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WORDS FROM MASTER CHENG YEN

The Age Treasury
Translated by Teresa Chang

just founded Tzu Chi. When older people have 
deposited 50 years in this treasury, they can contin-
ue to walk the Bodhisattva Path with the spirit of a 
younger person.

In fact, in Tzu Chi there is no lack of people 
who still do their best to give despite their age. 
Zhuo Fu-yu (卓甫裕) joined Tzu Chi when he was 
in his 60s, and now he is 90. In spite of his 
advanced age, he carries out various volunteer 
duties just like he did when he first joined. He 
often encourages people who feel they aren’t up 
to something by saying, “Look at me! I’m 90 but 
I’m still volunteering. You’re younger than me. 
You can do it!” I also know some recycling volun-
teers who are pushing 100 but who still serve with 
high spirits, as if they had deposited 50 years in 
the age treasury and were now not yet 50.

Recently I met a man who came to me dressed 
neatly in a business suit. The volunteers who 
brought him to me said he was 101 years old and 
that he had decided to start training to become a 
certified Tzu Chi volunteer. It requires two years’ 
training to receive one’s certification, so he’ll be 
103 by the time he’s certified, but that hasn’t 
stopped him. I am really impressed by the energy 
and spirit demonstrated by this man.

Everyone can tap into an inexhaustible source 
of wisdom and mental energy. Never feel ham-
pered by your age. As long as we have the will, we 
can walk the Bodhisattva Path no matter how old 
we are. In fact, we can walk this path to all eternity. 
Why to all eternity? There is a chapter in the Lotus 
Sutra called “The Lifespan of the Tathagata,” in 
which the age of a buddha is mentioned. The word 
“buddha” means “awakened one.” Such awaken-
ing has neither beginning nor end. A buddha’s age 
is therefore infinite. The Buddha told us that every 
sentient being has a buddha nature. Since we all 
possess a buddha nature, we should have infinite 
life spans too.

Our age is just a number. Don’t feel trapped by 
it. Tell yourself you are just in your 20s, 30s, or 40s. 
Do your best to give until you forget your age. If we 
continue to give, our wisdom-life will continue to 
grow. We’ll live a most worthwhile life if we work 
for the good and peace of the world every day.

W ith another day gone, our lives become 
shorter.” The Great Conduct Bodhi-
sattva used these words to remind us of 

our ever-shortening life spans. After we are born, 
we pass through infancy, childhood, adolescence, 
adulthood, and old age. As our age increases, our 
remaining days decrease. Time marches on inex-
orably, and before we know it we have reached 
the autumn or winter of our lives. How can we 
live a more fulfilling life and end up with fewer 
regrets? If we dedicate our time entirely to 
advancing our personal interests, we are not 
making the best use of our days. We should 
instead work hard to nurture our wisdom-life [as 
opposed to physical life].

How do we help our wisdom-life grow? We 
can find the answer in the Buddha’s teachings. He 
taught us to use the knowledge and experiences 
we accumulate through life to walk the Bodhi-
sattva Path. This approach to living will help our 
wisdom-life grow. For example, people of my 
generation lived through World War II. We experi-
enced air-raids, and we hid in shelters to escape 
from harm. If we reflect on these experiences, we 
realize how precious our lives are and how we 
should, instead of squandering time away, live 
fully and do what we can to contribute to the wel-
fare of mankind.

Some volunteers tell me that they are old and 
want to pass the baton of their work to younger 
people, but I tell them that passing the baton 
shouldn’t mean retirement. I encourage them to 
support younger volunteers and to guide and culti-
vate new blood with their experience and exper-
tise, instead of resting on their laurels after handing 
over their responsibilities. I encourage them not to 
surrender or acknowledge defeat to old age.

At the same time, I also understand how age 
can be an impediment to some older people. That’s 
why I came up with the idea of opening an “age 
bank,” which I later renamed an “age treasury.” I 
ask older volunteers to deposit 50 years of their age 
in this treasury. I myself was the first person to 
make a deposit. After depositing 50 years in this 
treasury, it’s as if I were in my early 30s—right in 
the prime of my life, the stage of my life when I had 
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Home by a 
Garbage Dump
By Tzu Chi documenting volunteers in Mozambique

Translated by Wu Hsiao-ting
Photos by Hsiao Yiu-hwa
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The Hulene garbage dump on the outskirts of Maputo, the capital 
of Mozambique, is a 15-meter-high (about 50-foot-high) mountain 
of trash that stretches across 42 acres. Hundreds of families live 
nearby, exposed to the stench, insects, and risks of disease. They 
make a living by salvaging trash to sell. The dump operates way 
above capacity. David Simango, the mayor of Maputo, promised to 
shut it down in his campaign for re-election in 2013, but it remains 
open to this day. Tragedy struck late in the night of February 18, 
2018, when heavy rains triggered a partial collapse of the huge 
dump, burying and killing 17 people.

4.13.indd   5 2018/5/10   上午11:29



Tzu Chi6

Just to Survive
After cooking their food in used 
milk formula cans, people dump 
it out on plastic bags spread on 
the ground and dig in. The gar
bage dump sprawls over a large 
area, with gangs claiming con
trol of different sections. Mem
bers of one group are not al
lowed to trespass into another’s 
area to scavenge.

Co-subsistence
Waste of all kinds is trucked each 
day to the Hulene garbage dump, 
the largest such facility in 
Mozambique. People living near
by work together to reclaim reus
able stuff to sell. Whether this 
cooperative mode of subsistence 
will continue after the avalanche 
remains to be seen.
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Under the Hill
A barefoot woman wearing a 
mask searches for recyclable 
items amidst the garbage. In the 
background to the right stand 
some shabby dwellings. Their 
proximity to the garbage dump 
makes it easy to imagine how an 
avalanche of the dump might 
seriously impact nearby homes.

A Vicious Cycle
Sorted garbage awaits transpor
tation to recycling dealers. 
Children often help sort and 
transport the garbage. Due to 
poverty, a high percentage of 
children from the families who 
collect recyclables for a living do 
not go to school. The young
sters, not knowing the conse
quences, do not seem to care. A 
vicious cycle of poverty thus 
results, and the children often 
end up living off the garbage 
dump their entire lives.
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People (right) wait anxiously at 
the collapse site for family mem
bers to be rescued from under 
heaps of garbage.

Tzu Chi volunteer Paula 
Malendze (above left) visits the 
disaster site. What she saw 
there made her sad for the 
disaster victims.

Tzu Chi volunteers (below) 
arrived at the disaster site soon 
after the collapse of the garbage 
dump. Over a hundred volun
teers live in the Hulene district, 
where the dump is.
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It Never Rains But Pours
Torrential rains late in the night of February 18, 

coupled with poor drainage, led to severe flooding 
in Maputo. Roads were submerged and traffic seri-
ously impeded. The downpour also caused part of 
the Hulene garbage dump in Maputo to collapse, 
burying shacks in the surrounding neighborhood 
and killing 17 people.

Local Tzu Chi volunteers immediately jumped 
into action. They arrived at the disaster site in the 
rain on February 19 to assess damage, as residents 
were waiting anxiously for their family members 
still buried under the garbage mounds to be res-
cued. Some residents even tried to find still usable 
stuff in the heaps of trash during the rescue.

The local government evacuated all people liv-
ing near the garbage dump after the disaster. Two 
temporary shelters were set up for the displaced. 
Tzu Chi volunteers visited the shelters to comfort 
the victims and learn what they could do to help.

Standing water after the rains led to an increase 

in mosquito populations, but there was a shortage 
of malaria medicine at public hospitals. To pre-
vent an outbreak of the disease, Tzu Chi volun-
teers distributed mosquito nets at the shelters. 
They noticed that there wasn’t enough food to go 
around at the site, so they decided to start provid-
ing hot food there.

Some kind-hearted people donated vegetables 
such as potatoes and cabbage to Tzu Chi after the 
disaster. Along with vegetables harvested from 
the kitchen garden at the Tzu Chi office in 
Mahotas, Maputo, volunteers cooked pot after pot 
of thick soup for victims. The soup was a hit 
because fresh vegetables were a rarity for the 
impoverished people.

Because the truck owned by the Tzu Chi office 
had broken down, Chen Xiang-ze (陳祥澤), a 
businessman of Chinese descent, provided his 
own truck and driver to transport volunteers, 
relief supplies, and food to the shelters. Chen also 
supplied food containers and spoons for resi-
dents to use.
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Singing of Aid Recipients
While serving shelter residents with hot food, 

volunteers continued to assess their needs. 
Sanitation at the shelters was worrisome, so volun-
teer Denise Tsai (蔡岱霖), after a video conference 
with the Tzu Chi headquarters in Taiwan, set about 
purchasing toiletry items for victims. Soap, tooth-
paste, toothbrushes, and towels were packed into 
buckets to be distributed at the shelters.

The distribution was held on February 27. 
Volunteers noticed a change in the attitude of the 
staff from the National Disasters Management 
Institute, the disaster relief agency of Mozambique 
that was managing the emergency shelters. 
Previously they had been very circumspect when 

they dealt with the volunteers, but now they were 
very friendly toward them. They even thanked 
them for their services at the shelters over the last 
few days. The volunteers had apparently won 
their trust through their work. The staffers gave 
the volunteers complete latitude to conduct the 
distributions the way they wanted. Over 200 toi-
letry kits were given out that day.

Volunteers told the recipients at the distribu-
tions that the buckets contained not only toiletry 
items but lots of love as well. They hoped that the 
victims would pay the love forward by giving a 
hand to other needy people. Doing so would com-
plete the cycle of goodness. Moved by the words, 
the audience burst first into applause and then a 
song to express their thanks to the volunteers.

Volunteers deliver bed nets to shelter residents to 
help stave off mosquitoes.
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Amidst the misfortune of the garbage dump 
disaster, a piece of cheerful news reached Tzu Chi 
volunteers. While compiling recipient rosters at 
one of the shelters, they learned that a resident, 
Matilde, had just delivered a baby via caesarian 
section on February 25. They immediately visited 
her at the hospital to deliver gifts of juice and milk 
and to see if she needed any other assistance.

Matilde was discharged from the hospital on 
February 27. Volunteers arranged transportation for 
her so that she and the baby could return to their 
shelter without having to wait for a bus while her 
surgical wounds were still hurting. Volunteers also 
gave the new mother washable diapers and other 
supplies. Matilde’s fellow shelter residents were 
happy to see her return with a healthy baby.

Volunteers continued to care for shelter resi-
dents through March and into April. On April 
10, they held a distribution of gift vouchers for 
194 families of victims. Families of one to three 
persons, four to six persons, and seven or more 
received vouchers worth 6,000, 8,000, and 10,000 
Mozambican metical (100, 130, 165 U.S. dollars) 
respectively. One recipient said, “I’d been pray-
ing for a miracle, but I never expected that help 
would come from thousands of miles away.” She 
was referring to the Tzu Chi headquarters in 
Hualien, Taiwan.

Volunteers will continue to provide care and 
support to survivors. Suffering abounds in the 
world, but if everyone gives what they can, change 
will happen.    

Volunteers put toiletry items into buckets to be dis
tributed to shelter residents.
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Forest fires hit Portugal in June and October 
2017, burning down vast areas and damag-
ing 1,500 residential structures. During the 

October fires, strong winds from a hurricane 
intensified the blazes and quickly spread them 
beyond control.

I saw the October conflagrations on TV in the 
United Kingdom. As a Tzu Chi volunteer, I want-
ed to help, but I spoke no Portuguese. Since there 
were no Tzu Chi volunteers living in Portugal, the 
most I could do at that time was to continue to 
keep a close eye on the situation.

Later, during a trip to Taiwan in November, I 
met Lin Mei-feng (林美鳳), a fellow Tzu Chi volun-
teer who lived in Germany. We talked about the 

possibility of giving aid to victims of the forest fires. 
She said that a friend of hers, Pedro Pinto Duarte, 
an attorney in Lisbon, might be able to help.

Then I heard that Deputy Pedro Alves of the 
Portuguese national parliament, in an effort to 
seek aid for his fellow countrymen, had requested 
assistance from the Taipei Economic and Cultural 
Center (TECC), Lisbon, the equivalent of Taiwan’s 
embassy there. Representative (Ambassador) 
Raymond L. S. Wang (王樂生) subsequently wrote 
two letters to the Tzu Chi headquarters in Taiwan 
requesting help for fire victims in Portugal.

Tzu Chi organized a small team of volunteers 
from France, England, and America to travel to 
Portugal to assess the damage. The team, of which 

Forest Fires in
PORTUGAL
By Wang Yi-jie
Translated by Tang Yau-yang
Photos by Wang Su-zhen

Forest fires affected over 150 farming families 
in Vouzela, in Viseu, Portugal, with a loss
estimated at 8 million euros.
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I was a member, originally planned to set out on 
November 27, but we had to postpone the trip 
because a long holiday in Portugal slowed the 
government’s response to us. Pedro Pinto Duarte 
and the TECC worked tirelessly with government 
officials to iron out issues and arrange things so 
we could enter the country as soon as possible. 
Finally, thanks to them, our advance team arrived 
in Portugal on December 5.

The Centro Regional Coordination and 
Development Commission (CCDR-C) handled the 
funds that the EU gave to Portugal to help the fire 
victims reestablish themselves. Each affected fam-
ily received 5,000 euros (US$6,200). Our delega-
tion met with Ana Abrunhosa, the president of 
CCDR-C. Accompanied by TECC representatives, 
we also met with city officials at Tondela and 
Vouzela, two disaster areas.

By that time, two months had passed since the 
October fires. Even so, when we visited the disas-
ter areas to survey the damage, we saw charred 
trees, scorched land, and houses partly or totally 
destroyed in villages that had been badly hit by 
the fires. People whose houses had been destroyed 
had been placed in shelters by the city govern-

ments, but we could see that the road to recovery 
was going to be long.

A firefighter who accompanied us said that the 
winds had blown very hard during the fires. The 
winds, carrying the heat and fury of the fires with 
them, spread the flames rapidly in the same direc-
tion, engulfing some homes in flames while 
miraculously sparing other houses. The moun-
tainous terrain had made it hard to transport fire-
fighting equipment and water, so firefighters were 
in a poor position to battle the blazes. Though dis-
advantaged, they still fought furiously to save 
lives and buildings. After two days of exertion, 
they were all thoroughly exhausted.

In our five-day trip, we noticed that the vic-
tims of the fires were mostly older farmers. Their 
farms, implements, and livestock had gone up in 
flames. They really needed help.

On February 24 and 25, 2018, 68 volunteers 
from Germany, England, France, the Netherlands, 
Luxemburg, the United States, and Portugal held 
three distributions of gift vouchers and scarves 
made from recycled PET bottles to over 490 affect-
ed families in Tondela and Vouzela. The vouchers 
could be used to pay for daily necessities and 
farming implements.

I was happy to be able to do what I could to 
help the aid recipients. Hopefully, our aid, deliv-
ered with a sincere desire to help, brought some 
warmth to the recipients’ hearts.

Tzu Chi volunteers from seven countries worked 
together to hold three distributions for victims of 
forest fires in Tondela and Vouzela, Portugal, in 
February 2018.
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In February 2018, the Tzu Chi Foundation dis-
patched a delegation of volunteers to distribute 
aid to victims of forest fires in Portugal. One of the 
cities the volunteers delivered aid to was Tondela, 
in the Viseu district of the Centro Region. Even 
before arriving in Portugal to carry out their work, 
delegation members had worked with Miguel 
Torres, chief of staff in the Tondela city govern-
ment, to prepare for the distribution.

At first, things didn’t go well. Even though 
both parties were striving to help fire victims, 
obstacles in international or intercontinental com-
munications, language barriers, time differences, 

gaps in cultural values, and differences in view-
points seemed to stand like tall walls between the 
two sides. The Tzu Chi advance team that had vis-
ited Portugal in December 2017 surely had not 
anticipated such developments.

Those of us on the delegation consequently 
had an uneasy feeling about whether the distribu-
tion would be able to proceed smoothly. 
Thankfully, our volunteers remained undaunted 
and continued working with government officials 
to iron out the issues. Finally, after repeated com-
munications and some delays, things began to fall 
into place. The agreement about the gift vouchers 
to be distributed to fire victims was eventually 
signed. The vouchers were printed and the claim 
checks distributed to recipients. The walls gradu-
ally disappeared.

Love Without a Doubt
By Lin Mei-feng

Translated by Tang Yau-yang
Photos by Wang Su-zhen

The locals wondered why these strangers had traveled from their own countries to help them. At the 
distribution venues, they found the answer to their question.

A Tzu Chi volunteer speaks to an audience of aid 
recipients during a distribution held at a school in 
Vouzela, Viseu, Portugal.
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A heart-felt confession
Our delegation arrived in 

Portugal in late February to 
carry out the aid mission. After 
finishing two distributions in 
Vouzela on February 24, we pro-
ceeded to Tondela for the distri-
bution to be held there the fol-
lowing day. Benefiting from that 
previous experience, we carried 
out the distribution in Tondela 
even more smoothly. The venue 
was filled with a heartwarming 
atmosphere, and many residents 
were visibly moved.

After the distribution, we sat down to review 
and share our thoughts about the event. Though 
Miguel had packed up and was ready to go home, 
he didn’t leave. He seemed to be waiting for some-
thing. He sat off to one side and listened to the vol-
unteers share their thoughts. We seized upon the 
chance and invited him to say a few words.

He said that the forest fires had caused huge 
losses in large geographical areas and that every-
one was deeply saddened. Many people and 
groups wanted to help, but things didn’t work 
out as many of them had promised. That made 
him doubt whether people could work together 
to do things that were really helpful. “That’s why 
we hesitated when Tzu Chi first approached us. 
We couldn’t understand why people from a char-
ity organization based in a place halfway around 
the world from us would want to come to a small 
town like ours to help us, so we didn’t really hold 
our breath.”

His doubts only began to dissipate after he had 
been contacted several times by volunteer Chen Ji 
Hong (陳濟弘), from New Jersey. Gradually, 
Miguel began to feel that he might not need to be 
so wary of the foundation or to worry that they 
might have any ulterior motives. “Especially after 
the distribution today, we realized how unfound-
ed our doubts about the foundation had been.” 
The distribution ceremony, he felt, deserved the 

respect of every participant, including himself, an 
atheist. The ceremony was so good and beautiful. 
No religious sermons had been forced upon them, 
and they felt loved and respected. He had been 
pleasantly surprised.

“The love from Tzu Chi volunteers has made 
us believers—believing that helping hands can 
indeed come from strangers in far-away places,” 
Miguel concluded.

A local helper
The forest fires in June 2017 took 64 lives. In 

September, my family introduced me to Pedro 
Pinto Duarte, an attorney in Lisbon. After talking 
to him, I felt that he was a very loving person. 
For example, he was particularly concerned 
about Syrian refugees in Europe. Pedro enthusi-
astically helped out after the October conflagra-
tions broke out and an advance team of Tzu Chi 
volunteers began planning on visiting the nation 
to assess the situation and evaluate what Tzu Chi 
could do to help.

In just three days Pedro established a contact 
with the Centro Regional Coordination and 
Development Commission (CCDR-C). The 
CCDR-C works with local governments to com-
pile disaster damage statistics, reports to the 
European Union, and applications to the EU for 
funds for disaster relief. The CCDR-C would be 

High school students (in yellow-
green vests) enlisted by Vouzela 
city officials help out at a 
distribution.
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able to help us get a more comprehensive grasp of 
the forest fire disasters.

After the advance team had visited Portugal 
and were preparing to go home, Pedro expressed 
his desire to become a Tzu Chi volunteer and 
promised to be our contact in Portugal. In the two 
months that followed he did exactly as he had 
promised. On behalf of Tzu Chi, he discussed the 
issuance of gift vouchers with responsible parties 
and negotiated with vendors. He also supplied 
information to our team.

Though his day job as an attorney kept him 
very busy, he put his Tzu Chi duties high on his 
priority list. Even when he was in court, he used 
the recesses to make arrangements for the aid dis-

tributions. He did his best to help Tzu Chi and 
was grateful for the opportunity to serve. He said 
that if people from so far a place as Taiwan were 
willing to extend a helping hand, how could a 
native Portuguese not do what he could to help 
his fellow countrymen?

Pedro helped resolve many issues during the 
process, and finally the distributions were about 
to take place. With his two young children in tow, 
he drove more than five hours in near-freezing 
temperatures to Vouzela to join the delegation. 
But not long after he had arrived, his father called 
and asked him to return to Lisbon immediately 
because Pedro’s cousin had been severely hurt in 
an automobile accident. Pedro therefore had to 
turn right around and go back to Lisbon.

Another local helper
Pedro and German volunteer Jan Wolf had 

originally been scheduled to be the co-hosts of 
the distribution ceremonies, so the vacancy 
caused by Pedro’s sudden departure had to be 
filled quickly. The first distribution would com-

The Tzu Chi advance team visited Ana Abrunhosa 
(fourth from left), the president of the Centro 
Regional Coordination and Development 
Commission, in December 2017. Portuguese attor-
ney Pedro Pinto Duarte (third from right) gave Tzu 
Chi volunteers a lot of assistance as they worked 
to help fire victims. Zheng Long
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mence in a matter of hours. Local volunteer 
Carlos Mendos stepped up to the plate. He quick-
ly rehearsed in the short time before the distribu-
tion would start. He and Jan completed their 
assignment without a hitch.

Carlos, originally from South Africa, immigrat-
ed with his family to Vouzela when he was ten. 
He was very anxious during the October forest 
fires because he had relatives who lived in one of 
the disaster areas. Despite his anxiety, he couldn’t 
enter the area to check on his relatives because the 
fires were too intense; he was forced to wait out-
side. He said that he would never forget such a 
painful experience.

Later, Carlos learned from social media that 
Tzu Chi was going to hold aid distributions for 
fire survivors, and volunteers were needed to 
translate during the distributions. He took time 
off work to volunteer.

Carlos said that people who, like him, had 
come forward to volunteer for Tzu Chi were 
themselves either fire victims or had family mem-
bers or friends who were fire victims. Therefore, 
they could readily empathize with the aid recipi-
ents and were eager to help. He paid special trib-
ute to the volunteers who had come from other 
countries and who had chosen to temporarily set 
aside their families and jobs so that they could 
come to Portugal to help his countrymen. He 
admired them for offering help without regard to 
race, religion, or nationality.

He also pointed out that Tzu Chi volunteers 
were very humble when they helped others—
quite distinct from the image that he, with his cul-
tural background and upbringing, would have at 
first assumed. He truly understood now that 
national borders do not necessarily prevent peo-
ple from working with each other. He hoped that 
Tzu Chi’s love could carry on in his country.

Everybody can help
Maria Paiva, another local volunteer, read 

Master Cheng Yen’s consolation letter during the 
distribution ceremonies in Vouzela. Maria’s warm 
voice and compassionate expression comforted 
many in the audience. She spent four days with 
our delegation, translating at the sign-in and 
health counseling areas at the distributions. She 
treated the people she met as lovingly as a mother 
would treat her own children.

Maria recently retired from teaching English in 
a high school. She had lived in Australia for ten 
years before returning to Portugal to settle in a 
town not far from Vouzela. While in Australia, she 
had met many Asians and been exposed to Asian 
cultures. She said that her encounter with Tzu Chi 
volunteers, most of whom were Asian, had been 
inspirational and delightful.

She mentioned that she liked Tzu Chi because 
its volunteers are always ready to help and they 
give without asking for anything in return. She 
was impressed to learn that Tzu Chi is mostly 
funded by small donations from many people, and 
even more moved by how our volunteers pay all 
their own expenses associated with their participa-
tion in aid missions—travel, lodging, meals, and 
all. This practice enables the foundation to spend 
as much of the donations that it receives from the 
public as possible on needy people. Though she 
was of modest means, she said she was happy to 
contribute her time to help the foundation.

Maria had learned about her chance to volun-
teer for Tzu Chi through a volunteer association 
called Diáspora por Portugal Sem Fogo – UK, 
which was established after the 2017 wildfires to 
prevent, fight, and raise awareness of forest fires. 
Frank Lie (李宏耀), head of Tzu Chi Britain, had 
sought interpreters through the organization. 
Carla Almeida of Tondela also came to volunteer 
for Tzu Chi through this association.

Carlos Mendos (left) and Jan Wolf co-host a distri-
bution ceremony.
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Carla worked mostly in the health consultation 
area, helping four physicians communicate with 
their patients. She was gentle and patient with the 
people she was helping, much like a typical Tzu 
Chi volunteer. She made elderly recipients feel like 
she was a child of their own caring for them.

Carla was not rich, but she always sought 
opportunities to help others. She had gotten online 
to find fire victim families, and she visited them at 
their homes. She discovered that though they had 
lost their houses, implements, and livestock and 
needed physical aid, what they needed even more 
was love and care. When they felt loved and cared 
for, they would derive strength from this to carry 
on and reestablish themselves. Therefore, she 
showed her care for them and did what she could 
to help them, including volunteering at the distri-
butions. She listened patiently to and interpreted 

Maria Paiva (center) and a Tzu Chi volunteer tend 
to a patient in the health consultation area at a dis-
tribution venue.

for people seeking help at the health consultation 
area. Her actions showed those she helped that 
they were not alone.

Selfless love
In Tondela, a town of about 30,000 people, 220 

houses were totally burned down, including Rita 
Loio’s. As she and her family were waiting to 
rebuild, feeling sad and lost, she met the Tzu Chi 
advance team. At first she thought they were tour-
ists. When she learned of the purpose behind their 
visit, she, like other locals, had a hard time under-
standing why people would want to travel from 
afar to help residents in a small town in Portugal.

She eventually found her answer when she 
volunteered as an interpreter during the distribu-
tions: selfless love. It was love that had motivated 
Tzu Chi volunteers to take the time and effort to 
deliver help to her town.

“I’ll remember all this,” Rita said, “and I look 
forward to working again with Tzu Chi volun-
teers to help others.”
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Using Jose to translate, I asked her, “Who do you 
live with?”

The old woman told us impatiently that she 
had lived alone for 20 years. Her house had 
burned down in the forest fires, but she had been 
rescued by a police officer. The house of the man 
who had driven her to the distribution had 
burned down too. She looked sad and forlorn 
when she finished.

Instinctively, I reached out and grasped her 
hand tightly in mine. With Jose interpreting for 
me, I said to her, “Granny, you are not alone. 
We’ve especially come today to bring you love 
and care from Tzu Chi volunteers around the 
world.” The old woman’s eyes glistened. She 
looked moved. We could see her trying to hold 
back her tears. Her impatience from a few minutes 
ago was nowhere to be found.

She said to Jose as she settled back down, “I 
know you. I know your uncle, too.” Jose looked 
incredulously at her as she began to tell him 
stories about their hometown.

When I learned through Jose that the woman 
had been born 82 years ago to the day, I double-
checked with her: “So, today is your birthday?” 
She nodded and said, “Yes.” Jose and I exclaimed 
to her simultaneously, “Happy birthday!” She 
thanked us and wished us peace too. All the while 
she never let go of my hand.

A fellow volunteer filled in some information 
for her so that she could receive her relief items as 
soon as possible. When she finally got them, we 
saw her off.

Much to our surprise, she returned just ten 
minutes later. It appeared that she was unwilling 
to leave. She hugged the volunteers who had seen 
her off at the entrance, pecking each on the cheeks 
and muttering “Thank you” again and again.

Jose was greatly cheered by this experience. 
He warmly said hello to the other older villagers 
at the venue and nodded to his neighbors. He 
was happy he was able to do something for his 
hometown.

Jose and the old Woman
By hou Su-qiu

Translated by Wu hsiao-ting
Photo by Wang Su-zhen

A Tzu Chi volunteer embraces a fire victim.

Jose, 16, is a high school freshman in Vouzela, 
Portugal. He volunteered to interpret at our aid 
distributions in the city. The day before the 
distributions, he and some classmates came to the 
venue to learn about what they would be doing. 
His classmates left after we had explained things, 
but Jose stayed to help us set up the place.

The next day, Jose was the first local volunteer to 
report at the venue. Just a few minutes before the 
first distribution began, he exclaimed, “Wow, what 
a huge turnout! I’ve never seen so many people 
gathered together at the same time in this village!”

During the first distribution, an old woman 
with a walking stick tottered into the venue. She 
was dressed in thin clothes and carried a black 
handbag. She was a recipient for the second 
distribution, but she had arrived too early.

Jose guided her to a seat and got her settled. 
While waiting, she stood up twice and asked how 
much longer she would have to wait. She pointed 
to an old man sitting behind her and said, “He 
drove me here. He’s leaving. I’ve got to go too. 
How much longer do I have to wait?”

We felt anxious for her, but we were afraid 
there wasn’t much we could do for her. She’d 
just have to wait a little longer. I tried to strike 
up a conversation with her to keep her occupied. 
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“Where do you live?” volunteer Koh Geok 
Ping (許玉萍) spoke into her cell phone. 
Abdullah (not his real name) was on the 

other end of the line. He directed Koh to his home 
in fluent Malay. He said that he’d be waiting for 
her at the roadside near his place.

Koh and her fellow volunteers arrived to meet 
a young man standing by the road, walking stick 
in hand, craning his neck. They followed him to a 
shabby house with six small rooms. He lived in 
one of the rooms. The sun illuminated the small 
space through a skylight. A bed, a washing basin, 
and a few clothes hanging on a wall or by the bed 
were everything that he owned.

Abdullah, 22, is a member of the Rohingya 
people, who formed a kingdom in western Burma 
for over a thousand years, but who are now 
severely persecuted and oppressed by the govern-
ment of Myanmar. When he was 15, he had diffi-
culty making a living and his hometown had been 
destroyed, so he fled Myanmar by boat to 
Malaysia. His right eye was injured during the 
escape, leaving him with blurry vision.

Abdullah’s right leg had been injured in a 
traffic accident three months earlier as he rushed 
to get to work tending a parking lot. He had to 
undergo surgery, but that depleted his savings, 
leaving him unable to afford follow-up visits 

Aid to 
Refugees in 

Malaysia
Another Joint Effort of 
UNHCR and Tzu Chi

By Yong Siew Lee and Low Siew Lian
Translated by Tang Yau-yang

Photos by Yong Siew Lee

For 13 years, the UNHCR and Tzu Chi Malaysia 
have worked together to help improve medical 
care and education for refugees in Malaysia. Over 
a year ago, a cash-based intervention program 
was added to the collaboration.

22.26.indd   22 2018/5/10   上午11:35

May 2018 23

and rehabilitation sessions. Not only did he lose 
some of his mobility, but also his job. He was 
forced to live on the assistance of his friends. 
Sometimes he didn’t even have food for a meal. 
He had applied many times to the United 
Nations High Commissioner for Refugees 
(UNHCR) for assistance before finally receiving 
a response this time.

“We’re Tzu Chi volunteers working in con-
junction with the UNHCR,” Koh explained to 
Abdullah. “We’re here to learn about your situa-
tion. After the visit, we’ll send the data we’ve col-
lected to the UN agency for evaluation for possi-
ble financial assistance.”

Knowing that Abdullah sometimes went with-
out food, volunteer Poh Kee Sen (賀記生) bought 
bread at a neighborhood grocery store for him 
and his next-door relatives, another family of little 
means. In that family, a 15-year-old son had not 
been heard from since his recent arrest by the 
authorities after he went out to work one day. 
With arrests of illegal laborers happening fre-
quently of late, an older son had not worked for 
three months, leaving the father the only person 

Tzu Chi volunteers on the way to a refugee’s home 
to help evaluate whether he is eligible for UNHCR’s 
cash-based interventions.
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in the household still working. The mother of the 
family was four months pregnant.

The refugee issue in Malaysia
The 1951 Refugee Convention defined the term 

“refugee” and outlined the rights of the displaced, 
as well as the legal obligations required to protect 
them. The UNHCR is the guardian of the 1951 
Convention and its 1967 Protocol. Based on the 
legislation, states are expected to cooperate with 
the UNHCR in ensuring that the rights of refugees 
are protected. The convention was ratified  by 145 
countries, but Malaysia was not one of them.

The UNHCR has granted refugee status to 
about 150,000 foreign nationals in Malaysia, but 
it’s estimated that three times as many refugees in 
the country are not registered.

Since Malaysia was not a signatory of the 1951 
Convention, all refugees, even those possessing a 
refugee card issued by the UNHCR, are considered 
illegal immigrants, and as such they receive no 
legal protection and enjoy no right to work. Despite 
the risk of arrest, detention, or even deportation, 
they find jobs anyway, often settling for risky phys-
ical labor, in order to sustain themselves and their 

families. They also have no access to public health 
care and their children cannot go to school.

To help refugees in Malaysia, UNHCR 
Malaysia works with public and private organiza-
tions in that country to provide refugees with 
basic services. For example, it has worked with 
the Tzu Chi Kuala Lumpur and Selangor branch 
office for over a decade to provide free medical 
services and run education centers for refugees. In 
2016, the UNHCR added cash-based interventions 
(CBIs) to the collaboration.

“An Introduction to Cash-Based Interventions 
in UNHCR Operations” explains: “The main aim 
of all UNHCR cash-based interventions is to 
increase protection by reducing the risks faced by 
affected populations. Critically, by satisfying 
essential needs (including food, non-food, and 
access to services), resort to harmful coping 
mechanisms such as survival sex and child labor 
can be avoided.”

CBIs can be used to help refugees whose 
income has been temporarily disrupted, for exam-
ple by illness, or to provide food, shelter, and 
health care to disadvantaged groups like orphans 
or old people without family support.

Under this program, Tzu Chi volunteers in 
Kuala Lumpur, Selangor, Seremban, Melaka, and 
Johore visit the homes of refugees on lists provid-
ed to Tzu Chi by the UNHCR to assess the subsis-
tence needs of the families. Other special needs—
pertaining to medicine, education, legal counsel-
ing, or spiritual care—are handled separately. 
Volunteers have visited more than a thousand 
families since the program was launched, about 
35 percent of which were granted CBI assistance 
from the UNHCR.

Letchimi Doraisamy, the UNHCR officer in charge 
of the cash-based intervention program, explains 
the project to Tzu Chi volunteers.

A refugee waits for her turn at the OB/GYN clinic at 
the Tzu Chi Free Clinic in Kuala Lumpur.
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Letchimi Doraisamy, the UNHCR officer in 
charge of this CBI program, explained that the proj-
ect is similar to how Tzu Chi helps its charity cases 
in that it involves assessment through home visits 
and the writing of assessment reports. There is, 
however, one difference: Her agency requires that 
the assessment data be keyed into its CBI system so 
that the system can compute aid amounts for recip-
ients. She also pointed out that each case in the CBI 
program is reevaluated every three months.

Many Tzu Chi volunteers in Malaysia are of 
Chinese descent and their primary language is not 
English. It is therefore a challenge for them to write 
reports in English, a requirement by the UNHCR. 
Communicating with refugees presents additional 
challenges as well. Despite the challenges, they 
bravely accept the task because they know that 
many refugees are truly in need of help.

Another Rohingya refugee
Asmat Ali, 40, lives in a Melaka suburb, along 

with his wife and daughter. Like Abdullah, they 
are Rohingya refugees from Myanmar. The family 
once lived in Kuala Lumpur, where Ali worked as 

a welder until he became ill. Because it was too 
expensive to live in the capital, they moved to 
Melaka. Due to his health, Ali could only peddle 
religious books, which was hardly enough to keep 
his family afloat. They were nine months behind 
on the electricity bills and two on the rent.

When Tzu Chi volunteers visited his home, he 
implored them to help him and his family. He 
sobbed when he talked about getting treatment for 
his illness. Though his refugee card entitled him to 
discounts for medical care, the accumulated cost 
was still sky high for him. His health worried him. 
He feared for the livelihood of his wife and his 
daughter if he should succumb to his illness.

The lives of Abdullah, Asmat Ali, and his fam-
ily give a glimpse of the struggles that refugees in 
Malaysia are facing. The UNHCR aid, though 
modest, can help tide needy refugees over these 
very trying times.

The collaboration between Tzu Chi and the 
UN refugee agency allows the two sides to com-
plement each other as they work for the good of 
refugees. Working together, they hope to bring 
light to dark corners. 

Volunteers visits a refugee family in Melaka.
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free Prenatal Care 
for Refugees

By Siah Siew Chew and Chan Shi Yih
Translated by Tang Yau-yang

Costs have kept refugee women from 
receiving prenatal and delivery care at 
a health facility. Consequently child-
birth incidents, sometimes fatal, occur 
too frequently. Tzu Chi has stepped in 
to address the problem.

Dr. Ng Poh Yin and a small refugee patient ex -
change high-fives. He no longer cries in fear of see-
ing a doctor.

“Remember to deliver your baby in a hospital, 
nowhere else,” Dr. Ng Poh Yin (伍寶燕) said to her 
patient repeatedly in English with a serious 
expression. The patient, a pregnant woman from 
Myanmar, did not seem to understand her mes-
sage. Dr. Khine Pwint Phyu, a Burmese OB/GYN, 
repeated Dr. Ng’s message in Burmese to the 
patient, who finally understood and promised to 
do as she had been told.

These conversations took place in the Buddhist 
Tzu Chi Free Clinic located in Kuala Lumpur. This 
was the first Sunday of the month, when free pre-
natal and gynecological care is offered there to 
refugees.

Dr. Ng still remembered what had brought the 
clinic to offer this service. In 2016, she heard at her 
hospital that a Burmese refugee had chosen to 
deliver her baby not at a hospital but at a cheaper, 
ill-equipped location. Her baby died during birth. 
Dr. Ng learned that tragedies like that happened 
often because many pregnant refugee women 
can’t afford prenatal care or delivery at a hospital. 
She decided that she couldn’t sit aside while such 
tragedies continued to happen.

She had volunteered for years with the Tzu 
Chi International Medical Association (TIMA), 
which offers free medical services to needy peo-
ple around the world, and she had also volun-
teered at the Tzu Chi Free Clinic. In June 2016, to 
alleviate the suffering and safeguard the health of 
pregnant refugee women, she started OB/GYN 
services at the clinic.

The on-going provision of this service has 
been made possible by, among others, volunteer 
medical staff like Drs. Ng and Khine Pwint 
Phyu, who is from Myanmar and has now been 

in Malaysia for more than 11 years. Two years 
ago, Dr. Ng invited her to volunteer at a free 
clinic for refugees in Selayang. She noticed that 
most of the patients had come from Myanmar. 
“That made me feel even more obligated to use 
my expertise to serve the patients—most of them 
are my own fellow countrymen,” Dr. Khine 
Pwint Phyu said.

The physician has taken her students to serve 
at the OB/GYN clinic in the Tzu Chi Free Clinic, 
where they perform ultrasound and other proce-
dures for patients. Ng Chiew Ling (吳秋玲), a 
fifth-year medical student, said that she once wit-
nessed a refugee couple trying to come up with 
2,000 ringgit (US$510) for medical expenses in the 
emergency room of a government hospital. The 
husband kept calling his fellow Burmese for help. 
“I wanted to help them,” Ng said, “but I, a stu-
dent, didn’t have the means to do so.”

With that memory fresh in her mind, Ng 
joined her teacher in serving refugee patients. 
Such experience has allowed her to work with 
TIMA physicians. From them, she has learned 
that caring about the mental and psychological 
wellbeing of patients is as important as treating 
their illnesses.

Dr. Khine Pwint Phyu was glad to see her 
students learn and grow by volunteering for Tzu 
Chi. “Any hospital or professor can teach stu-
dents medical skills,” she said. “But Tzu Chi 
teaches medical students to become good, 
humane doctors.”
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Situated south of Damascus and about 13 kilo-
meters (8 miles) north of the Jordanian bor-
der, Daraa was a rich city in southwestern 

Syria. Fathea Hseen al-Ibcahen, 50, and her three 
children once lived there.

Fathea’s family was whole until her husband 
started a second family with another woman. 
Defying the social mores, she insisted on a 
divorce. After the divorce, she began to provide 
for her extended family of 14.

Her family produced and sold hand-made 
soap. Business was good, and the family enjoyed 
a comfortable living.

But on the evening of May 28, 2013, about two 
years into the Syrian civil war, a missile reduced 
her home to rubble in the blink of an eye. Her son, 
Mohammed Targ Dahdal, was buried under 
debris. The family and neighbors hustled to dig 
him out and rushed him to a hospital.

Mohammed had received many pieces of shrap-
nel, and his right leg was badly fractured below the 
knee. After 27 days in the hospital, the doctors 

advised an amputation. Fathea and Mohammed, 
then 14 years old, couldn’t accept the grim medical 
advice and decided against the surgery.

But it became apparent to the family that the 
missile had shattered more than Mohammed’s 
leg—their tranquil life had gone up in smoke as 
well. In June 2013, Fathea took her son and 200,000 
American dollars across the border to Ramtha, 
Jordan, in search of medical treatment for him.

For her son
Six months later, still in Ramtha, the two of 

them had used up their money, but Mohammed’s 
leg was not cured. Next came a visit with a 
Médecins Sans Frontières team at the border 
between Jordan and Syrian. The team examined 
and treated Mohammed, but that did not help 

His Leg, 
Her Flight

By Gao Yao-guang
Translated by Tang Yau-yang

She took her son from Syria to Jordan to seek treat-
ment. Despite repeated medical advice to ampu-
tate, she tried and tried again to save her son’s 
war-injured leg at all costs. “I don’t care about my 
house or my land,” said the erstwhile millionaire 
mother. “I only care about my children.”

Mohammed Targ Dahdal recuperates after surgery 
in September 2017. At his bedside are his mother, 
Fathea Hseen al-Ibcahen (center), and Tzu Chi vol-
unteer Hana Sabat.
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him much either. The doctors told him that he 
would not be able to walk again—in fact he would 
need an amputation.

“No way!” Mohammed said resolutely. “I 
believe I’ll walk again. Over my dead body will I 
agree to an amputation—I’ll let go of my leg only 
if it falls off by itself!”

Fathea at that time was receiving chemothera-
py for bone cancer, and she often suffered high 
fevers. Despite her own medical challenges, she 
was firmly against the notion of amputating her 
son’s leg. She even wanted to sell one of her kid-
neys to pay to have the leg treated instead of 
removed. Given her condition, the doctors ada-
mantly advised against that radical idea.

Fathea’s family owned a tract of land where 
they cultivated olive trees for their soap business. 
Now that she was out of money, she sold that land 
so she and Mohammed could continue to receive 
treatment. She also applied for aid from charitable 
organizations, which sent representatives to visit 
their apartment in Ramtha. Ironically, the neat-
ness in the home and the fragrance of hand-made 
soap—hardly signs of financial distress—led the 
representatives to disqualify their applications.

Fathea stopped her monthly treatment for her 
bone cancer so she could save 180 Jordanian dinar 
(US$254) a month to use for her son. She knew 
that her cancer was now deep in her bones, so she 
suspected that she probably would not live much 
longer anyway. In the meantime, Mohammed’s 
situation had also deteriorated. Things were not 
looking good. She had to find help.

She thought of calling Tzu Chi, a charity that 
had refused to help her before, but she had lost 

Mohammed Targ Dahdal tells visiting Tzu Chi volun-
teers that, despite 32 operations in four years, the 
doctors still recommended that his right leg be 
amputated—medical advice that he refused to follow.
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her faith in that foundation. At that time she trust-
ed only Allah.

Ironically, Tzu Chi had not refused to help her. 
Rather, a third party had given her a false message 
that led her to think that Tzu Chi had refused her.

The story went like this: On December 4, 2015, 
Tzu Chi volunteers from Amman went to Ramtha 
to visit the families they were helping and to dis-
tribute daily necessities to them. Fathea met the 
volunteers and very shyly asked them to help 
her, not with regular stipends but with her can-
cer medications. Chen Chiou Hwa (陳秋華), head 
of the Jordan Tzu Chi chapter, agreed to help her 
on the spot.

Unaccustomed to such a warm reception, she 
was almost too excited to breathe. She took a sip 
of water and rested a little to regain her compo-
sure. Then she told Chen that she had been a mil-
lionaire back in Syria, where she and her family 
had lived in a very large house, but she had lost 
everything. She had been fighting bone and throat 
cancers for more than two years. She had asked 
many NGOs for assistance but had received no 
help. “I swallowed my pride and came here to ask 
you for help today,” she said to Chen. “I never 
imagined that you people would be so kind and 
sincere. Thank you.”

The volunteers returned next month to 
Ramtha, but they did not see Fathea. Chen asked 
the staff from a refugee referral center why 
Fathea was nowhere to be seen. They informed 
Chen that Fathea had been sponsored by another 
charitable organization, so she no longer needed 
Tzu Chi’s help. That information, however, was 
not accurate.

After Fathea had received her first monthly 
assistance from Tzu Chi, the referral center 
informed her, wrongly, that Tzu Chi would not 
help cancer patients any more. She was very dis-
appointed by the notice, and she couldn’t under-
stand why the foundation had deserted her.

Another try
In spite of her disappointment with Tzu Chi, 

for the sake of her son Fathea eventually made a 
phone call to Tzu Chi volunteer Abeer Aglan M. 
Madanat on September 5, 2017. Mustering all her 
courage, Fathea said, “Can you help my son to get 

an operation? Just tell me yes or no.” Abeer did 
not respond directly to her question, so she hung 
up, disappointed again.

After Fathea abruptly hung up the phone, 
Abeer told Chen Chiou Hwa about her phone call. 
Chen without any hesitation decided to visit 
Fathea.

Chen did not waste any time. On September 8, 
just three days after her call for help, Chen and 
other volunteers drove a hundred kilometers (60 
miles) from Amman to Ramtha to visit Fathea. She 
was astounded and touched beyond description 
when she saw Chen again.

She told the visitors that she had tried all along 
to make a living on her own so as to break out from 
the quandary in which her family was mired. She 
had made hand-made soaps and tried to sell them 
in traditional markets in Ramtha. She had also tried 
to sell them to supermarkets and hotels, but she 
did not make much headway. Natural soap was 
just too pricy for the people in Ramtha. The fact 
that Syrians were prohibited from producing and 
selling goods in Jordan didn’t help either.

Some charitable organizations offered to pay for 
the materials for her to make the soap and to pur-
chase the soap from her, but they offered prices so 
low that she felt they were out to exploit her.

She told Chen and the other volunteers that, in 
the remaining days of her life, she wanted just one 
thing: that her son Mohammed could walk again so 
he could take care of his kid sister, who had arrived 
in Jordan from Syria to reunite with the family.

After the visit, Tzu Chi volunteers immediate-
ly contacted Dr. Munther Khatib, a Syrian physi-
cian they had long worked with, to evaluate 
Mohammed’s situation. The doctor determined 
that Mohammed would need three more opera-
tions. When he called Fathea to bring Mohammed 
in for surgery on September 12, merely four days 
after Chen’s visit to her home, Fathea was ecstat-
ic. “Tzu Chi moves very fast,” she said. “Now I 
know that they have always wanted to help me. I 
misunderstood them all these months because of 
miscommunications.”

Chen said, “We feel bad about not having been 
able to help Fathea for two years. We have learned 
our lesson. In the future, we must meet needy 
families face to face so we can eliminate the possi-
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bility of misunderstandings arising from the 
actions of third parties.”

The operation
Before this upcoming surgery, Mohammed 

had undergone 32 operations in four years, 14 of 
which were major surgeries, but these efforts had 

not restored the function of his right leg. He was 
still unable to walk.

Dr. Khatib invited Dr. Faten Qahaush, a 
Jordanian endoscopy specialist, to operate on 
Mohammed. On the big day, volunteers waited 
with Fathea outside the operating room. The 
surgery went very well. Dr. Khatib announced  

 A scene at the Azraq refugee camp, 
home to over 50,000 people. After 
arriving in Jordan, Hiba Targ Dahdal 
stayed here briefly before being 
released to her mother. About 
650,000 Syrians have registered as 
refugees in Jordan, though the 
actual number is much higher.
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afterwards that Mohammed 
would not need a second surgery, 
much less a third, as he had origi-
nally thought.

Mohammed was overjoyed to 
finally have his leg back. He felt 
like a new person. His steps were 
still wobbly, but he worked hard 
in rehab. “My brain was injured 
too, and I sometimes feel shocks as 
if I have touched a live electric 
wire. My muscles have withered 
from disuse, and they hurt when I 
do physical therapy. But still I per-
sist and force myself to do more 
[in rehab].”

With his ability to walk 
restored, Mohammed’s confi-
dence was back. He learned the 
art of soap making from his moth-
er, and he planned to finish school. 
“I’ll make up all the lessons that I 
missed, and I’ll enrich myself 
with as much knowl-
edge as I can,” he said. 
“Many children in my 
country don’t have the 
luxury of an educa-
tion, so I hope that I 
can go back one day to 
teach them.”

A long flight to safety
Fathea has three 

children—Mohammed 
is the eldest, followed 
by daughter Hiba and 
a younger son. The lat-
ter two remained in 
Syria when Fathea and 
Mohammed left their 

home for Jordan to seek treatment in 
2013. After that, Hiba took care of her 
little brother like a mother. “I decided 
to come to Jordan only after my kid 
brother was killed in 2015.” She burst 
into tears and was unable to speak 
any more.

That year, government and opposition forces 
executed 48 males in Hiba’s hometown, including 
her kid brother, then 11 years old. The boy begged 
his father at the scene to save him, but his father 
was unable to stop the execution. The sight of his 
young son’s murder shook the father so badly 
that it drove him insane.

“The mention of Syria hurts me badly,” Fathea 
said. “I don’t care about my house, my land, or 
anything else, but I care about my children. I’ve 
lost a child, and I’ve lost relatives and friends. My 
heart is broken.”

The news of her son’s death came at a time 
when Fathea was physically the feeblest and men-
tally the most helpless and vulnerable, but she 
still did what she could to help get her daughter 
into Jordan. After paying a great deal of money 
for an entry permit application for Hiba, she got 
the permit.

At that time, she and her daughter were geo-
graphically very close. Ramtha and Daraa are a 
mere 30-minute car ride apart, but that direct path 
was no longer accessible to Syrians fleeing their 

Escape route of 15-year-old Hiba Targ Dahdal 
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country. Hiba decided to take a convoluted route. 
It was a very long journey, 980 kilometers (610 
miles), that would take her eastward toward the 
border of Syria, Iraq, and Jordan, where she hoped 
to enter Jordan.

She somehow managed to get the money 
needed for the trip. She purchased the services 
of a human smuggling group, and on October 
23, 2015, at 15 years of age, she set out on her 
journey with more than a thousand other peo-
ple. It would become an 18-day trek through the 
desert for her.

They rode in trucks that were almost totally 
enclosed. The fares were 300 dinar (US$423) per 
head. Her fellow passengers included Yemenis, 
Iraqis, but mostly Syrians. The size of the caravan 
increased as more people joined in along the way.

Each time they reached a stop, the smuggling 
group charged the refugees again. More than 90 
percent of the people could not afford it, so they 
would just be kicked off the trucks. Once deserted 
by the caravan, those people might be taken to join 
the opposition forces if they were young men, mar-
ried off to local men if they were young women, or 
left to their own devices if they were infirm, physi-
cally disabled, or without other resources. Some 
people got off along the way to continue their jour-
neys to destinations like Iraq, Turkey, or Europe. 
Hiba was on the truck for more than 18 hours a day. 

Fathea Hseen al-Ibcahen (left) poses for a photo, 
along with her children Hiba (second from left) and 
Mohammed Targ Dahdal (right). A visiting Tzu Chi 
volunteer rounds out the group.
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Unable to tell day from night, she was somewhat 
disoriented and always extremely scared.

Sometimes they stopped at the campgrounds 
of nomads to eat or sleep—but only after they had 
paid. Hiba had to stay alert, even during sleep, 
keeping an eye out for the caravan for fear of 
being left behind.

Eighteen days later—which, Hiba said, seemed 
like 20 years to her—they finally arrived at the 
three-nation border. Hiba and five others got off 
and stayed a day at the border before being sent to 
the Azraq refugee camp.

Fathea had lost contact with Hiba during her 
second day of the flight. The mother was worried 
sick. She fasted day and night, only drinking 
water—all she could do was pray for the safety 
of her daughter. When she finally heard that 
Hiba had reached the refugee camp, she was on 
cloud nine and went out to shout in great elation 
on the street.

She rushed from Ramtha to Azraq to meet her 
daughter, but she could hardly recognize her. 
The girl she saw was filthy, disheveled, and 
much taller than she had remembered. They 
embraced and cried, all too happy and excited to 
see each other again.

Hanging on to hope
Chen Chiou Hwa said that the Jordanian gov-

ernment had once operated eight entry points on 
its border with Syria, but, to better manage the 
influx of refugees, it had closed seven of them, 
leaving the three-nation border the sole point of 
entry to Jordan from Syria. That’s why Hiba had 
no choice but to travel 980 kilometers to enter 
Jordan—the distance was almost from one end of 
Jordan to the other.

Chen and his fellow volunteers had distribut-
ed aid to refugees at the Azraq camp, where Hiba 
stayed briefly. “The children we saw there must 
not have bathed for who knows how long,” Chen 
said. “Their hair was badly knotted. Life must 
have been hard.” Chen asked some refugees there 
whether they could have returned to Syria if they 
had not been able to gain entry into Jordan. They 
said that they would have had to pay at check 
points, either to the government or to the opposi-
tion, for passage. Failing that, they would have 

been shot to death. They were caught between a 
rock and a hard place.

“After her brother was killed,” Chen contin-
ued, “Hiba, just 15 years old, crossed the vast des-
ert to be reunited with her mother. I just can’t bear 
to imagine all the hardships that she must have 
endured.”

Happily, these nightmares are behind Hiba 
now. She has finished high school in Jordan and is 
preparing to go to college. Her dream is to become 
a physician so she can help people.

While finally living together has brought great 
happiness to the three of them, the challenges fac-
ing Fathea have not diminished, not even for one 
day. She still has to support her family, so she con-
tinues to work hard.

In Syria in the old days, whenever she was in 
need of raw materials to make soap, she would 
just pick up the phone and people would willing-
ly loan them to her. But not in Jordan. She has 
experienced such tremendous pressure to sustain 
the family that she contemplated suicide, not once 
but twice. Tzu Chi volunteers often purchased 
soap from her in the hope that that would help 
her and her children emerge from their conun-
drum. That helped her regain some confidence, 
but she knew at the same time that she could not 
depend on others forever. That’s why she contin-
ued to look for work to make more money beyond 
making soap to sell.

Gradually, she began doing better. Once the 
family’s finances improved, she asked Tzu Chi 
to stop giving her money each month for medi-
cal treatment. She even began making regular 
donations to help others, and she donated a 
thousand bars of soap to residents at the Zaatari 
refugee camp.

In the meantime, she has continued to receive 
treatment for her bone cancer. Her doctor says she 
is looking better. Life is looking up for her.

Still, the war has traumatized her. “It’s a feeling 
that is beyond description,” Fathea said. “A sort of 
fear haunts me even in my dreams.” She wasn’t 
worried for herself, she said, but for every person in 
her family, including those who remain in Syria.

She is grateful to everyone who has helped her. 
They have helped her see hope. She hopes she can 
one day return to her beloved Syria, her home.
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“H ow long is one second? To satisfy people’s 
appetite for meat, 1,776 animals per second 
are served as food on dining tables around 

the world. In that same short second, 160,000 plas-
tic bags are produced by humans….”

The speaker was Qiu Shu-zi (邱淑姿), her audi-
ence a group of elementary school children. She 
had been invited to the school to explain to the 
kids how humans are affecting the environment. 
Watching the video Qiu was showing them, the 
children commented one after another: “The Earth 
is running a fever,” “The polar bears are losing 
their homes,” “The poor albatross, her stomach is 
full of garbage.”

Qiu said to the kids, “The Earth is sick. What 
can we do for her? Things will be different if we 
can each do our bit to help her.”

In just four years, she has given a thousand 
free talks on environmental protection. That’s 
almost 21 talks per month. Her dedication to the 
cause is impressive. What led her, a retired teach-
er, to this path? What fueled her determination to 
spread the word to help the environment?

Greatest suffering in life
In July 2012, following an examination at 

Taichung Tzu Chi Hospital in central Taiwan, Qiu, 
then 49, was told by her doctor, Wu Yung-kang 

A Blessing in 
Disguise

Her talks raise awareness of the importance of environmental pro-
tection. She is a cancer survivor and each presentation is a chal-
lenge to her stamina, but she remains undaunted and keeps going. 
She believes it’s a blessing to be able to give. She has already 
reached her goal of giving a thousand talks, and is now working 
toward the next thousand.

By Lai Xiu-duan
Abridged and translated by Wu Hsiao-ting

Photos by Jian Ming-an
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(吳永康), that there was a malignant tumor in her 
stomach. This kind of cancer wouldn’t respond 
well to chemotherapy, so she agreed to undergo 
surgery to have it removed.

A devout Buddhist, she realized that illness 
and death are just a part of life and that what hap-
pens to you in this life is a result of what you did 
in your previous lives. Death did not scare her, 
and she faced the diagnosis calmly. But still, she 
was relatively young at 49. She wanted to live lon-
ger so she could have more time to do good. She 
also didn’t want to die before her parents and 
cause them grief. That’s why she actively under-
went treatment.

One third of her stomach was removed in the 
surgery. During her hospitalization, Qiu couldn’t 
eat or drink for seven days and nights. Her body 
was covered in tubes—drip catheter, urinary 
catheter, nasogastric tube, etc. Repeated needle 
pricks gave her a lot of pain, but what bothered 

Qiu Shu-zi volunteers at a Tzu Chi hospital. She 
was diagnosed with cancer in 2012 and had one 
third of her stomach surgically removed. Yet in-
stead of leading an easy life after that, she has 
gone all out to volunteer. Life’s impermanence has 
motivated her to take every day seriously and not 
to mindlessly squander away time.
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her the most was the insertion of the nasogastric 
tube. She felt as if she was having a bad cold and 
couldn’t breathe smoothly with the tube in her 
throat. She felt awful. The experience helped her 
realize why of the eight sufferings in life that the 
Buddha talked about, illness is considered the 
greatest suffering.

A blessing in disguise
Heaven was nice to her. The surgery went well, 

and Qiu fully recovered. The illness, however, 
was a wake-up call, and it led to a change in her 
career path. She decided to leave teaching when 
she was 50 and begin volunteering full-time for 
Tzu Chi. She had become a certified Tzu Chi vol-
unteer 12 years earlier in 2000.

She couldn’t wait to resume volunteering as 
soon as she was discharged from the hospital. On 
the very day she left the hospital, though she 
hadn’t fully recovered her strength yet, she went 

to collect donations for Tzu Chi. Within less than a 
week, she was working at a recycling station, 
wearing a post-operative compression girdle. Her 
illness had been a lesson in the Buddhist doctrine 
of impermanence. She used to think that she had 
all the time in the world, and she would often stay 
up late watching TV. Now she knew from person-
al experience that impermanence could strike at 
any time and nothing could be taken for granted. 
Time is therefore as precious as diamonds, and it 
shouldn’t be squandered away mindlessly.

One time Qiu went to volunteer at the Jing Si 
Abode, the Buddhist convent founded by Master 
Cheng Yen in Hualien, eastern Taiwan. She was 
helping compile materials on Tzu Chi’s history. 
Master De Qi, a nun at the abode, asked about her 
health and encouraged her to think of her illness 
positively. “Cancer is a gift from heaven,” the nun 
said. Qiu realized what she was trying to tell her: 
Hardship is a blessing in disguise. Master De Qi’s 
words led her to look at her cancer diagnosis from 
a new perspective. She taught her to be grateful 
because such adversity could help her grow.

In August 2014, two years after her brush with 
the disease, she learned that Dr. Wu, who had 

Qiu takes notes while listening to a talk given by 
Master Cheng Yen via video-conferencing. She 
thanks Buddhist teachings for helping her face her 
cancer diagnosis more calmly.
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operated on her, had died suddenly of an aortic 
dissection. He was found passed out in a sur-
geon’s dressing room after having just finished an 
operation on a patient, and he died soon thereaf-
ter despite emergency care. The passing of the 
doctor, who had looked so healthy, came as a 
shock to Qiu and further brought home to her 
life’s impermanence. Afterwards, she often told 
herself that life is like a flickering candle that can 
be blown out by a sudden gust of wind at any 
time. None of us are promised a tomorrow. To be 
alive is a miracle; we should be grateful for every 
moment and live life as fully as possible.

All that Qiu had experienced led her to cherish 
every chance to give of herself. She participated in 
as many Tzu Chi events as she could, and she 
encouraged other volunteers to make the most of 
their time by doing their best to give. When she 
volunteered at a hospital, she shared her experi-
ences as a cancer survivor with patients and 
cheered them on with a bright smile. She told them 
happiness is a choice; one’s day is happy or sad—

depending less on the circumstances in it, but 
more on one’s perspective. She encouraged the 
patients to choose happiness. The patients knew 
that she had been through what they were going 
through, and so they found her words plausible. 
She was like a ray of sunshine, bringing confidence 
and courage to people who needed a lift.

Meeting Tzu Chi
Qiu was born in a farming family in Zhang-

hua, central Taiwan, the fifth among six children. 
She loved school, and after graduating from col-
lege she worked first as a civil servant and then 
as a teacher.

She married in 1991. She and her husband both 
worked, but when they got home at the end of the 
day, the care of all the household chores fell to her. 
Her husband felt that it was a woman’s duty to do 

Qiu sorts garbage at a recycling point. Besides giv-
ing talks to advocate environmental causes, she 
reclaims reusable resources to protect the Earth.
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the housework, so he refused to help and simply 
relaxed on the sofa after work, waiting for dinner 
to be served. Qiu couldn’t agree with him though. 
She believed that a couple should share the chores, 
especially when they both worked. The two of 
them often fought over this issue.

At the time, a colleague at Qiu’s elementary 
school often lent her the Tzu Chi Monthly and other 
Tzu Chi publications to read. Qiu liked the stories 
in them and found them touching. She subse-
quently became a donating member of the founda-
tion and began participating in its events.

In 1995 Qiu attended a Tzu Chi year-end bless-
ing ceremony, where she heard a song that made 
her reflect on her relationship with her husband. 
The lyrics went, “Who’s in the wrong? What do 
you hate? It’s all in how you look at it.” She sud-
denly realized that her unhappiness in her mar-
riage arose from seeing things from only one per-
spective. She should change her attitude toward 
her husband, look at his merits, and compliment 
him on them instead of focusing on his faults and 

constantly jumping into arguments with him. 
Even when she felt she was in the right, being 
high-handed and tough wouldn’t help things. 
Instead, being gentle and understanding would 
be a better way to defuse any tension. As she 
changed her attitude, her relationship with her 
husband gradually improved and they were no 
longer so often at loggerheads with each other.

Qiu and her husband are childless. Whenever 
she heard her colleagues or relatives talk about 
how much they loved their children, she’d feel 
lost, as if her life was missing something. But 
being in Tzu Chi and exposed to Master Cheng 
Yen’s teachings led her to think differently. Being 
childless had its advantages too. For example, she 
had fewer attachments and could spend more 
time volunteering. She would also have more time 
to focus on her students and give them her undi-
vided love.

In 1997, Qiu volunteered at a Tzu Chi summer 
camp for children, where she saw pictures of starv-
ing, emaciated people in Ethiopia. Her heart was 
greatly stirred when she saw the dire effects of 
poverty and famine in that African country. She 
decided to work harder to enlist donating mem-
bers and solicit donations to help the foundation 
relieve suffering in the world. She also began train-
ing to become a certified volunteer. Three years 

Qiu conducts a group activity at a campus event. 
As a member of the Tzu Chi Teachers Associa-
tion, she visits schools to share Master Cheng 
Yen’s teachings with students and help nurture 
their character. Qiu BAi-feng
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later, in 2000, she received her volunteer certifica-
tion from Master Cheng Yen and officially commit-
ted herself to the path of charitable work.

Working for the environment
After her cancer diagnosis, Qiu often won-

dered what could have led to her illness. Aside 
from her personal habits, could it also have had 
to do with the environment in which she lived? 
She began to read related articles and news 
reports, through which she learned that some 
cancers are indeed closely related to the pollution 
in our environment.

In December 2013, she took part in a Tzu Chi 
camp whose purpose was to train speakers to 
promote the importance of environmental pro-
tection. When the camp was coming to an end, 
she was one of those who went on stage to share 
her thoughts. She had learned at the camp that 
Chen Zhe-lin (陳哲霖), a Tzu Chi volunteer, had 
already given 1,124 talks advocating environmen-
tal causes. Inspired by Chen’s example, Qiu 

pledged in front of the audience: “I’ll start visiting 
schools to promote environmental protection. I’ll 
set my goal at giving a thousand talks.” She felt 
that an earth-friendly attitude should be instilled 
early in life. That would be for the benefit of 
everyone and for the good of the Earth.

She started her talks at the elementary school 
where she had once taught. She also asked other 
teachers she knew to let her speak at their schools. 
She worked hard at it, giving one talk after another. 
Her highest record was six talks in a single day.

The size of her audience ranges from less than 
20 to 600, but she would present to an audience of 
one if necessary. When it comes to environmental 
protection, everybody counts. Even small acts of 
recycling accumulated by one person over time 
can make an impact.

Qiu explains the meaning of an aphorism by Master 
Cheng Yen to a woman at a Tzu Chi event held to 
give thanks to police officers and fire fighters for 
their public service.
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In many people’s eyes, environmentalism is a 
solemn topic. Qiu tries to lighten her talks by 
introducing games or by sharing interesting sto-
ries or personal experiences. Sometimes she drags 
a rolling suitcase filled with plastic bottles, batter-
ies, or blankets to use as visual aids. She tries vari-
ous ways to engage people and motivate them to 
recycle and live an eco-friendly life.

Zheng Shu-er (鄭淑兒) is a teacher who was 
inspired to follow in Qiu’s footsteps and become a 
certified Tzu Chi volunteer. She was later diag-
nosed with cancer, but that hasn’t stopped her 
from aiming to give a thousand talks to help raise 
public awareness of environmental issues. “I may 
not be able to go all out like Qiu, but I’ll work 
steadfastly toward my goal,” she declared.

Another thousand
Qiu has shared her environmental message, one 

talk after another, over a thousand times. Despite 
her years of teaching experience, she still gets ner-
vous when she has to speak to a large audience. 
For the sake of the environment, however, she 
always tries to channel her nervousness into ener-
gy that makes her performance better.

She is already seeing the impact her talks have 
made—from students who voted not to use air-
conditioning in class, to teachers who asked their 
students to cut down on kitchen waste, to school 
administrators who decided to have a vegetarian 
meal each day. She is greatly cheered by these 
results. They more than make up for her hoarse 
voice and sore feet. Giving these talks might tire 
her, but she feels richly rewarded spiritually.

Qiu reached her one-thousand-talk goal on 
December 11, 2017, speaking to a group of over 20 
students at Wun-Sin Elementary School in 
Taichung, central Taiwan. On that same day, she 
hurried over to Sizhangli Junior High, also in 
Taichung, to give another speech and start anoth-
er milestone of her life—another one thousand 
talks on environmental protection.

“Though I’ve pledged to give another thousand 
talks, my ultimate goal is to keep going and never 
stop,” said Qiu. “After my second thousand, I’ll 
work toward yet another thousand.”

Qiu picks tea leaves at a Tzu Chi property. After her 
illness led her to retire early, she dedicated herself 
to serving society through volunteering.
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I am handicapped as a result of polio, but for a 
long time I refused to acknowledge my dis-
ability. I struggled with it and felt uncomfort-

able with who I was. I became happier and more 
at peace when I eventually came to terms with my 
physical condition, but that transformation didn’t 
come easy. It involved a lot of pain, inner struggle, 
and self-examination.

When I was a senior in high school, I was the 
head of the photography club at my school. I 

o f t e n  c u t 

How I Came to

Face My Disability
By Xu Wen-yao

Translated by Wu Hsiao-ting
Graphics by Su Fang-pei

classes to have photos developed at a studio 
nearby. One day my chemistry teacher caught me 
skipping class. He did two things that I have 
never forgotten. First, he dashed towards me and 
slapped me in the face. Second, he said to me, 
“You’re cutting class? With your disability, your 
only hope is to rely on your brains. Now you’re 
ruining even that possibility!”

I cried for a long time after I went home that 
day, and I vowed to myself I’d apply myself and 
aim high in life. Now I have a PhD and teach in 

a university. Strictly speaking, I should thank 
that teacher for giving me that slap, 

for shaking me awake and 
helping me realize 

that if I 
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didn’t work hard, I would never amount to 
much in my life. However, I can’t muster the 
tiniest shred of gratitude toward him. That slap 
was a huge blow to my pride, and while it did 
spur me to work harder, it also made me realize 
that no matter how well I did, nothing would 
ever change the fact I was handicapped. This 
instilled a sense of inferiority in me that troubled 
me for many years afterwards.

Seed for change
If you feel inferior, you care more about what 

others think of you than what you think of your-
self. You require external motivation to boost your 
confidence. Some people, for example, go to 
weight reduction centers to stay fit because they 
feel that if they have a nicer figure, people will 
look at them differently. However, the more they 

care about how 
they look, the 

easier it is for them to feel inferior about their 
body shape. No matter how hard they work on 
slimming down, they cannot eliminate their sense 
of inferiority.

When I realized that no matter how successful 
I might become, nothing would change the fact 
that I am disabled, a notion surfaced in my mind: 
Should I acknowledge my handicap and accept 
myself for the way I am or continue to deny it?

This question plagued my thoughts 
constantly.

One time I took a cab. It was rush hour and 
traffic was a mess. As soon as I got in, the driver 
took off and said to me, “I wouldn’t have picked 
you up if I hadn’t taken pity on you….” Without 
waiting for him to finish, I snapped at him, “Let 
me off!” He pulled to a stop, and as I got out, I 
threw a large bill at the stunned driver. I said, 
“Keep the change. I pity you for being a cab driv-
er…hence the tip!”

Later, when I had calmed down, I couldn’t 
help but feel that I had overreacted. The cab driv-

er might not have meant any 
insult. He might even have had a 
soft spot for disabled people—
which might have been why he 
had stopped to pick me up. 
Maybe he just didn’t know how 
to express his good intentions. 
Looking at the matter from 
another angle, I asked myself: 
“If I hadn’t felt so inferior about 
my physical condition, would I 
have allowed myself to be so 
easily offended by someone’s 

innocent remark?”
That incident got me thinking 

about how my disability had come to 
deeply affect my mentality and my life. 
It also helped me realize that since my 
disability was a fact I couldn’t change, 
to continue to deny it wasn’t going to do 

me any good. To continue to deny my 
disability would only be allowing it to 

shackle me.
Just like that, my mindset changed. It was as if 

a weight had been suddenly taken from me—I felt 
free and liberated. When I realized that my inferi-
ority all started and ended with my thoughts, I 
could feel the word “handicap” beginning to lose 
its grip on me.

In the past, to prove to others I could be as 
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strong as an able-bodied person, I’d stand for six 
hours straight teaching classes. When I did that, 
my feet would hurt so badly that I had to have 
several massages afterwards to feel better. Now I 
no longer need to prove myself to others.

Face it and let go
Only when I came to acknowledge my physi-

cal limitation could I untangle the knot in my 
heart; only when I faced my inner demon head 
on, without evasion, did it stop disabling me and 
set me free. When I had thought this through, my 
mind became more peaceful and no longer so eas-
ily perturbed.

After I had accepted my physical condition, I 
also began to see that being disabled isn’t all bad. 
For example, I can get a 50-percent discount on air-
fare, I can park for free in Taipei City, and it is even 
easier for me to get certain government loans. 
When I could get so many benefits as a disabled 
person, why did I refuse to be one? All this posi-
tive thinking proved very helpful to me. During 
the process I realized that I can be either strong or 
weak—it all depends on my mindset.

Before I acknowledged my disability, I’d go 
out of my way to prove that I could do every-
thing an able-bodied person could do, and even 
do it better. However, when something hap-
pened that proved otherwise, I’d feel very frus-
trated and upset.

The following incident proves this point. It 
happened when my first child was five months 
old. One day my wife was taking a shower when 
my son, originally asleep, burst out crying. I 
walked towards him to pick him up so that I could 
rock him in my arms and put him back to sleep, 
but then I had second thoughts. His spine wasn’t 
fully developed yet and his head and neck needed 
careful support if I was to hold him. To hold him 
properly required the use of both of my hands, 
but then I wouldn’t be able to use my crutches. 
But without my crutches, I might accidentally fall 
over and bring the baby down with me.

All those thoughts stopped me from picking 
him up. He continued to wail all the while, no 
matter how much I tried to calm him down. For 
the first time since we had married, I felt my wife 
was taking an incredibly long time in the shower. 
Why was she taking so long?

My wife eventually came out of the shower, 
and she quickly lulled our son back to sleep. But 
instead of being relieved at how easily she could 

do that, I became mad at myself and pulled a long 
face. My wife asked me what was wrong, but I 
just answered coldly, “Nothing. I’m tired. I’m 
going to bed.”

I woke up at three a.m. that night and was 
unable to fall back asleep, my mind churning 
with the incident. Suddenly from out of nowhere, 
a picture flashed in my mind: I was running free-
ly across an open grassy field with my son 
clutched in my arms, both of us looking cheerful 
and carefree.

In that vision, there were no crutches in my 
hands. It showed that if I stopped letting my dis-
ability be a sore spot with me, it would lose its 
power over me. I burst out laughing in my bed.

My road to a full acceptance of myself consist-
ed of countless moments of reflection like this 
one. It wasn’t easy, and it took a long time, but I 
finally did accept myself for the way I am. When I 
did, I felt I had come home.

Just be yourself
Before I met my future wife, I dated a girl for 

11 years. We broke up in the end because her fam-
ily objected to our being together—because I was 
handicapped. On account of that experience, 
when I eventually tied the knot with my wife, I 
naturally was grateful to her for being willing to 
take me as her husband.

My complex feelings on this issue cannot be 
easily explained, but they did affect the way I 
interacted with my wife. I remember that when I 
was newly married, I would go out of my way to 
please her. It was as if I felt subconsciously that 
she had done me a huge favor by marrying a dis-
abled person like me and so I should be extra 
nice to her.

That continued until my wife told me I didn’t 
need to bend over backwards every day to 
please her or make her happy. She said she 
wanted me to be me, to be my most natural self. 
We had a lifetime to spend together after all, and 
our relationship wouldn’t be healthy unless we 
could share both tears and laughter, pain and 
happiness.

I thank my wife for helping me be myself. She 
is a force for good on my path to a full acceptance 
of myself.

Every one of us has some inner challenges to 
tackle on our journey in life. Try to untangle that 
knot in your heart by facing it head on so that you 
can be more peaceful, content, and happy. 
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At 1:14 in the afternoon of September 19, 2017, 
an earthquake struck Mexico City. At the Mexico 
City Metropolitan Cathedral, one of the three 
sculptures that depicted the virtues of Faith, Hope 
and Charity, located at the top of the front façade, 
fell down. It was Hope. Far from symbolizing a 
bad omen, this event demonstrated to the world 
one of the true values of the citizens of Mexico 
City—solidarity. Hundreds of thousands respond-
ed first at the collapsed buildings and helped in 

HOPE
By Rodrigo Pérez Lozada

Photos by Huang Xiao-zhe
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the many tasks unfulfilled by the government. 
Rescuers were mixed with common people, fire-
men with office clerks, and soldiers with construc-
tion workers.

Perhaps the most similar civil action was 32 
years ago, on the exact same date, September 19, 
which Mexican writer Carlos Fuentes declared as 
the day when “Civil society realized it had its 
own powers.” Tragedy reminds us we have each 
other to trust. Unfortunately for me, I was only 

seven years old at the time, so most of what I 
know about that disaster came to me in recent 
years through documentaries recalling acts of 
kindness and heroism. Maybe my intention to 
help people these days was seeded by those tales 
of pure altruism.

Living in the darkness of individualism, we 
sometimes forget those values and only expect 
problems to fade away or be solved by someone 
else. For me, living far away from Mexico for six 
years gave me plenty of time to meditate on the 
reality of my home place. Immigrants understand 
the feeling of being separated from their native 
culture. In the distance, we start to cultivate a 
special interest in our own roots, and we also 
want to find a way to demonstrate this love. I do 
believe I have taken the best values from Mexico 
and Canada. Ancient Mexicans believed it was 
important to honor their own words, and they 
demonstrated this through their actions. In 
Canada I have picked up the importance of 
respecting other people’s ideas because that is the 
main answer to solving conflicts. Now I’m proud 
to call both places home.

About my hometown, Mexico City, many peo-
ple wonder how come a huge city could be erect-
ed on top of a lake. I really have no answer to that, 
but it is the reality. When the Aztecs (or old 
Mexicans as I like to call them) arrived on an islet 
in Lake Texcoco nearly 500 years ago, they never 
imagined the city that would be there one day. 
They venerated nature and believed that every-
thing should be in balance. Against all odds they 
engineered a system to construct buildings on top 
of the water. Sadly, nowadays almost everything 
they achieved is only a myth, with the exception 
of Xochimilco’s canals, where its chinampas (artifi-
cial islands used for agriculture) struggle to sur-
vive aggressive urban expansion.

The reality of the earthquake is a reminder of 
our heritage: that we are living on top of a lake, 
and that we should acknowledge what we have 
done to our environment. In his first novel, La 
región más transparente (Where the Air Is Clear), 
the same Carlos Fuentes wrote of the beauty that 
Mexico City once displayed to every visitor when 
meeting the ancient city for the first time. Most of 

The Mexico City Metropolitan Cathedral appears 
normal except perhaps for some scaffolds atop the 
clock tower. The scaffolding was there for the 
repair of a sculpture depicting the virtue of Hope. 
The sculpture was knocked down in the September 
19 earthquake.
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the rivers feeding the lake are now in pipelines, 
not to mention their pollution as well. So what 
happened in this earthquake must be taken seri-
ously, and the best way to honor the memory of 
the victims is to give our best to improve society 

and to create a spirit of generosity that my grand-
parents once told me existed in the streets.

This is not my first time volunteering. I did 
some teaching and counselling 12 years ago. At 
that point of my life, I was struggling through a 
heavy depression. I quit my former job and some-
how ended up in a center where most of the resi-
dents were kids aged ten or younger who were 
receiving chemotherapy. Those I had the luck to 
tutor were survivors who, contrary to my first 
expectations, were full of strength. I’m very thank-
ful for that experience because they taught me 

Rodrigo Pérez Lozada was born in 1979 in Mexico 
City, where he now lives as a free-lance artist. He 
was among the first volunteers to help in the disaster 
zone after the September 19 quake. He later joined 
Tzu Chi volunteers in making home visits to and con-
ducting aid distributions for quake survivors.
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more than anything I could share with them. Their 
will to hold on to life was remarkable.

My entire experience with the Tzu Chi 
Foundation is now part of my life. It’s the first time 
I have been deeply involved in a humanitarian 
relief project. My curiosity took me to see what a 
Buddhist foundation was doing in a remote disas-
ter area like San Gregorio, Xochimilco. As days 
passed by, Tzu Chi volunteers—Yihan, Joyce, and 
Tim—became like friends. Their enthusiasm made 
me recognize the big picture of their plan to reach 
those in need. I’m glad that I decided to work with 

Tzu Chi volunteers to provide relief to disaster vic-
tims. Helping Tzu Chi was the best way to focus 
my energy on helping other people.

Just a week before meeting Tzu Chi, I was car-
rying rubble from the earthquake, and I became 
sick because of the dust in the air. Even with that, 
I felt determined to help people outdoors in the 
disaster area because I figured that the population 
in a town like San Gregorio would be vulnerable 
after the catastrophe. Time proved that I was not 
wrong. Nevertheless, it soon got very clear that 
this work—I will use the word “work” here 
because I took it seriously—was beyond my ego 
and demanded my total honesty. Was I willing to 
help until the end of the process?

Even when I was a boy in Mexico City, before 
the earthquake, Xochimilco remained a total enig-
ma for me. Residents there fiercely protect their 
traditions and beliefs, and the custom of locals 
saluting each other in the streets yet exists. 
Helping in San Gregorio was a real challenge. I 
was as much a foreigner to them as were the 
Taiwanese, with the exception of the language. 
The first big challenge was to gain their trust. To 
my surprise, people were charmed by the peace-
ful approach of the Tzu Chi volunteers, who thus 
gained their trust and mine as well.

Seemingly endless cases kept coming in, but 
as I mentioned before, there was an urgency in 
honoring the memory of the victims. That was 
where my energy came from. If I couldn’t save 
lives from the rubble, maybe I could help the vol-
unteers to cheer up the lives of survivors. So 
every time I passed by places where I knew peo-
ple had lost their lives, I tried to remember them 
and do my best. Hopefully their surviving rela-
tives would receive aid.

Rodrigo Pérez Lozada shows photos that he took 
when he worked to help quake victims.
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There was something else: I couldn’t go back 
to my daily routine ignoring what others were 
struggling through. After the earthquake, local 
residents were traumatized. Once you approached 
them, sometimes they only needed to purge that 
fear, or just describe their experiences during the 
catastrophe. After the first days, I remembered 
how much I enjoyed speaking to strangers in the 
street. Maybe it was an ideal position for me: 
learning while you listen, understanding while 
you enter into their lives as a friend.

Among the many lessons I’ve learned was the 
love for all people expressed by the Tzu Chi vol-
unteers, and most important their spirit of service. 
Here lies the biggest cultural impact on me: We as 
volunteers serve people, find what they need, and 
fulfill them with everything we have—our hearts. 
This work doesn’t have lunch breaks, and we 
can’t just check out. We Mexicans should have 
this in mind all the time: One should continue to 
be a Tzu Chi volunteer even after taking off one’s 
golden uniform vest. A good example of this atti-
tude was shown to me by the medical teams, 
superintendents, and all kinds of specialists who 
greeted people with humility, as if they had all the 
time in the world for each person.

On the first day of the aid distribution at 
Xochimilco, I probably felt the distress, tired-
ness, frustration, and sorrow all come together. 
It was after I had talked to the third or fourth 
person in the entrance area that Master Cheng 
Yen’s words found an echo as I explained to a 
man about the mere act of giving without asking 
anything in return. Suddenly I felt all the burden 
of that time, visiting San Gregorio almost every 
day for over two months, looking after people in 
need, seeing the heavy damage in their houses, 
hearing the stories about their lost ones or 
injured relatives, and witnessing so much 
destruction all around. Everything came at the 
same time, and I felt so frustrated at not being 
able to help more people.

For me, continuing to volunteer after the earth-
quake is the least I can do as a citizen. I understand 
I cannot pass by human misery and just ignore it. 
Every person can help others if they clearly under-
stand the purpose of doing good. There’s a lot of 
gratitude around, and I prefer to keep the positive 
memories of my experiences after the quake. I only 
ask my fellow Taiwanese and Mexican friends to 
not forget what we went through together. Most 
importantly, let us all never lose hope. The statue 
representing Hope will probably be repaired, the 
same as my city. We just need to stand together 
from now on.

A volunteer prays for deceased victims beside a 
damaged church. 
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Brilianto’s 
Recycling Efforts

By Yuliati
Translated from Indonesian into Chinese by Li Jia-yun and Chen Ya-ru

Translated into English by Tang Yau-yang

Brilianto Pratama doesn’t mind if others see him collecting garbage. “Such efforts are good for myself 
and for others,” he declares with conviction. His parents have the same mindset. They proudly sup-
port him in his recycling endeavors.

Brilianto and his 
father process 
recyclables at 
home. YuLIaTI
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Bags of PET bottles in a corner of the house 
and plant pots converted from PET bottles 
neatly lined up on the top of a wall repre-

sent Brilianto Pratama’s labor of love.
Brilianto, 13, lives in Kampung Sawah, Bekasi, 

in the Indonesian province of West Java. He is a 
recipient of Tzu Chi tuition aid. He started recy-
cling after messages about the importance of pre-
serving the Earth struck a chord with him during 
Tzu Chi events held for tuition aid recipients.

He picks up garbage on his way home from 
school, and goes back out to collect trash when he 
has finished his homework and chores at home. 
His yard at home has been converted into his own 
little recycling station, where he sorts what he 
brings home.

PET bottles account for most of the garbage he 
collects. He removes the caps, washes the bottles, 
flattens them, and separates them by color before 
storing them in a corner of his home. When he saves 
enough of them, he sells them to a recycling dealer. 
He uses the proceeds to buy school supplies and, if 
there is any left, donates it to help others.

The boy also makes PET bottles into everyday 
items or handicrafts. “I once made lanterns from 
PET bottles,” he said with a smile. “I didn’t have 
much time, so I made just five of them. I sold them 
for 15,000 rupiah [US$1.08] each.”

Brilianto is not in the least embarrassed or shy 
when he picks up recyclable garbage. “What I do 
is good for myself and for others,” he declared. 
His parents think like him; they support and are 
proud of their son’s recycling work.

Heartwarming care
Brilianto’s father, Krisna Sederhanawan, is 

very appreciative of Tzu Chi’s financial aid to his 

son. He said that at first he didn’t think the foun-
dation would grant his son tuition assistance 
because they live in the home of a wealthy rela-
tive. “I was sure no foundation would help us 
after they had visited where we lived,” the father 
said. “In fact, living with a wealthy family is more 
torturous than most people know. Tzu Chi volun-
teers know how we feel. They not only care about 
our material needs—they are mindful of our feel-
ings as well.”

The father used to deliver bottled water, earn-
ing 1.5 million rupiah (US$108) a month. With four 
children in his family to raise, that money did not 
go very far or last very long. He sometimes could 
not give them spending money. “I just didn’t have 
the money,” he said wryly as he looked at his son. 
“Luckily, he has never complained.”

When he watched his son walk to school, he 
agonized over the long distance he needed to 
cover. Later, he found a better-paying job as the 
custodian of the storage room at a church. That job 
has enabled him to better provide for his family. 
The downside is that the church is very far from 
his home, so he has to live away from home.

Tuesday is his day off. He spends that day with 
his family and works alongside Brilianto picking 
up recyclables and sorting them out. He helps his 
son’s recycling effort another way as well—he has 
asked his previous employer to donate and deliv-
er used water bottle caps to Brilianto’s little recy-
cling station.

Brilianto uses the money from selling recy-
clables to buy books, dictionaries, and school 
supplies or to pay for classes at tutoring centers. 
The remainder is donated to Tzu Chi. “Tzu Chi 
benefits many people, especially families receiv-
ing its aid,” he said. “I know that many people 
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need help more than I do.” He is happy to do his 
part for the Earth while helping needy people at 
the same time.

He said that although he works very hard at 
picking up garbage, he can make at most 50,000 
rupiah (US$3.60) every two or three weeks. Even 
so, he is very grateful. He is earning money with 
his own labor and sweat while turning otherwise 
useless garbage into something useful.

I used to litter, too
Brilianto’s participation in Tzu Chi events has 

helped him greatly. Among other things, he has 
made friends with other tuition aid recipients. 
They cheer each other on. Krisna said that his son 
has become more mature since Tzu Chi entered 
his life.

Brilianto listens and learns as Tzu Chi volunteer 
Endang Supriatna shares his recycling knowledge 
with him. arImamI SurYo aSmoro

“I used to litter,” Brilianto said, “but now I 
remind people not to do it. We should recognize 
the importance of environmental preservation, 
and, to that end, change our own behavior.”

He wants to invite his friends to join him in 
recycling. “Some people think that this stuff is just 
garbage, but to me it is quite valuable,” he said.

He enjoys trying new things, and he is curious. 
He asks volunteers at the Tzu Chi recycling sta-
tion in Kelapa Gading about the things that they 
do. When he saw plants potted in refashioned 
PET bottles at the parking lot of the recycling sta-
tion, he began making pots out of PET bottles to 
grow vegetables and flowers too.

Brilianto aspires to be a pastor. He believes 
that God created him for a purpose, which is what 
motivates him in doing something useful for the 
world. He does what he can to ease the financial 
burden of his family, and he helps others and pro-
tects the Earth. He surely is a good example for 
others to follow.
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Visitors at the Jing Si Abode 
during the 2018 Chinese New 
Year holiday
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M y wife, Jeanny, and I were invited to cele-
brate the 2018 Chinese New Year with 
Master Cheng Yen—the spiritual leader for 

millions of Tzu Chi members—at the Jing Si Abode, 
in Hualien City, eastern Taiwan. We planned to 
arrive on February 15, but because an earthquake 
of magnitude 6.4 hit Hualien on February 6, we 
considered canceling our plans to attend.

I called a friend, Carl Chen, who is a resident 
of Hualien, and learned that many buildings in 
the city were damaged, including four large 
buildings that had partially collapsed or were 
leaning precariously. As of February 11, 17 people 
had perished and 285 had been injured. Of the 17 
fatalities, nine were from mainland China, five 
from Taiwan, two from Hong Kong of Canadian 
nationality, and one from the Philippines.

We finally decided to attend the celebration. 
We had promised the Master that we would be 
there, and we felt it was a privilege for us to spend 
the Spring Festival with her. Besides, we had not 
visited the Abode in over a decade, and we didn’t 
want to miss this occasion.

We arrived at the Abode at 10:30 a.m. on Feb. 
15. Although the disaster nine days before was 
still fresh in the minds of residents, an atmosphere 
of festivity permeated the air as the receptionists 
in the convent busied themselves with serving tea 
and snacks to visitors. We were warmly greeted 
by a nun we knew and were soon ushered into the 
Master’s living room. To our surprise, the Master 
and a group of core Tzu Chi members were 
having a meeting, discussing whether anything 
could have been done to improve the effectiveness 
of the relief efforts following the earthquake.

I learned that Tzu Chi volunteers, led by 
Deputy CEO Scott Liu (劉效成) of the Tzu Chi 
Mission of Charity, began assessing the damage 
within just a few minutes after the disaster 
happened at 11:50 in the evening of February 6. 
Despite their prompt action, they forgot to do one 
important thing: to report immediately what they 
had seen and heard to the disaster response center 
provisionally established at the Abode. This is 
where the Master was eagerly waiting the whole 
night for information. It was not until five in the 
morning of February 7 that Liu and other 
volunteers finally arrived at the Abode to brief her 

with information they had collected regarding 
damage, injuries, and deaths.

To improve the effectiveness of relief efforts in 
the future, the Master told the others at the 
meeting that she wanted them to report their 
findings concurrently with their assessment, or at 
least not as late as five hours later. Liu apologized 
to her and promised that he would include her 
request in the survey procedure in the future. 
However, he told the Master that he had also 
conveyed her three messages to the disaster-
affected people over the last few days: First, the 
major earthquake was over, so there was no need 
to worry that more devastating temblors might hit 
soon. Second, Tzu Chi would try to help all 
victims to rehabilitate, both physically and 
mentally. Third, they were more than welcome to 
join Tzu Chi and offer help to other victims.

The three points, especially the first one, were 
an efficient way for the Master to pacify uneasy 
minds. Why? A reckless weatherman had an-
nounced on TV that more severe earthquakes 
would strike Hualien soon because the under-
ground energy had not yet been completely 
released. As would be expected, this inappropriate 
remark stirred up panic among residents, prompt-
ing some of them to flee to other cities. The Master’s 
words served to dispute the weatherman’s 
nerve-racking remark.

The meeting ended at 11:30. The Master 
chatted with Jeanny and me briefly, and then we 
proceeded to the dining room to have a substantial 
hot-pot lunch together. The weather was so 
gorgeous that day that the Master took a stroll in 
the compound of the Abode in the afternoon to 
meet with visitors. Everyone joyfully greeted her 
with a smile.

I felt it had been the right decision to go visit 
the Abode, and I was glad we hadn’t canceled our 
plans. Because I was there, I was able to witness 
the Master and Tzu Chi members working to help 
victims of the earthquake, even during their 
Chinese New Year holiday. Seeing so many people 
diligently working during a time of celebration left 
me impressed with their committment to allieviate 
suffering and serve others even without regard for 
their own interests. It was truly a unique and 
unforgettable Chinese New Year for us!

ECHO OF THE HEART

A Unique Chinese New Year
Text and photo by Liu King-pong
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Tsai Duei (蔡堆), former Minister of Transportation and Communications of the Taiwanese govern-
ment and a Tzu Chi volunteer, recounts how people worked together to deliver relief goods to victims 
of the earthquake that struck Hualien on February 6.

The Relief Express
By Tsai Duei

Translated by Tang Yau-yang
Photo by Jiang Kun-lin

A phone call woke me in the small hours of 
February 7, 2018. It was from a provisional 
Tzu Chi disaster response center in 

Hualien, eastern Taiwan. The caller informed me 
that Tzu Chi had begun an emergency aid opera-
tion for victims of a severe earthquake that had hit 
Hualien just before midnight. The foundation 
needed to have some relief items rushed to 
Hualien. Only then did I realize how badly 
Hualien had been hit by the earthquake.

Most of Taiwan was in the grip of a cold snap 
at the time, so people who had left everything 
they owned when they fled their houses needed 
things to help keep them warm, including hot 
food, blankets, scarves, and portable beds. 
However, Tzu Chi’s facilities in Hualien did not 
have enough of these supplies in storage to meet 
the demand. It was therefore urgent to gather the 
items from other locations and have them trans-
ported to Hualien quickly.

Volunteers unload cartons of 
relief goods from a train after 
its arrival in Hualien.
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Express delivery
When the second aid train arrived at Songshan 

Station on February 7, volunteers found them-
selves faced by a problem: There was no dedicat-
ed freight car in this train. They could not just 
stack the cartons in the aisles because they would 
block the entry and exit of passengers. But if not 
in the aisles, where could they leave the goods? 
The conductor had an idea: He told the volun-
teers to put the cartons on empty seats. It turned 
out that once the train left Songshan Station, it 
would go straight to Hualien. No more passen-
gers would be picked up until the train reached 
Hualien. Most cartons thus ended up sitting on 
empty passenger seats on the train. Another 
problem solved.

But as soon as the train arrived in Hualien, vol-
unteers there would face yet another problem. 
The train would stop at Hualien for just a few 
minutes before it departed for its ultimate destina-
tion in Taitung. The volunteers had to offload the 
goods, which were placed on different seats 
instead of concentrated in one place, in a very big 
hurry so as not to delay the train’s departure too 
much. Everyone worked furiously and they man-
aged to offload the boxes in good time.

Two volunteers accompanied the goods on each 
train. They got the assignment on a moment’s 
notice, so they did not have time to purchase train 
tickets ahead of time. Once on board the train, they 
sought out the conductor to purchase their tickets. 
Knowing the circumstances of these volunteers, the 
conductor issued them a pass to exit Hualien 
Station, free of charge, courtesy of Taiwan Rail.

When we had finished loading emergency 
goods onto a train and seeing it off in the morn-
ing of February 8, I thought I could take a break 
until the following morning. But at around noon, 
I received another urgent request to transport 
some folding beds from Yilan and Luodong to 
Hualien for quake victims placed in temporary 
emergency shelters.

I checked with the head of the railway. He asked 
me whether those beds could wait till the next 
morning to go with the other goods. I told him that 
they could wait, but that meant that some victims 
in Hualien would need to sleep on cold, hard floors 
that night. He reconsidered and made arrange-
ments for the beds to leave on a train for Hualien 
that afternoon instead of the next morning. I am 
deeply indebted to his kindness.

Disasters no doubt bring suffering and despair, 
but as evidenced in the above stories, they also set 
the greatness of the human soul free.

There was no time to wait till a more decent 
hour, so I immediately sent a text message to a few 
senior officers of Taiwan Railway to request help. 
At the same time, I asked Tzu Chi volunteers to 
send blankets and scarves from a Tzu Chi facility in 
Neihu, Taipei, to Songshan Station, also in Taipei.

The supplies, packed in more than a hundred 
cartons, were delivered soon after to the station 
platform. The train was a regularly-scheduled 
train, so it would stop at Songshan for a very short 
time before it pulled away for the next stop. There 
were not enough volunteers to load the goods 
onto the train quickly enough, but thankfully, 
many others—the train conductor, rail station 
staffers, and even passengers—joined in to help 
load the cartons. In no time, everything was load-
ed and the first train loaded with aid supplies 
departed smoothly.

When the train reached Hualien Station, the 
reverse happened: Everyone pitched in to help 
and the cartons were quickly unloaded.

Tzu Chi delivered aid supplies to Hualien in 
this way on at least two trains a day, from 
February 7 to February 9. Taiwan Railway provid-
ed these services free of charge.
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My six-year-old daughter, Ruijia 
(睿佳), is optimistic and cheerful 
by nature. She always wears a 

smile, and she is always very outgoing. 
Perhaps because of her geniality, people she 
meets often give her candy or cookies.

One day when we were eating at our 
favorite vegetarian restaurant, the owner 
gave Ruijia a gift: a tempting, brightly col-
ored cupcake topped with an icing Christ-
mas tree.

When we got home, my daughter opened 
the box and looked closely at the cupcake 
inside. “Is that Christmas tree really good to 
eat?” she asked. In the end, she ate the cake, 
but not the icing, which ended up in the sink.

The next morning, with her eyes still 
bleary from sleep, she examined the icing 
that was still in the sink. It was as tantaliz-
ingly green as when she had left it there.

That very afternoon my niece gave us 
some gingerbread cookies, my absolute 
favorite. Those cookies, like the cup-
cake, were decorated with colored 
frosting in the shape of Christmas 
trees. “Mommy, are you sure you 
want to eat the frosting?” 
Ruijia said to me. I 
turned to face her as 

she continued talking. “I noticed that the 
green icing on the cupcake I got at the restau-
rant yesterday was still bright green even 
after sitting in the sink all night. There must 
have been some artificial coloring agents. It 
wouldn’t be healthy to eat.”

“I’ll scrape the icing off my gingerbread 
cookies,” I said to her, knowing what she 
was thinking. “What I like are the cookies 
themselves.” As she watched me remove the 
icing with a spoon, she piped up again: 
“Mommy, if the icing on the cookies and the 
cupcake all ended up getting scraped away 
because it’s not healthy, why do people add 
it to the pastry to begin with? Isn’t that kind 
of wasteful?”

Have you ever considered the ratio of natural and processed foods in 
your shopping cart? When it comes to what your family eats, you have 
a choice.

What’s in Your 
Shopping Cart?

By Ng Hooi Lin
Translated by Tang Yau-yang

HuaNg SHi-ze
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Frankly, I was quite surprised that a little 
child would ponder such an issue and that 
she, calling on her limited knowledge, could 
judge whether a food is harmful to her health 
before deciding to eat it or not.

I wondered how many grownups pay as 
much attention to what they put into their 
mouths as my daughter does.

Knowledge vs. action
I told a friend, a fellow dietitian, about this 

small incident. She responded that children 
are often much more receptive to what they 
are told than adults, who often have a hard 
time changing their deep-seated opinions. 
Besides, many grownups may say that they 
agree with a good idea, but then they often 
never end up acting on the idea. Even among 
professional dietitians, there is no lack of peo-
ple who do not hesitate to ingest stuff like 
colorful cakes, diet cola, or sausages.

Indeed, although people working in the 
field of nutrition are generally considered 
more knowledgeable about nutritional facts, 
they, like everyone else, are not immune to 
the disconnect phenomenon: Knowing that a 
food is not healthy does not guarantee that 
they will not eat it.

Weighing the differences between natural and processed foods LiN Jia-SHeNg

I usually go grocery shopping on week-
ends. At checkout counters, my occupational 
habit invariably takes over and I inspect the 
contents of other carts. Here is what I have 
found: Many carts contain more processed 
food than natural foods. Such processed 
food included processed meats, cookies, 
instant noodles, sodas and other sugary 
drinks, instant drink powder laden with 
non-dairy creamers, and frozen foods. In my 
own shopping cart, on the other hand, pro-
cessed foods are usually—by a ratio of three 
to seven—outnumbered by natural foods, 
such as grains, vegetables, fruit, beans, and 
nuts. The processed foods that I often buy 
include such items as tofu products, soy-
milk, and rice noodles.

I know that it would be futile to try to 
keep processed food completely out of our 
diet, but as every health-conscious consum-
er knows, a vital key to better health is a 
varied diet consisting mostly of fresh, natu-
ral food. If you tend to eat more processed 
food than natural food, maybe it’s time to 
rethink your choices. If a child, like my 
daughter, thinks about what she eats, 
shouldn’t we adults be more aware of our 
food choices?
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Think for Others
and

Make Yourself Happy
By Wu Deng-shan

Compiled and translated by Wu Hsiao-ting
Photo by Li Bai-shi
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Chinese writer Bing Xin (冰心) once 
compared a person’s life to a tree. For 
a tree to grow and flourish, it takes 

the nourishment of sunshine and water. 
Similarly, for a person to grow into a decent 
human being, thinking for others is an 
important nutrient.

An eight-year-old girl asked her mother, 
“Why do you always walk with such light 
steps?” The mother answered with a smile, 
“If I walk too loudly, I might disturb our 
neighbor downstairs, old Mr. Zhang.” The 
girl pouted and asked again, “Then why do 
our upstairs neighbors—the Lius—always 
make so much noise?” The mother said, 
“They have a three-year-old boy. He’s still 
growing, and it’s inevitable he gets a little 
too lively. He needs the exercise.” The girl’s 
pout became more pronounced as she said, 
“So why should our family always get the 
short end of the stick?” “We don’t,” the 
mother said. “If we can make allowances for 
others and help them be happy, isn’t that a 
wonderful thing?” The girl finally broke into 
a smile. “Mom, I want to be like you and 
help make others happy!”

Another similar inspirational story comes 
to mind. A blind man always carried a lan-
tern when he went out at night. One night, a 
curious passerby asked, “Since you can’t see 
anyway, why bother carrying a lantern to 
illuminate the road?” The blind man 
answered, “I carry a lantern because the light 
can illuminate the road for others while help-
ing them see me and preventing them from 

bumping into me. In a way, I’m helping oth-
ers while protecting myself at the same time. 
Isn’t that a good thing to do?”

Benevolent intentions and actions will 
return to us and bring us happiness, just as 
bad intentions and actions will come back 
around and cause unhappiness. A sincere 
smile, a thoughtful word, or an act of kind-
ness can warm people’s hearts and brighten 
their day. We, having brought others happi-
ness, feel happy in turn.

To give is better than to receive. There is a 
deep truth behind this truism. When we act 
with the good of others in our hearts, when 
we give selflessly and make an impact on 
others, we feel our life is meaningful. 
American poet Emily Dickinson (1830–1886) 
knew this well when she wrote:

If I can stop one heart from breaking,
I shall not live in vain;
If I can ease one life the aching,
Or cool one pain,
Or help one fainting robin
Unto his nest again,
I shall not live in vain.

When we think only of “me, me, me,” 
when we make ourselves the only concern 
of our lives, we tend to feel unhappy. Any 
happiness we may feel is rather short-lived. 
But if we can step out of our narrow per-
spective and embrace altruism, we are on 
the path to personal growth and more last-
ing happiness.
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JING SI APHORISMS
The Illustrated

Master, would you give us your views on education?
Education today focuses too much on academic achievement. As a result, students do not have 

much free time to think independently about important issues in life, such as morality, interpersonal 
harmony, filial piety, and respect for others.

We should give children an “education of love.” Not only should parents and teachers give love to 
children, they also need to train the children to give their love to others. This is the real “education of 
love.”

Translated by E E Ho and W.L. Rathje; drawings by Tsai Chih-chung; coloring by May E. Gu

The Buddha says:
A firm rock is not moved by the wind.
Whether a virtuous person 
is slandered or praised,
his mind is like a giant rock:
It does not move at all.

Both heaven and hell 
are created by your own thoughts 

and actions. Don’t be afraid of 
heaven and hell. Just be afraid that 

your mind might go astray.

Treat conflicts as 
lessons, praises as warnings, 

rejections as times for self-
reflection, and mistakes as 

learning experiences.

Any criticism 
is a precious 

lesson.

When your mind is free 
from evil thoughts, then 
you will always be self-
possessed. When your 

mind is on the proper path, 
no evil can invade it.
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Tzu Chi Events Around the World

The United States
At three in the morning on March 18, when 

most of the city of Santa Ana was still asleep, peo-
ple began lining up on the street. They sat in fold-
ing chairs with blankets wrapped around them 
waiting for the opening of a free medical clinic at 
the Boys & Girls Club of Santa Ana in Orange 
County, California.

Each year since 2013, Tzu Chi volunteers in 
Orange County have held three free clinics in 
Santa Ana for low-income families and people 
without medical insurance. They offer services 
in both traditional Chinese and Western medi-
cine, including dentistry and ophthalmology. 
They measure blood pressure, blood sugar, and 
cholesterol. With the help of medical profession-
als and bilingual volunteers, people who can 
only speak Spanish are also able to receive some 
medical attention.

The March 18 event was the 14th clinic provid-
ed by Tzu Chi Orange County. When the sign-in 
area was opened in the morning, young and old 

seeking medical help proceeded in orderly lines to 
register, with assistance from Boys & Girls Club 
staff members.

At the opening ceremony, Andrew Do, Orange 
County Board of Supervisors chairman, presented 
a certificate of gratitude and made a donation to 
Tzu Chi. He said that the city badly needed free 
medical services because most of its residents 
were immigrants or low-income families.

The venue was set up with spacious areas for 
different medical specialties. The Chinese medi-
cine section had partitioned cubicles for patients 
receiving acupuncture treatments and Tuina mas-
sages. A booth was set up to promote marrow 
donation, encouraging people to put their love 
into action by signing up as bone marrow donors. 
Another booth taught children how to care for 
their teeth, and it also kept them entertained so 

Dentists fix dental problems at a free clinic held by 
Tzu Chi for the underprivileged in Santa Ana, 
California. Huang You-bin
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their parents could focus on receiving care them-
selves. Drawing paper and crayons were provid-
ed to help keep the children occupied.

Crescenico Luis came to the free clinic to see 
several doctors. He also brought along a coin bank 
to donate to Tzu Chi. “This is just a small token of 
my appreciation,” he said. He hoped that his dona-
tion would be helpful to someone in need.

Yvonne McKinley has volunteered at the event 
for four years. She said that once a female patient 
who had seriously poor eyesight came to seek 
help. After she put on the new eyeglasses she had 
received at the free clinic, she looked around with 
an amazed expression as if she were seeing the 
world for the first time. She smiled like a small 
girl stepping into Disneyland for the first time. 
“That smile was just priceless,” McKinley 
remarked. She said that similar touching stories 
happen at the free clinics all the time.

A stream of warmth flowed, as suffering from 
illness was relieved and volunteers found happi-
ness in serving others. Thirty-five medical profes-
sionals and 135 support volunteers served 124 
patients on this day.

Taiwan
The Chong Ai Development Center in New 

Taipei City offers day and night care services to 
mentally challenged people. Tzu Chi volunteers 
have been paying monthly visits to the institute 
since 2017. Volunteers do what they can to help 
residents and lead group activities for them.

The director of the center, Zhou Shi-yi (周詩儀), 
told visiting volunteers one day that one of their 
residents had a cataract so far advanced it was 
beyond surgical removal. Had it been diagnosed 
earlier, it might have been possible to restore the 
resident’s eyesight. To help prevent similar 
regrettable situations from happening again, the 
volunteers contacted the Tzu Chi International 
Medical Association (TIMA) and arranged for a 
free clinic on March 15 to examine the eyes of 
the residents.

Volunteers moved the needed equipment to 
the center at noon on the day of the clinic and set 

Tzu Chi volunteers gave a free eye clinic at the 
Chong Ai Development Center in New Taipei City 
on March 15, 2018. Lin Wen-zHi
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it up. Director Zhou pointed out that taking the 
residents to the doctor’s office to have their eyes 
checked would be a monumental task. Moreover, 
it would be quite a challenge for the doctor to 
examine them because they likely would not 
cooperate. The director was very grateful to the 
volunteers for coming to the center to provide the 
medical services, making it easy on everyone.

After the equipment had been set up, the clinic 
was opened to residents. Most weren’t comfort-
able with having their eyes examined, but volun-
teers and center staffers patiently guided them to 
cooperate with the medical professionals. 
Volunteer Dong Shou-mei (董壽梅) visits the resi-
dents every month, so she knows them very well. 
She stayed next to those who were being exam-
ined to offer emotional support. She said to them, 
“What do you see? The nurse will put two magi-
cal drops in your eyes, and you’ll have an interest-
ing feeling.” Giving the residents large doses of 
encouragement helped the examinations run 
more smoothly.

One male resident had such poor eyesight that 
when he walked he had to grab onto something to 
feel secure. Dr. You Jian-zhang (游建章), an oph-
thalmologist, examined him and discovered that 
he was so nearsighted that he required a prescrip-
tion of over -10 diopters. The doctor asked opti-
cian Huang Qun-chen (黃群宸) to fit him with a 
pair of glasses.

Dr. You has been with TIMA for seven years. 
He was glad to have this opportunity to serve the 
residents. He emphasized the importance of eye 
exams since early diagnosis of eye problems fol-
lowed by professional treatment can help pre-
serve or improve one’s vision. Optician Huang 
had started his business not long before. He was 
more than happy to give free eyeglasses to 
the disadvantaged.

The free clinic lasted for half a day and 
served 55 residents. Several of them were 
diagnosed with myopia. After Huang fitted 
them with eyeglasses, they could see clearly 
and walk with confidence again. Their smiles 
made the staffers and volunteers very happy.

Chile
Painting on a ceramic plate is perhaps a 

simple task for most children, but it is quite 
challenging for the children at Huellas de 

Inclusión (“footprints of inclusion”), who suffer 
from Down syndrome or other intellectual 
disabilities.

Founded by special education teacher Karina 
Graciela Guerrero Valderrama and a few other 
professionals more than a year ago, Huellas de 
Inclusión offers counseling services and organizes 
assistance programs for children with mental dis-
abilities and their parents. The organization has 
also set up a small drama group, which has per-
formed several times in public. Although the chil-
dren in the group are not professionals, they do 
their best to perform, and their acting has touched 
many people in their audiences.

As much as the drama group means to the chil-
dren, the troupe was equipped with a very rudi-
mentary sound system, which often broke down. 
Huellas de Inclusión did not have enough money 
to replace the system, so Valderrama sought out-
side help. She eventually found Tzu Chi and 
expressed hope that the foundation could help.

On December 13, 2017, Tzu Chi volunteers vis-
ited Valderrama for the first time. Due to lack of 
funding, she had opened the foundation in her 
own home. She told the volunteers about her 
near-, medium-, and long-term plans for the chil-
dren her foundation was helping. She hopes to 
help her children become independent.

Volunteers visited the foundation a couple 
more times afterwards. During one visit they saw 
the children painting on ceramic plates. Tzu Chi 
helped sell these pottery works at an event in 
January 2018 to raise money for Valderrama’s 
organization.

During the volunteers’ visits, the mothers of 
some children talked about the hardships and the 
happiness of raising their kids. They choked up 

Volunteers set up sound equipment that Tzu 
Chi Chile donated for the drama group at 
Huellas de Inclusión. CourtesY of tzu CHi CHiLe
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when they mentioned how their 
children had been bullied 
because they could not commu-
nicate well with other people. 
The drama performances had 
afforded the children an opportu-
nity to smile again. When they 
smiled, their mothers smiled too.

The troupe currently had six 
children in it, but if they had 
better equipment, the theater 
program could benefit more 
children. After evaluation, Tzu 
Chi volunteers decided to help 
solve the drama group’s problem with their 
sound system.

Volunteers first researched sound system 
needs for stage performances. On March 5, they 
purchased two speakers, one mixing console, and 
two wireless microphones. Volunteer Liao Qin-jiu 
(廖欽久) donated three big mirrors from his com-
pany so the children in the drama group could see 
themselves act when they practiced and make 
corrections accordingly.

Ten volunteers visited Huellas de Inclusión on 
March 10 to make the donation. They also gave 
the children at the foundation a hands-on lesson 
in making sushi. One child said happily that he 
liked the sound system and the sushi-making 
class. He thanked Tzu Chi for everything. 
Valderrama also promised the full cooperation of 
her foundation if Tzu Chi should need any assis-
tance from them in the future.

Indonesia
Following a free medical clinic in February, 

Tzu Chi Indonesia conducted another one on 
March 18 for underprivileged people living along 
the Angke River in Jakarta, Indonesia.

Salimi, 65, and his wife, Maunah, 58, arrived 
early that morning, even before volunteers had 
finished preparing the venue for the event. The 
couple had come to the February clinic with good 
results, so when they learned that there was going 
to be another clinic offered, they wanted to arrive 
early and wait.

Maunah said that her husband had a cold, a 
cough, knee pains, and dizziness when they came 

to the February clinic. He was diagnosed with an 
acute respiratory tract infection and hypertension, 
the cause of his dizziness. As for herself, she had 
hyperglycemia, blurred vision, and numbness in 
both legs. She was diagnosed with diabetes. The 
medicine that they received at the clinic took care 
of all their problems except his knee pain and the 
blurriness in one of her eyes. They were happy 
about how their condition had improved as a 
result of the visit.

The doctor who saw Salimi on March 18 
advised him to change some of his lifestyle habits, 
including eating more nutritious food, reducing 
his intake of salt, drinking less coffee, and exercis-
ing more. Manuah’s doctor advised her to cut 
back on sweet food, not to put sugar in her coffee, 
and to drink more water.

Salimi said that he and his wife had gone to a 
health center for their problems, but their condi-
tions had not improved. Since they had no money 
to go to a major hospital, they thanked Allah for 
the free treatment they were receiving.

Jumiati came to the event with her aging moth-
er, who had difficulty walking. A volunteer got 
the mother into a wheelchair and pushed her to 
see the doctor. She was diagnosed with acute 
tuberculosis and required hospital care. The doc-
tor wrote a referral letter for her and Jumiati said 
that she would take her mother to the hospital the 
next day. She thanked the doctor for the letter 
because it could reduce the medical bill.

Seven doctors, one lab technician, ten pharma-
cists, and 56 volunteers staffed the free clinic and 
treated 66 patients.

A Tzu Chi volunteer talks with a 
patient at a free clinic that Tzu 
Chi held for needy people living 
near the Angke River in Jakarta, 
Indonesia. CHen Li-ju
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Directory of Tzu Chi Offices
Worldwide

GREAT BRITAIN
Tel:  44-20-88699864
Fax: 44-20-89334262

GUATEMALA
Tel:  502-22327648
Fax: 502-23675872

HONG KONG
Tel:  852-28937166
Fax: 852-28937478

INDONESIA
Tel:  62-21-5055999
Fax: 62-21-5055699

JAPAN
Tel:  81-3-32035651
Fax: 81-3-32035674

JORDAN
Tel/Fax: 962-6-5817305

LESOTHO
Tel:  266-28312566
Fax: 266-22313897

MALAYSIA
Ipoh
Tel:  60-5-2551013
Fax: 60-5-2421013
Kedah
Tel:  60-4-7311013
Fax: 60-4-7321013
Kuala Lumpur
Tel:  60-3-62563800
Fax: 60-3-62563801
Melaka
Tel:  60-6-2810818
Fax: 60-6-2812796
Penang
Tel:  60-4-2281013
Fax: 60-4-2261013

MEXICO
Tel:  1-760-7688998
Fax: 1-760-7686631

MYANMAR
Tel: 95-1-541494/541496

NETHERLANDS
Tel:  31-629-577511

NEW ZEALAND
Tel:  64-9-2716976
Fax: 64-9-2724639

PARAGUAY
Tel:  595-21-333818
Fax: 595-21-310588

PHILIPPINES
Tel/Fax: 63-2-7320001

SINGAPORE
Tel:  65-65829958
Fax: 65-65829952

SOUTH AFRICA
Cape Town
Tel:  27-21-9130934
Fax: 27-21-9137057
Durban
Tel:  27-31-5615348
Fax: 27-31-5644438
Johannesburg
Tel:  27-11-4503365
Fax: 27-11-4502256
Ladysmith
Tel:  27-36-6341333
Fax: 27-36-6341261

SWEDEN
Tel/Fax: 46-31-227883

THAILAND
Tel:  66-2-3281161-3
Fax: 66-2-3281160

TURKEY
Tel:  90-212-4225802
Fax: 90-212-4225803

UNITED STATES
San Dimas
Tel:  1-909-4477799
Fax: 1-909-4477948
Atlanta
Tel:  1-770-4581000
Austin
Tel:  1-512-4910358
Fax: 1-512-9261373
Boston
Tel: 1-617-7620569
Fax:1-617-4314484
Cerritos
Tel:  1-562-9266609
Fax: 1-562-9261603
Chicago
Tel:  1-630-9636601
Fax: 1-630-9609360
Cleveland
Tel/Fax: 1-440-6469292
Columbus
Tel:  1-614-4579215
Fax: 1-614-4579217
Dallas
Tel:  1-972-6808869
Fax: 1-972-6807732
Detroit
Tel/Fax: 1-586-7953491
Fresno
Tel/Fax: 1-559-2984894
Hawaii
Tel:  1-808-7378885
Fax: 1-808-7378889

Houston
Tel:  1-713-2709988
Fax: 1-713-9819008
Indianapolis
Tel:  1-317-5800979
Kansas
Tel:  1-913-3976517
Long Island
Tel:  1-516-8736888
Fax: 1-516-7460626
Madison
Tel:  1-608-2687692
Miami
Tel:  1-954-5381172
Fax: 1-317-6459907
New Jersey
Tel:  1-973-8578666
Fax: 1-973-8579555
New York
Tel:  1-718-8880866
Fax: 1-718-4602068
Los Angeles Northwest
Tel:  1-818-7277689
Fax: 1-818-7279272
Los Angeles West
Tel:  1-310-4735188
Fax: 1-310-4779518
Oakland
Tel:  1-510-8790971
Orlando
Tel/Fax: 1-407-2921146
Phoenix
Tel:  1-480-8386556
Fax: 1-480-7777665
Pittsburgh
Tel:  1-412-5318343
Fax: 1-412-5318341
San Diego
Tel:  1-858-5460578
Fax: 1-858-5460573
San Francisco
Tel:  1-415-6820566
Fax: 1-415-6820567
San Jose
Tel:  1-408-4576969
Fax: 1-408-9438420
Seattle
Tel:  1-425-8227678
Fax: 1-425-8226169
St. Louis
Tel/Fax: 1-314-9941999
Washington DC
Tel:  1-703-7078606
Fax: 1-703-7078607

VIETNAM
Tel:  84-8-38535001
Fax: 84-8-38535055

TAIWAN
Hualien: Headquarters
Tel:  886-3-8266779
Fax: 886-3-8267776
Taipei: Tzu Chi 
Humanitarian Center
Tel:  886-2-28989000
Fax: 886-2-28989994

ARGENTINA
Tel:  54-11-48625770
Fax: 54-11-43140252

AUSTRALIA
Brisbane
Tel:  61-7-32727938
Fax: 61-7-32727283
Gold Coast
Tel:  61-7-55717706
Fax: 61-7-55717703
Melbourne
Tel:  61-3-98971668
Fax: 61-3-98974288
Perth
Tel/Fax: 61-8-92278228
Sydney
Tel:  61-2-98747666
Fax: 61-2-98747611

BRAZIL
Tel:  55-11-55394091
Fax: 55-11-55391683

BRUNEI
Tel/Fax: 673-3336779

CANADA
Edmonton
Tel:  1-780-4639788
Fax: 1-780-4621799
Montreal
Tel:  1-514-8442074
Fax: 1-514-2889152
Toronto
Tel:  1-416-8868886
        1-905-9471182
Fax: 1-416-9002048
Vancouver
Tel:  1-604-2667699
Fax: 1-604-2667659

DOMINICAN REP.
Tel:  1-809-5300972

EL SALVADOR
Tel/Fax: 1-503-7293905

FRANCE
Tel: 33-1-45860312
Fax: 33-1-45862540

GERMANY
Tel:  49-40-388439
Cell: 0049-152-2951-9571
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We must carry out our tasks according to principles, and 
not let our principles be compromised by our tasks.
—Master Cheng Yen
PHOTO BY Tu feng-mei

may 2018

Tzu  Chi

Buddhism 
in Action

HIS LEG, 
HER FLIGHT
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