bad karma he had 
created ten lifetimes before.

Master Wu Da had diligently cultivated him-
self and upheld the precepts lifetime after life-
time. As a result, he had been able to keep that 
negative karma at bay. But in his present life, his 
arrogance about the chair caused a brief break in 
his cultivation, allowing that bad karma to play 
out. It was like a window that had not been 
closed completely, thus allowing sand or dust to 
enter through tiny openings. This teaches us that 
when we carry out spiritual practice, we must be 
constantly vigilant in case we inadvertently 

commit any wrong.
When we plant negative karmic seeds, we are 

bound to reap ill consequences. This is an immu-
table law. We must therefore be alert and careful 
at all times so that we not only commit no bad 
deed but also allow no bad thoughts to occur in 
our minds. When we do away with our igno-
rance and refrain from creating bad karma, we 
are truly upholding the precepts.

The global population is now 7.3 billion. On 
average, two new lives are born every second. 
With so many people living in and impacting the 
world, every one of us should ponder if we are 
bringing benefit or harm to the Earth.

The Earth provides us human beings with 
everything we need. But instead of being grate-
ful and cherishing what we are given, we are not 
satisfied. We do whatever we want in the pur-
suit of economic benefit and material pleasure. 
We destroy mountains and forests, build roads 
and tall buildings, and cover the Earth in cement. 
When there is not enough land to use, we create 
new land from the sea. A result of this excessive 
exploitation of natural resources is climate 
change and frequent natural disasters.

When our minds are enslaved by ignorance 
and other mental impurities, it becomes difficult 
for us to rein in our desires. Ignorance is the 
hardest obstacle to overcome. It not only brings 
us suffering, but makes it difficult for society to 
have harmony and peace.

Humans are really insignificant when com-
pared to the forces of nature. However, when the 
bad thoughts of many individuals converge, 
when ignorance is given the opportunity to form 
turbulent rivers, the force of that collective 
karma is gigantic.

Time passes relentlessly, second after second. 
With each passing day, our life becomes shorter. 
But if we make good use of our time, we can do 
a lot—all accomplishments come from efforts 
accumulated through time. When we put 
together our love, we can bring light and hope 
to the world.

I hope everyone reduces their desires and 
works on nurturing their conscience and wis-
dom. May all of us make the most of our short 
lives by doing our best to give love and do good 
deeds. When we all do that, we will be able to 
go against the current and allow good to prevail 
in the world.

Let us be ever more mindful.
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On June 27, 2015, flammable colored pow-
der exploded at a recreational water 
park in Bali, northern Taiwan, injuring 

nearly 500 young people attending a “Color 
Play Asia” party. Of the injured, about 240 peo-
ple suffered burns to more than 40 percent of 
their bodies. The large number of victims 
rushed to hospitals stretched burn care units to 
the limit. Many patients face the ordeal of a 
long-drawn-out recovery.

At Cathay General Hospital in Taipei, the 
mother of a male victim saw the Tzu Chi volun-
teers who had come to the hospital to offer care 
and help to victims and their families. She said 
to them, “Thank you! A female volunteer from 
your group helped my son at the explosion site. 
Her last name is Ye, but we don’t know her first 
name.” Her description of Ye led the volunteers 
to conclude that she was talking about Ye Mei-
hui (葉美慧) from Bali, New Taipei City.

Ye had rushed to the scene immediately after 
the explosion. When she saw this man, burned 
but unassisted, she stayed by his side to cheer 
him on and to contact his mother on the phone. 
“The chaos at the scene made it very difficult for 
people to go in and locate their loved ones,” Ye 
said, “and there were just too many burned peo-
ple for ambulances to carry away quickly 
enough.” The man’s buttocks were burned, so 
he could not sit. Emergency responders urged 
him to hang in there. Finally, he boarded a bus 
for the less severely injured.

“Before the bus departed,” Ye said, “I told 
him, ‘You’ve been brave. You must keep that up 
on the long road to recovery. Bless you.’”

The blast went off at about 8:40 p.m. on that 
fateful day. As soon as they heard the news, Tzu 
Chi volunteers living nearby, like Ye, rushed to the 
scene. Luo Mei-zhu (羅美珠), a Tzu Chi emergen-
cy response coordinator in northern Taiwan, 
immediately alerted her people and asked volun-
teers living in areas near Bali—Sanchung, Luzhou, 
and Wugu—to make their way to the site.

Many people were burned, and every one of 
them was hurting badly. Luo hurt with them. 
“My heart went out to the young people, their 
wounds in plain sight. I didn’t know who to help 
first, so I just walked back and forth, checking on 
them, and I followed the emergency responders’ 
directions to pour saline solution or bottled water 
on their wounds to lower the heat of the burns 
and reduce their pain. We also moistened their 
lips with a little water,” Luo said.

It was apparent that ambulances could not 
take all the victims to hospital fast enough, “so 
we asked our volunteers to drive the slightly 
injured to hospital,” Luo said. “Some young 
folks were about to pass out, so we talked to 
them to keep them awake.” Some people’s hands 
were burned and they couldn’t call their fami-
lies. Volunteers did that for them.

The nearly 500 victims were sent to more 
than 50 hospitals across Taiwan. Tzu Chi volun-
teers visited each hospital to deliver emergency 
cash in the amounts of 30,000, 20,000, or 5,000 
New Taiwan dollars (US$930, 620, 155) depend-
ing on the severity of the injury.

During these hospital visits, volunteers iden-
tified families that would need additional assis-
tance. In some cases, the parents had to stop 
working in order to care for their injured chil-
dren. In other cases, young men or women who 
used to work to supplement their families’ 
finances now had to stop working. Based on this 
information, volunteers would assess future 
financial aid or home visits.

Through July 21, volunteers had worked 
9,209 shifts. Emergency cash had been given to 
424 people, further financial aid to four people, 
and tuition aid to one family. Additional cash 
was given to the families of those who subse-
quently succumbed to their injuries. The cash 
delivered totaled NT$11,476,000 (US$355,530). 
Hospital visits are on-going. Volunteers have 
also started visiting victims who have been dis-
charged from hospitals.

Fiery Blast at
Taiwan Water Park
By Jiang Meng-qian and Zhang Feng-de

Translated by Tang Yau-yang
Photo by Zhang Shun-sheng

77.indd   77 2015/9/8   10:49:03 AM



Tzu Chi Quarterly78

The second day after he had gone missing 
while trekking the Hapen Trail in Wulai, 
northern Taiwan, Mr. Xu fell a distance 

equivalent to the height of a three-story house. 
The fall did not kill him, although it gave him 
many bruises and a bleeding head wound. He 
used a small towel to stop the bleeding, and then 
he tore an undershirt into strips to make a ban-
dage for the gash.

He spent two more nights out in the wilder-
ness as the golden 72-hour window for search 
and rescue came and went. Four days had 

Bedrock
Mountain 
Rescue

By Ju Rui-yun
Translated by Tang Yau-yang

Photos by Chen Hong-dai
Used with permission of Rhythms Monthly

Captain Zeng Jun-bin of Bedrock Mountain 
Rescue is a guardian angel for mountaineers.
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passed since he had become lost. Believing that 
any rescue efforts to save him would have 
stopped by now, he reasoned he was on his own 
for survival.

Weakened by injuries and hunger, he stag-
gered in a direction that he thought would give 
him the best chance of safety. Then, at a spot 
about a 15-minute walk from the nine-kilometer 
mark on the trail to the Fushan Botanical Garden, 
he ran into Zeng Jun-bin (曾俊賓), the captain of 
Bedrock Mountain Rescue.

“I thought we had lost him,” Zeng said, “so 
when I saw a man with his head covered in 
blood staggering along, I thought it was an illu-
sion.” After confirming that Xu was indeed the 
missing person that his organization had been 
searching for, Zeng said to him, “I’m a rescue 
worker. I’m here to rescue you.” Then Zeng and 
a teammate tied Xu—now a wobbly 90-kilogram 
(198-pound) lump—to themselves and descend-
ed the mountain with ropes.

“The effort caused inflammation of the liga-
ments on either side of my legs,” Zeng said, 
referring to the effects of the prolonged “brak-
ing” down the slopes with so much extra weight. 
“Even so, it was exhilarating to find him when I 
had all but given up hope and when the going 
was really tough.”

Zeng, in the prime of his life, spends about 
half of his time conducting rescue operations or 
training his teammates. Wearing a quick-dry 
outfit, sunglasses, and rain boots, he is either 
scaling a mountain slope, rappelling off a cliff, 
walking up a stream, or zigzagging through a 
forest. He and his group of mountaineers can 
respond very quickly and safely to distress calls 
because of the training they undergo for their 
selfless, voluntary service.

A dedicated team
Zeng once worked in the electrical cable 

industry, and he also used to sell garments and 
furniture. When he founded Bedrock Mountain 
Rescue more than three years ago, he quit his job 
and opened his own small business. That 
allowed him to devote more of his energy to 
being the captain of the organization—a job that 
demanded much work but paid no salary. He 
has since assembled a hundred rescuers and 
support personnel. All of them are volunteers. 

Bedrock Mountain Rescue comes to the rescue of 
a stranded party lost on a mountain hiking trip in 
southern Taiwan. PHOTO PROVIDED BY ZENG JUN-BIN
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They contribute their money and effort, and they 
willingly take risks to fulfill the mission of res-
cuing people that have gone missing in the 
mountains.

They work mostly in the mountains of north-
ern Taiwan, but they have worked in other parts 
of the island as well. “We’re a bunch of happy 
fools,” Zeng said of his people and himself.

They are, to be more exact, a motley collec-
tion of people with a strong sense of purpose 
and mission. They come from all walks of life 
but share one trait: They love the challenges of 
looking for and the satisfaction of finding a miss-
ing person.

February 18, 2015, was Chinese New Year’s 
Eve. While most people in Taiwan were im-
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mersed in family reunions and other festivities, 
members of Bedrock left their homes and rushed 
to Shuiyang Forest, Nantou County, central 
Taiwan. They were responding to a mission 
order that Zeng had just issued to search for a 
man named Chen Li-xun (陳立勳), who had not 
been seen by the team of hikers he was with 
since the afternoon of the day before.

Bedrock member Huang Yi-zhen (黃伊真) 
lives in that county, so she went to the Shanlinxi 
police substation to gather information while 
other members headed her way. Once they had 
assembled, Zeng studied the information 
Huang had collected, mapped out routes that 
he believed Chen could have taken, and estab-
lished search areas. Due to the scope of the task, 
he called more people to report to work. All of 
them showed up before dawn to join the first 
group. The expanded search team would set 
out at the crack of dawn to blanket their 
assigned areas.

Zeng also called in a team of people whose 
job was to round up basic foodstuffs and cook 
hot food to support the others.

The mountaineers split into squads and set 
out at the first light of day, covering the routes 
that Zeng had mapped out for them. One team 
found footprints on their route, so they followed 
that route for 30 minutes, shouting Chen’s name 
as they went. They finally heard a call respond-
ing to their shouts. Heading towards the voice, 
they gradually shortened the distance between 
themselves and the missing man.

Zeng called the support team around noon-
time with good news: “We’ve found him!” 
Chen’s family embraced the support team, and 
everybody cried with joy.

“We weren’t optimistic at first,” said Chen’s 
mother, Li Li-ling (李麗玲), a month after the 
event. Despite their pessimism, she and her hus-
band found strength and hope in the discipline 
they witnessed among the Bedrock members. 

Zeng works a multi-rotor aerial drone, which is 
good for searches of short-grass pastures or cliffs.
Rescuers get off a helicopter. PHOTOS PROVIDED BY ZENG JUN-BIN
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The emotional support the couple received from 
the team also helped a lot. When Li almost had a 
nervous breakdown while waiting, Chen Cui-cui 
(陳翠翠) of the support team promised her, “We 
won’t quit until we find him.” That deeply 
moved Li and bolstered her spirits.

The event showed Chen Jia-xuan (陳嘉瑄), 
Chen’s father, how fragile human life could be 
and how selfless some people were. “It opened 
my eyes to the fact that many nameless people in 
Taiwan are actually doing a lot for our society.”

A crazy bunch
Traditionally, Chinese New Year is a time 

when most people go home for family reunions. 
Who doesn’t want to stay with one’s family or 
loved ones during the Chinese New Year holi-
day? Who doesn’t want to snuggle in a warm 
bed on a cold winter night? But sometimes Zeng 
and his team cannot. When they are called upon 
to help, they have to respond quickly.

Zeng laughed at himself for being so nuts as 
to be a volunteer mountain rescuer. He and his 

companions receive no pay and are required to 
foot the bill for all expenses—such as personal 
outfits, equipment and transportation—out of 
their own pockets.

But Zeng takes great comfort in knowing that 
he is not the only nut around—he has a hundred 
others to prove it. Though Zeng is the captain of 
the group, he doesn’t really give orders. After 
all, they are all volunteers. But every time he 
calls them to action, they hurry to the spot and 
get to work. He is pleased with his group’s 
responsiveness.

If there would be just one word to describe 
Bedrock Mountain Rescue, it would definitely 
be “fast.” Rapid deployment is essential in their 
work. A rescue is often most successful if the 
missing person is located within 72 hours of dis-
appearance. There is no time to waste.

Chen Shen-rong (陳身榮), an advance team 
member, is fast too and more than willing to do 
things for his squad. He can finish a marathon 
in just three hours, barefoot. He also runs two 
companies, but whenever he learns about a 
missing hiker, he is quick to tell Zeng that he is 
ready to go. Chen Cui-cui is another member 
who joins a search party at the drop of a hat. 
She runs a fast-food restaurant, but whenever 

she receives word from Zeng, she tells her cus-
tomers she has to go on a rescue mission and 
asks them to pack up their unfinished food in 
doggie bags. Life is more important; a rescue 
cannot wait.

Zeng believes that people who get lost in the 
mountains have better chances of survival than 
people who are caught in floods or fires. Lost 
mountaineers may survive unaided for days 
instead of just minutes. Mountain rescuers can 
find people alive even if they’ve been missing 
for a week. It was for this reason that Zeng, an 
avid mountaineer himself and once a high 
mountain guide, founded Bedrock. He has led 
his colleagues in almost 60 large-scale mountain 
search missions in the last three years. They have 
been successful eight times out of ten.

Zeng signed a joint rescue agreement with 
Shei-Pa National Park to raise the visibility of 
Bedrock and to make its services available to 
more people. He and his organization also 
assist the Taipei City Fire Department on search 
missions.

Cai Ying-de (蔡英德), a former fire chief, has 
searched with Zeng many times. He likes Bedrock 
for its ready availability. “They have always had 
people for us when we needed them,” he said. 
Zhang Wei-ren (張維仁) of Shei-Pa National Park 
observed, “There are just a few mountain rescue 
organizations in Taiwan. They all need frequent 
training to keep in good shape, and Bedrock 
excels in this regard.”

Relentless training
By eight o’clock one morning, a group of 

Bedrock members in hiking outfits had gathered 
at the Shanzihou fire station in Shilin, Taipei. 
They listened to Zeng teach them how to use 
GPS and cell phone route tracking apps in moun-
tain rescues. He talked for about two hours 
before taking them outdoors.

Their outdoor training this day took place on 
Qixing Mountain, which has a peak elevation of 
1,120 meters (3,675 feet). They were split into 
five teams, each applying what they had just 
learned to navigate to designated coordinates. 
They also received training in physical fitness, 
rock-climbing and rappelling.

Xu Jia-wen (徐嘉妏) had been with Bedrock 
for just over a month, but even that short time 

Bedrock members (above) train on a mountain not far from the Taipei 101 building.
Bedrock members (below) read a map and use a compass as part of their training for rescue work.

78.89.indd   84 2015/9/8   10:51:25 AM

Fall 2015 85

78.89.indd   85 2015/9/8   10:51:35 AM



Tzu Chi Quarterly86

was enough for her to notice how frequently the 
members trained. “Our training calendar is 
packed,” Xu said. “On weeknights we have rock-
climbing and indoor lessons. We often have les-
sons on weekends as well.”

Lessons are often followed by tests. Huang 
Yi-zhen, the member living in Nantou who gath-
ered information for the search in Shuiyang 
Forest, described the requirements to pass a rap-
pelling test. A woman must complete the desig-
nated distance within four minutes while carry-
ing a 12-kilogram (26.4-pound) load, and a man 
in three minutes or less with 15 kilograms (33 
pounds). Not one second more. In addition, a 
participant has to succeed in three consecutive 
tries, or four out of five tries. Zeng makes sure 
that his people survive the mental and physical 
stress of training. If they do, they’ll have a better 
chance of success on real missions, when lives 
are at stake.

When taking the rappelling tests, everyone 
suits up and finishes roll call by eight in the 
morning. Non-stop training in vertical drops 
lasts until 10:30 p.m. at the earliest. Only then 
comes the test. “Once, one of us didn’t finish 

the test till one o’clock in the morning,” Huang 
said, “and they had to go to work just a few 
hours later.”

She continued by saying that whenever she 
felt overwhelmed by the hard work required of 
Bedrock members and considered quitting, she 
thought back to the search for Chen Li-xun dur-
ing the Chinese New Year holiday. She recalled 
how worried his parents had been, and that was 
enough to keep her on track. She knew she had 
to hang in there if she wanted to fulfill her desire 
to help others.

One of the staple drills that she and her team-
mates perform is fetching things that Zeng 
throws…off a cliff. Zeng firmly believes in train-
ing hard on difficult tasks: “Without rock-solid 
training, how can we expect to perform well in 
real rescues? Training only on a calm sea can 
hardly produce a fine sailor.”

The captain believes that a person should train 
four days a week for at least three years in a row 
for him or her to become a mature mountain res-
cuer: “Rescue groups in Taiwan could all do better 
in training, which will go a long way toward 
improving the current level of rescue operations.”
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High tech
Zeng also understands that, in addition to 

stringent and intensive training, appropriate 
equipment is essential in making a rescue mis-
sion successful. For example, he has used multi-
rotor aerial drones during searches of short-
grass pastures and cliffs. He also makes good 
use of GPS.

Many people have used GPS, but they proba-
bly have not kept records of the routes that they 
have traveled. However, keeping track of the 
routes can be extremely helpful in boosting the 
efficiency of a search when time is of the essence. 
If routes that have been searched are not tracked, 
rescuers may very well repeat the routes unnec-
essarily and waste precious time. On the other 
hand, if the GPS and route trackers are put to 
good use, the routes traveled and data identified 
along those routes can be collected and compiled 
into useful information that can be used in plan-
ning subsequent follow-up search routes.

Any moment saved could mean the differ-
ence between life and death. “We may lose a vic-
tim to hypothermia or dehydration if we reach 
him or her one moment too late,” said Wang 
Ying-ping (王盈蘋), a Bedrock member and the 
instructor of the GPS and route tracker class.

Zeng and the others are bent on avoiding 
such tragedies. Some Bedrock members were 
themselves the targets of search parties when 
they were lost in the mountains, or they person-
ally know someone who went missing in the 
mountains. They know the urgency of their res-
cue missions.

Wang Ying-ping was once on a hike where 
she witnessed a fellow hiker die of acute moun-
tain sickness. Later she attended one of Zeng’s 
workshops on mountaineering safety. She 
heard Zeng say to the audience, “Your team-
mate is in trouble. You want to help, but you 
can’t because you don’t know how. That’s 
when you wish you had learned more on how 
to help a person in that situation.” That state-
ment really hit Wang, and she decided to take 
up mountain rescuing.

His life
Bedrock Mountain Rescue is relatively new, 

just over three years old, but Zeng’s history with 
mountain rescue goes back a lot longer than that. 
He grew up at the foot of a mountain, so trekking 
in the mountains is second nature to him. 
Mountain rescue is a natural extension of that. 
He began to be involved sporadically with res-
cue ten years ago. When he was on hiking trails, 
he would save some food and water in case he 
ran into people in need. When he heard about 
people missing in the mountains, he would team 
up with his friends to attempt a rescue. When 
asked why he loves mountain rescue so much, he 
said, “It’s in my blood. It’s a part of my life.”

Of the multitude of mountains in Taiwan 
(two thirds of the island are ruggedly mountain-
ous), over 260 peaks tower higher than 3,000 
meters (9,900 feet) above sea level. Of these, a 
hundred have been designated as Taiwan’s Top 
Hundred Peaks. The first time Zeng tested his 
mettle on those high mountains, he succeeded in 
scaling 13 of them in one trip.

Somewhere on that trek, a teammate sprained 
his ankle. Zeng administered an ice pack to the 
injured hiker and later carried his backpack. 
Because they had to limp along more slowly, they 
consumed more of their supplies, so they had to 
ration food towards the end of the hike.

Though they made it safely home in the end, 
the trip taught Zeng that even a small thing—
like a sprained ankle, which could happen to 
anyone—could badly upset plans. It sparked in 
him the desire to learn more so he could help 
more people survive unexpected incidents. He 
delved into many aspects of mountaineering, 

Members of Bedrock Mountain Rescue and other 
rescue organizations (left) take a course on GPS 
and route trackers.
Three Bedrock members (right) have a leisurely 
chat. The organization consists of mountaineers, 
people who were once rescued by Bedrock, and 
people who lost their friends or families to acci-
dents in the mountains.
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like wilderness survival, map reading, roping, 
GPS and route trackers, and using multi-rotor 
aerial drones for photography. He has gained a 
wealth of experience in all these areas.

His prior jobs taught him good people skills 
and prepared him well for interpersonal com-
munication. Those skills have come in handy in 
his position as the captain of Bedrock. He needs 
those abilities to organize and coordinate within 
the team and represent them in dealings with 
other organizations.

It is apparent that Zeng is dedicated to his 
work, but sometimes dedication alone isn’t 
enough, especially in setting up a voluntary res-
cue organization. Along the way, he has had to 
learn a lot of the ins and outs of the art.

A few months after the inauguration of 
Bedrock, Zeng and his team went on a rescue 
mission to an area that is said to be the most dif-
ficult mountaineering route on the island. After 
Zeng made a steep 1,500-meter (4,920-foot) 
descent, he lost contact with the rest of the 
group. What was worse, two support teams did 
not show up as promised. He was carrying 30 
kilograms (66 pounds) of supplies on his back, 
and he was pounded by rain and sleet. All alone, 
he felt helpless and scared. But he could only 
press ahead.

Fortunately for him, at noon the next day he 
ran into the group that he and his team had come 
to rescue. He successfully accomplished the mis-
sion, but he knew that he had been lucky. He 
learned from the experience the importance of 
logistics and that “the devil is in the details” 
when it comes to mountain rescuing. “Rescuing 
requires teamwork, and it’s how precisely a good 
team executes things that makes it stand out from 
the rest of the pack,” said Zeng.

Zeng has worked hard running Bedrock. He 
keeps his word, gives orders, and gets things 
done. He gives the impression of being in com-
mand of everything. Still, he said humbly, “I’ve 
never thought that I’m all that capable. I work 
hard, and I keep working without thinking about 
it too much. I just hope to be helpful to others 
and to lead Bedrock to grow steadily.”

Those who have worked with Zeng—his 
associates, mountaineers who have been saved 
by Bedrock members, and families of mountain-
eers whom the organization has helped—all 
agree that he leads by example. He is conscien-
tious, responsible, and bent on his principles.

However, Zeng points out that Bedrock 
would amount to nothing if it had only one Zeng 

Jun-bin. He wants to train his people and bring 
up at least ten more Zeng Jun-bins to ensure that 
his organization stands strong and solid.

Tough appearance, soft heart
Zeng’s cool, tough guy appearance can be 

deceiving—he is actually quite a talker. Besides 
mountain rescuing, his other notable skill is talk-
ing on the phone.

He calls his teammates to assign work and 
to share what he knows with them, and some-
times he calls people to convince them to join 
his team. “I don’t want to risk disturbing my 
wife, so I often stand outside my home and talk 
till the wee hours of the night before going 
back inside.”

Ye Pei-wen (葉佩雯), Zeng’s wife, humorous-
ly described his phone conversations: “In terms 
of persistency and tact, he’s almost like a con 
artist. He brainwashes people with messages 
like, ‘You can be a rescuer, yes, you can.’”

Being married to a mountaineering nut was 
a challenge for Ye at first, but she has learned to 
live with it. She felt that their home was more of 
a hotel to him. She was also bothered by how 
infrequently they talked—sometimes no more 
than ten sentences to each other in a whole day. 
But she’s adjusted her mindset to look at the 
bright side: “I congratulate myself on being 
quite independent. Now I even occasionally 
help him buy things that he needs for his mis-
sions.” She has also resigned herself to the fact 
that rescue work comes first for her husband, 
his team members come second, and his family 
comes last.

Huang Yu-xuan (黃宇瑄), once rescued by 
Bedrock, is now part of its support team. She is a 
single mother, so at times she needs to take her 
son along when she attends training sessions or 
works on rescue missions. This does not sit well 
with some members, so Zeng mediates on her 
behalf. He has also asked her to go home early 
so she can care for her son. This lesser known 
side of Zeng flies in the face of his more usual 
tough guy image. “He may look strict, but he 
has a soft heart,” Huang said of Zeng.

Zeng has a softer side towards his wife, too. 
“My wife was unlucky in that we met when I 
was busy looking for people to form the group,” 
Zeng said wryly. They have been married for 
four years, and he confesses that their marriage 
remains precarious. During the early days, he 
often spent countless hours borrowing and then 
washing equipment for his rescue missions. 
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Once he was so tied up with things that he did 
not sleep for nine straight days. He also tended 
to fall out of contact with his wife while on a 
mission. But that is in the past. Now he has 
learned to appreciate his wife more, and he has 
felt the need to let her know his whereabouts by 
using the check-in function in Facebook. “I’m 
nothing; she’s the really great one,” Zeng 
praised his wife.

Bedrock Mountain Rescue has saved many 
people since its founding. Many of those benefi-
ciaries have donated goods to the group as a 
token of their gratitude, or have joined Bedrock 
to help advance its mission.

Huang comments that, based on her observa-
tions while helping in rescue missions, Bedrock 
is the group that has been most able to go deep 
into the mountains to search for and save lost 

hikers. Zeng pinpoints the requirements for this 
kind of work: “You must have a passion for it. 
As soon as you learn that somebody has gone 
missing, you have to set out immediately to save 
his life. You have to give up many things to do 
this type of work.”

What has Zeng himself given up in the pur-
suit of mountain rescues? “I want to have chil-
dren, but I can’t now.”

Zeng’s zeal apparently is still alive and well. 
Besides busying himself with rescuing, he is 
actively getting the word out on mountaineering 
safety training. He knows that an ounce of pre-
vention is worth a pound of cure.

As can be imagined, his path has not been an 
easy one. What has made him thrive? According 
to his wife, it is his personality—he is the kind 
who is undaunted by setbacks. Roadblocks have 
never made him lose heart or give up. He gets 
going when the going gets tougher.

Mountaineers are fortunate to have Zeng and 
rescue groups like Bedrock available. After all, 
Taiwan is 70 percent mountains. When you get 
lost on a hike, call for help and people like Zeng 
will jump into action. 

Despite limited resources, Zeng, center, in sun-
glasses, and his associates are passionate about 
their work. They train actively, hoping to save 
lives when called upon to help.
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An Expanded Family
Nurses strive to soothe their patients, make them feel more comfortable, and let them 
know that they are loved. Both on the job and as a volunteer, Lai Ling-yin has done that, 
and in the process she has come to feel deep gratitude.

By Zhang Jing-mei
Translated by Tang Yau-yang
Photos by Chen Yu-yan
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Headlights lit the ramp as a car left the 
basement parking lot of the Kaohsiung 
Jing Si Hall. Silence returned to the 

ramp as the car drove away. The scene was 
repeated many times that evening, but it was 
doubtful that any of the drivers noticed the sliv-
er of light seeping from a crack between a door 
and its frame in the basement.

Lai Ling-yin (賴玲吟) was working behind that 
door, in the stock room for the Kaohsiung chapter 
of the Tzu Chi International Medical Association 
(TIMA). Things were well organized there, neatly 
stacked or lined up in an orderly fashion. Lai was 
picking out medicine, equipment, and supplies 
that she and her fellow TIMA members would 
need the coming Sunday, when they would hold a 
free clinic up in a mountain area.

“Abdominal ultrasound equipment, wet 
wipes, small towels, small pillows, gel, pens…,” 
she murmured, as she went up and down a nar-
row aisle, picking things out and ticking them 
off a checklist. She wanted to make certain that 
she had not left anything out. “Don’t forget—the 
blood sugar meter needs to be recalibrated,” she 
reminded herself.

Lai joined TIMA when the association was 
set up in 1996 to provide free medical care for 
the needy. She has since participated in monthly 
clinics in the mountains, taking medical care to 
people living in remote areas. The clinics are 
important to her and have become an indispens-
able part of her life.

A new family
One day in 1990, Lai went to Hualien with 

Tzu Chi volunteer Weng Hui-zhen (翁惠珍) to 
visit the Jing Si Abode, the Buddhist convent 
founded by Master Cheng Yen.

Lai had heard about Tzu Chi before the trip, 
but she had not expected that Master Cheng Yen, 
who had taken on so much work to help people 
in need, would be so frail and thin. Lai was mes-
merized as she listened to the Master talk in her 
soft voice. At one point, Weng looked at Lai, who 
was deep in thought, and asked her, “Are you 
okay?” Lai turned, nodded, and said, “Tzu Chi 
is really a good group.”

Later, they visited Hualien Tzu Chi Hospital. 
Lai saw rows of wheelchairs parked outside the 
hospital for the convenience of patients with lim-
ited mobility. She also saw Tzu Chi volunteers 
standing at the front entrance 
warmly greeting patients and 
their families, and if necessary, 
guiding them to their destina-
tions or giving them whatever 
assistance they needed.

Lai cared for a patient on May 
11, 2014, during a Buddha Day 
celebration at the Kao hsiung 
Jing Si Hall (right).
Lai spends much of her time at 
the clinic in the Kaohsiung Jing 
Si Hall (below).
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hard I try, she still doesn’t feel well. I don’t 
know what else to do,” the daughter-in-law 
complained to Lai.

Lai felt the old woman’s distended abdomen. 
Then, without a word, she put on gloves and 
extracted from her something that had been inside 
far too long: stool. Finally, Lai finished the job and 
straightened up. The old woman looked relieved.

The daughter-in-law was stunned. She had 
learned something new and useful. She prom-
ised Lai that she would do better for her mother-
in-law in the future.

Lai’s background in medicine also came in 
handy when she began helping with Tzu Chi 
bone marrow donation drives. Back then, bone 
marrow donation was much misunderstood in 
Taiwan. Although it was a good cause, it was not 
an easy one to promote. Still, Lai joined the effort 

When they stepped inside the lobby, Lai was 
immediately attracted to a large mosaic mural 
depicting the Buddha caring for a sick monk. 
The Buddha, with a warm smile on his face, was 
bending forward to tend to the monk, while the 
patient’s facial expression seemed to be plead-
ing, “I’m in pain, please help me.”

The picture touched a chord in Lai. She sud-
denly felt that she could have been a better nurse 
and done more for her patients over her years in 
the medical profession. She went back to her job 
with a good impression of Tzu Chi imprinted on 
her mind, and she decided to join the foundation.

As a home nurse, Lai, who retired in 2011, 
often had to visit patients, many paralyzed, in 
their homes. One day she went to the home of a 
bedridden old woman who was cared for main-
ly by her daughter-in-law. “No matter how 
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to help educate the public. She also recruited 
medical care providers to work in the drives and 
answer questions from the public. She did not 
mind the hard work involved at all.

One day she dressed up for a concert at the 
Kaohsiung Culture Center. When she got there, 
somebody called her from behind. It was volun-
teer Xu Xue-e (許雪娥), who led a bone marrow 
donation promotion team in Kaohsiung. They 
happened to be holding a marrow drive there 
that day.

“We need nurses to draw blood. You must 
help us out, please,” Xu pleaded. Without anoth-
er thought for the concert, Lai joined her.

One day one of Lai’s colleagues said to her, 
“Ling-yin, you seem to be different these days.” 
Lai knew that the change had been brought 
about by Tzu Chi.

An expanded circle of love
Lai’s entire existence used to center on her 

family. She did not think that she possessed any 
talents or skills to help people outside her world, 
and as a result she mostly stayed inside her little 
circle. But that changed after she joined Tzu Chi. 
Her work there enabled her to expand her circle 
of love.

Near the end of the 20th century, anti-Chinese 
violence erupted in Indonesia. It was not the best 
time for ethnic Chinese people to be in that 
nation, but Lai went there anyway to participate 
in a free clinic.

She saw many children there with cleft lips. 
Their families could not afford the corrective 
surgery, so they came to the free clinic for help.

At the venue, Lai assisted Dr. Siu Chuan Leh 
(呂秀泉), from the Philippines. She worked all 
day long as the doctor operated on one patient 
after another. Like a busy bee completely 
absorbed in her work, she only began to feel the 
physical toll when she returned that evening to 
her hotel room. Her feet hurt like crazy, but she 
had never felt happier.

In September 1999, a strong earthquake 
wreaked havoc in the central part of Taiwan and 
killed more than 2,400 people. Lai went with a 
TIMA team to Puli, one of the disaster areas, to 
provide medical care for the injured. She was 
saddened by the devastation she saw, but she 
had no time to be reflective. There were too 
many people to be treated.

After a busy spell, she stepped out of the tent 
to take a break and saw a boy all alone. She was 
drawn to the lone figure. “Who are you waiting 
for?” she asked him.

“My mom and dad,” he replied, his face 
expressionless.

“Where are they?” Lai continued.
“They’re both dead. I’m all alone,” he 

answered. Lai was rendered speechless.
After that, Tzu Chi volunteers always got the 

boy to eat with them in their tent. The boy’s rela-
tives went there several times to pick him up, 
but he refused to leave the place. He said that he 
wouldn’t leave until his parents arrived to take 
him home. Lai could not help feeling sad each 
time she saw him; she would cry when people 
weren’t looking. She thought of her own chil-
dren at home, one of them just three years old.

Before Lai’s departure for the disaster zone, 
her husband suggested that she not call home. 
“Go in peace,” he said. “Don’t call home. The 
younger one is so little. Your voice would only 

Lai teaches a child the correct way to brush his 
teeth at a free clinic in Liugui, Kaohsiung.
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make her cry for you.” And so she did not call 
the whole week that she was in Puli. She some-
times felt guilty for leaving her own children a 
whole week without their mother, but when she 
saw this little orphaned boy, she felt that her 
children were truly blessed—after all, they still 
had a mother.

Lai later made a second trip to Puli for anoth-
er round of help. As she was getting ready to go 
home on the last day of that mission, she learned 
that an injured old man needed help.

He had burned himself on the thigh while 
cooking a meal shortly after the earthquake. 
Because medical care was scarce in the aftermath 
of such a major disaster, he had been treated 
only once. He did not have the nerve to change 
the dressing himself. Only when he could no 
longer stand the pain did he seek help from Tzu 
Chi volunteers.

Lai visited him at his home. His wife, looking 
worried, sat off to one side in the living room. 
The gauze on the old man’s thigh was a bit loose; 

there were brown stains on it, already dried and 
fading in color. Lai squatted down, removed the 
bandage, and leaned in close to the burn. She 
sniffed, checking for the presence of odors that 
might indicate infection. When she was satisfied 
there was none, she proceeded to apply medi-
cine and put on a new dressing. Her touch was 
careful and gentle to avoid hurting the man.

When she was done, the old man heaved a 
sigh of relief and remarked, “It feels really good. 
Real good.” Lai was very happy to hear that. 
Though the trip to treat the old man had made it 
necessary to postpone her return home, she felt 
that that extra time spent was well worth it.

Doing more
When Lai retired from her job as a profes-

sional home nurse in 2011, she took on the 
responsibility of coordinating volunteers to fill 
the slots on the duty calendars for the clinic in 
the Kaohsiung Jing Si Hall. Though finding vol-
unteers to staff a shift shouldn’t have been too 
hard, Lai had her share of difficulties.

She once had to make more than 60 phone 
calls just to fill slots for a four-hour period. 
Daunting though that might seem, it was actu-
ally not nearly as disheartening as a missed 
shift, when a person failed to show up as prom-
ised. There were times when she felt like resign-
ing as coordinator.

But never one to dwell on negative thoughts, 
she would soon bounce back. She would tell her-
self, “If it were easy, they wouldn’t need me to 
do it. Doing difficult things is more fun.” She 
stayed with it, and gradually scheduling became 
a snap. Now she only needs to post an empty 
calendar in the clinic, and all the slots are taken 
within just a few days.

The clinic functions well, especially when a 
large event is being held. On May 11, 2014, for 
example, a Buddha Day ceremony was held at 
the Jing Si Hall. The clinic opened at 6:30 that 
morning to handle any first-aid situations as 
well as routine matters.

The clinic was busy throughout that day: A 
culinary volunteer cut herself; a photographer 
experienced eyestrain; a child separated from his 
parents was brought to the clinic to wait for his 
parents to claim him. It seemed like an endless 
stream of patients. Some volunteers, who proba-
bly got up too early that morning, felt dizzy, so 
clinic workers checked their blood pressures. As 
soon as the volunteers learned that their blood 
pressures were fine, they went back to work, but 
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not before they had expressed their thanks to the 
volunteers who had served them. “It’s so nice to 
have the clinic around,” they said.

Keeping the resolve fresh
Lai truly liked Tzu Chi, and so she wanted 

her fellow volunteer medical workers to learn 
more about the foundation. She started a study 
group in 2014 to share the origin of the founda-
tion and to immerse the group in the Medicine 
Buddha Sutra in hopes that it would help them 
stay true to their vows to serve patients. With 
reaffirmed resolve, they would be able to face 
each day of service with fresh vigor and 
enthusiasm.

Lai spent most of her time on Tzu Chi activi-
ties after her retirement, but she never under-
went the necessary training process to become a 
certified volunteer. She felt that she was a more 
casual type of person. She didn’t want any faux 
pas on her part to affect the public image of Tzu 
Chi volunteers, so she remained uncertified.

Her attitude didn’t change until she visited 
the Philippines after Typhoon Haiyan struck that 
nation in November 2013. She went with a Tzu 
Chi relief delegation to Tacloban, a severely 
damaged disaster zone. She saw how wide-
spread the destruction was and how many peo-
ple’s lives had been affected. Her heart went out 
to the victims, and she could not for a moment 
contain her emotions.

Lai cried with the victims during every aid 
distribution and prayer gathering. She didn’t 
know why, but something that the Master often 
said crossed her mind repeatedly: “Time is run-
ning out.” It was there in Tacloban that she made 
the decision to train to be a certified volunteer. 
She knew that this was a serious commitment. It 
symbolized a covenant with the Master to dedi-

cate herself to the work of Tzu Chi and be will-
ing to take on responsibilities. Somehow Lai felt 
it was time she made that commitment—she 
was ready for it.

When she returned to Taiwan, she began 
training—23 years after she saw Master Cheng 
Yen for the first time in 1990. At the same time, 
she continued volunteering and serving people 
in need.

There was a man who lived in a remote area 
in the mountains of Liugui, Kaohsiung. He was 
87 years old, blind, and lived alone. Lai and her 
fellow TIMA volunteers made a point of visiting 
him after they had finished their monthly free 
clinic in Liugui.

The old man would not wash himself, nor 
would he allow volunteers to do it for him. 
They had tried several times and failed. How-
ever, they could not just let the matter go 
because his refusal to wash himself had led to a 
skin condition.

One day in late April 2014, the TIMA cohort 
visited the old man again. After their usual exhor-
tations to let them wash him failed again, they 
decided to take another approach. Two of the vol-
unteers went into the old man’s house to get hot 
water and towels ready. When those were brought 
out, volunteers began singing to distract the old 
man. Taking advantage of a moment when he 
was absorbed in their singing and clapping, Lai 
and another volunteer, Wei Rui-qin (魏瑞琴), 
began wiping him off. The man protested when 
he noticed what was happening, but in the end 
allowed them to continue.

Soon the warm water in the washbowl 
turned cloudy. They got more fresh water, and 
then even more. Lai and Wei were sweating pro-
fusely when they finally completed the momen-
tous act.

“Let me clip your toenails,” Lai suggested to 
the old man. Holding his callous, cracked foot, 
she thought of her own parents, who were them-
selves getting on in years. She felt like crying.

As she tried to hold back her tears, she felt so 
grateful that she had joined Tzu Chi. Seeing the 
smile on the man’s face, she felt certain that she 
had chosen a life path that would make her par-
ents proud. She felt even more certain that she 
would never regret her choice.

In the aftermath of a big earthquake that hit central 
Taiwan on September 21, 1999, Lai Ling-yin, seat-
ed, visited the disaster area to offer free medical 
service for victims.
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Curbing one’s flame of anger with tolerance 
and forgiveness is an imperative for all of us.
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If we have no inclination to think in a negative way,
all that we hear will be helpful and constructive to us.
—Master Cheng Yen
PHOTO BY Li Bai-sHi
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