
 

Being safe and well is a real blessing, 
and helping others willingly is a mark of wisdom.
—Master Cheng Yen
PHOTO BY Huang XiaO-zHe
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An older volunteer sorts used bottles at a Tzu Chi recycling station in New 
Taipei City. Master Cheng Yen encourages older people who still have the 
strength to go out and volunteer. Huang Xiao-zHe
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i had little confidence in my physical strength 
before making my regular trip around Taiwan 
this time. I wasn’t sure if I could walk steadily 

by myself or have enough energy to deliver my 
talks. Thankfully, I was still strong enough to han-
dle the demands of the trip. I am grateful to all 
those volunteers I met along the way. Seeing and 
learning how they do their best to give of them-
selves energized and buoyed me.

I recently developed the “age treasury” into 
which everyone can deposit 50 years of their age. 
Doing this myself, I was taken back to my early 
30s. It was the time when I’d just founded Tzu 
Chi. We had few resources back then, but we 
pooled together what we could to help the needy. 
My angina often acted up at the time, and I’d 
sometimes pass out before dawn due to chest 
pains. When I regained consciousness, I’d stretch 
my hands and legs to see if I was still doing okay. 
When I found that I was all right, I was grateful 
that I had lived to see another day.

Fifty years have flown by since then. My hair is 
grey and my face wrinkled. My appearance bears 
the marks of time, and my bodily functions do 
too. When I was younger, even when I had chest 
pains, I could speak rather naturally after a few 
deep breaths. But now it requires some effort just 
for me to speak.

Despite the signs of age, I tell myself to remain 
young in spirit. That’s why I insist on making my 
regular trips around Taiwan. Those trips enable 
me to meet volunteers around the island and 
learn how they are doing. I want to know wheth-
er their wisdom-life has continued to grow, and 
whether they are heading in the right direction 
with the right values and guiding principles. If 
we want our Jing Si Dharma lineage to live on 
and help make Buddhism everlasting, we must 
not slacken in our efforts to pave a smoother, 
broader Bodhisattva Path and inspire more peo-
ple to join us.

I often hear our volunteers make this pledge: 
“I’ll serve until my last breath.” This is the same 
pledge I made. No matter how hard the work has 
been, I’ve kept to my chosen path to make the 

Buddha’s teachings accessible to everyone. I’ve 
served mankind as the Enlightened One taught. 
Many have worked with me on this path. 
Together, we have remained committed to 
Buddhism and humanity, and we have laid a firm 
foundation for our missions. Many senior volun-
teers have followed me every step of the way. 
Starting out with nothing, we have managed to 
help many needy people. I’ve seen how these 
dedicated volunteers give to the world, and I 
deeply cherish every one of them.

Many of them, like me, are getting on in years. 
I urge them to stay young at heart. I encourage 
them to deposit 50 years of their age in my trea-
sury and return to being a 30- or 40-year-old in 
spirit. At that age, people are generally in the 
prime of their lives. It’s the best time to give of 
oneself. I encourage older volunteers not to lose 
confidence in themselves, but to cheer themselves 
on every day.

No matter how advanced modern technology 
is, it will never stop us from aging or allow us to 
live forever. Even so, even though we can’t deter-
mine the length of our life, we can determine its 
depth and breadth. We can make our life more 
valuable by expanding our love beyond our-
selves and our families to include other people. 
We can stay informed of what is happening in 
the world and look for ways we can contribute. 
Everyone can make a difference in the lives of 
others if they so choose.

There is no age limit to giving. If you are grow-
ing old, don’t let your age confine you. The older 
we are, the more precious time is to us, and the 
better use we should make of our days. If you still 
have the strength to get out, then go and volun-
teer. Older people are most afraid of becoming 
physically frail and losing their mental faculties. 
Staying active and socially connected is a great 
way to slow the aging process. Take every oppor-
tunity to form positive connections with others 
and give your love to them. Giving whenever we 
can and doing our best to form good affinities 
with others will help us live in peace until we 
breathe our last.

WoRDS FRoM MaSTeR CHeng Yen

no age Limit to giving
Translated by Teresa Chang
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The village of Shwe Na Gwin, in the town of 
Taikkyi, is more than three hours by car 
northwest of Yangon, Myanmar’s largest 

city. The village is far off the beaten path, the road 
leading to it unpaved and uneven. On good days, 
vehicles stir up dust as they bump along the road, 
but during the monsoon season, the road is often 
so muddy that cars and trucks can’t use it. During 
that time, traveling on foot is your only option, 

but even that is difficult. Your rain boots often get 
so stuck in the mud that it takes some effort to free 
them. Furthermore, to get into or out of the vil-
lage, you have to traverse a section of railroad 
track under which runs a rushing river.

Despite the time and hassle to get to the village, 
Tzu Chi volunteers visit Shwe Na Gwin every 
month. What keeps them coming back time and 
again? It is that they have been moved by U San 

Rice Banks
By Huang Hsiu-hua

Translated by Tang Yau-yang
Photos by Hsiao Yiu-hwa

People push their vehicle across a railroad track on their way to the village of Shwe Na Gwin. It is not an 
easy journey to travel to the village.

Helping others comes naturally to villagers in Shwe Na Gwin, Myanmar. 
They are not rich in money, but very rich in heart.
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Thein, a farmer there. Though he is not the head of 
his village, he has been successful in convincing 
more than a hundred families there to join the “rice 
bank” campaign he started there. The campaign 
has even reached many other villages.

Fifty rice banks
In August 2015, more than 800,000 acres of 

farmland north of Yangon was submerged in 
floods. The towns of Taikkyi and Hmawbi were 
especially hard hit.

After the waters receded, some farmers imme-
diately reseeded their rice paddies. But then a sec-
ond flood hit soon after in the same month, wip-
ing out their latest efforts as well. Many farmers 
ran out of rice seeds.

Tzu Chi volunteers began in September 2015 
to distribute rice seeds to farmers in those two 
towns to help out. In December they arrived at the 
village of Shwe Na Gwin.

Tzu Chi volunteers invited U Thein Tun, a farm-
er from the town of Thanlyin, to speak at a rice dis-
tribution event in Shwe Na Gwin. He shared with 
the gathered farmers about how people in his vil-
lage received rice seeds from Tzu Chi in 2010, and 
how afterwards he had started saving rice every 

day in a container to help 
the needy. He also shared 
how, out of compassion for 
all living creatures, he insist-
ed on not using pesticides or 
chemical fertilizers and how 
he talked to and blessed his 
rice paddy every day. 
Though his approach to 
farming had resulted in 
some ups and downs in har-
vests, he had managed to 
rise out of poverty. He had 
even trained to be a certified 
Tzu Chi volunteer.

That’s when farmer U 
San Thein first heard 
about the idea of saving a 
handful of rice in a con-
tainer—a rice bank—each 
day. U Thein Tun’s talk 
struck a chord in him. He 
wanted to follow in his 
footsteps. So, after receiv-
ing rice seeds from Tzu 
Chi, he asked volunteers 
for 50 plastic containers to 
be used as rice banks. Not 

knowing why he had asked for so many, the vol-
unteers only gave him ten.

When Tzu Chi volunteers returned to Shwe 
Na Gwin a few months later for another visit, 
they discovered that U San Thein had already 
recruited 90 families to participate in a rice bank 
initiative he had started. After he had used up 
the ten plastic containers he had received from 
Tzu Chi, he had purchased extra containers on 
his own to give out.

Later, more farmers joined his campaign, even 
ones from other villages. Nearly 400 families in 
Shwe Na Gwin and 12 other villages are currently 
saving rice to help the needy.

“That’s the result of U San Thein’s tireless 
efforts,” said Ong Gaik Chin (王綺楨), a volunteer 
from Malaysia. Since May 2015, she has been trav-
eling between Malaysia and Myanmar to give 
support and care to local volunteers.

Ong said that U San Thein had visited one vil-
lage after another on foot, under the scorching sun, 
to promote his initiative. After several months of 
doing this, he had lost a lot of weight and even fell 
ill when the rainy season arrived. He was in bed 
for almost a month before fully recovering.

Ong highly commended U San Thein and his 
predecessor U Thein Tun. “They are both very 
down-to-earth, sincere, and honest farmers.”

Ong said that U Thein Tun has stayed true to 
his pledge to save rice for the needy, even when 
he would have no rice left for his own next meal if 
he put some in his bank. U Thein Tun has inspired 
U San Thien to work hard to promote rice banks. 
They are both firm in their commitment to help-
ing others.

By saving rice every day and inspiring others 
to do the same, the two farmers are demonstrat-
ing the spirit of the early members of Tzu Chi. 
Many people know how the foundation got its 
start: To help the needy, Master Cheng Yen asked 
the 30 housewives who followed her to each drop 
50 Taiwanese cents (about 1.2 U.S. cents) of their 
grocery money in a bamboo coin bank each day. 
Why add to the coin bank every day instead of 
just putting in 15 dollars a month? The Master 
wanted every person to show their compassion 
and think of helping others every day, not just 
once a month. As the message of “Even 50 cents 
can save people” spread, more and more people 
joined, eventually leading Tzu Chi to what it is 
today. This shows how small but regular contribu-
tions, when added up, can help a lot of people. 
Even small trickles of water coming together can 
become mighty rivers.
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Cultivation is…
Besides actively promoting rice banks amongst 

his fellow farmers, U San Thien also started train-
ing to become a certified Tzu Chi volunteer. The 
training included conducting home visits to the 
needy. While he willingly attended other training 
events, U San Thien was hesitant to take part in 
these home visits. He was concerned that they 
would take up too much time for his sitting medi-
tation. He was a highly disciplined cultivator who 
took his spiritual practice very seriously. Every 
year during the Buddhist Lent, from July to 
September, he cultivated himself in a temple 
through meditation.

It was great that he was serious about his own 
spiritual cultivation, but Tzu Chi volunteers 
reminded him that meditation isn’t the only way 

to cultivate oneself—one can also do that by 
applying the Buddha’s teachings in daily life and 
helping others, just as Master Cheng Yen teaches 
her followers to do. U San Thien pondered the 
wisdom of those words and seemed to agree. But 
his mind wasn’t fully convinced until something 
happened in his village.

Just around that time, a fellow villager, Ko 
Myo Lwin, was at work cutting down trees when 
one of them fell on him. The accident left the 
young man paralyzed in his lower body. He was 
rushed to a hospital nearby, but the doctor could 
not treat him. He suggested that he be transferred 
to a larger hospital in Yangon.

Ko Myo Lwin’s wife, Thein Thein, sold all her 
jewelry to pay for the trip and the treatment at a 
Yangon hospital. After surgery, they went home. 

More than 700 people took part in a Tzu Chi Buddha Day ceremony held in May 2018 in Shwe Na Gwin. 
Some of the participants, such as the four people in the front row with blue-capped containers, also 
brought their rice banks to donate.
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But by the time Ko Myo Lwin was scheduled to 
return to the hospital for a follow-up visit, the 
family had run out of money.

U San Thien started a fundraiser for Ko Myo 
Lwin that brought in 45,000 kyat (US$32). They 
used that money to send the young man to the 
hospital for the return visit, but that was hardly a 
long-term solution. He would need to return to 
the hospital regularly for more follow-up visits. U 
San Thien decided to ask Tzu Chi for help.

Tzu Chi stepped in at that point and began 
giving Ko Myo Lwin and his family monthly 
financial aid for living and medical expenses. 
Volunteers also visited the family frequently.

One day when Aye Nandar Aung (郭寶鈺) and 
her fellow volunteers visited Ko Myo Lwin’s 
home, they found him groaning in pain because 
of a bedsore on his back. The volunteers immedi-

ately asked Dr. Yin Yin Aye (陳界漢), a member of 
the Tzu Chi International Medical Association, to 
check on the patient. The doctor decided that a 
trip out of the village to obtain treatment was nec-
essary, so the volunteers enlisted the help of local 
villagers to take Ko Myo Lwin to the hospital.

U San Thien found two strong young men and 
a woman in the village to help Ko Myo Lwin and 
his wife, Thein Thein, on the trip. Ko Myo Lwin 
was carefully lifted out of his recliner and put on a 
stretcher. A cloth had been put on the stretcher as 
a cushion to lessen his pain on the bumpy road.

Two volunteers from Yangon, Mi Mi Hlaing 
(陳秀寶) and Zin Zin Aung (王棉棉), had arrived 
the day before the trip to help out and to record 
the trip. They had spent the night at U San Thien’s 
home and had therefore been able to observe how 
considerate their host was.

Tzu Chi volunteers visit the home of Ko Myo Lwin (left), a spinal injury sufferer.
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Ma Aye San cooks in her kitchen, 
lighted with power generated by 
a solar panel which she received 
from Tzu Chi.

“He woke up very early the day of the trip,” 
Mi Mi Hlaing recalled, “and his wife had gotten 
up even earlier to prepare boxed meals for Ko 
Myo Lwin, his wife, and the three villagers.” The 
volunteer later learned why U San Thien had 
asked that female villager to take the trip: It was 
so that she could share Thien Thien’s burden of 
carrying heavy objects, such as the meal boxes 
and Ko Myo Lwin’s recliner.

While Ko Myo Lwin was receiving treatment 
at a hospital in Yangon, Koay Chiew Poh (郭濟緣), 
CEO of Tzu Chi Malaysia, asked U San Thien to 

help fix up Ko Myo Lwin’s well-
worn house. U San Thien 
worked with a group of Tzu Chi 
collegiate volunteers on the 
project. He taught them tech-
niques to repair nipa palm roofs 
and bamboo floors.

After the hospital treatment 
had concluded, Ko Myo Lwin 
and his wife returned to find 
their home much improved. They 
were overjoyed. Tzu Chi also 
financed the purchase of some 
goods so that the couple could 
start a grocery business at home 
and support themselves.

U San Thien witnessed and 
personally participated in the 
things that the volunteers did for 
the couple. That gave him an 
appreciation of what helping 
others really meant. “My 
Buddhist belief before had me 
focused on improving and culti-
vating myself,” U San Thien said. 
“Now I understand that in addi-
tion to personal cultivation, we 
should also give as much as we 
can to society. That is the right 
path to take.”

Light dispels darkness
After visiting Shwe Na 

Gwin regularly for some time 
to collect the rice from the rice 
bank campaign and to help 
local needy people, Tzu Chi 

volunteers started holding training courses in 
the village for those who wanted to join the foun-
dation and become volunteers. The classes were 
at first held in open air, in the shade of trees. 
Since outdoor classes had their disadvantages, 
Malaysian volunteers eventually proposed erect-
ing a prefabricated house in the village to serve 
as a classroom.

U San Thien offered an empty tract beside his 
home as the building site, and local and Malaysian 
volunteers began to build in earnest. During the 
construction process, however, the Malaysian vol-

4.11.indd   8 2018/9/10   13:27

September 2018 9

unteers found out to their surprise that the entire 
village had no electricity—electrification had not 
yet reached the area. They decided that after they 
finished the house, they would start a fundraiser 
in Malaysia to buy solar panels for Shwe Na Gwin 
and other Burmese villages that participated in 
the rice bank campaign.

Koay Chiew Poh, CEO of Tzu Chi Malaysia, 
came up with a fundraising idea. It is customary 
for Malaysian Chinese to light lights in temples on 
Tomb-Sweeping Day to remember their ancestors. 
Giving a slight twist to that custom, Koay pitched 
a fundraising idea to potential donors: Instead of 
lighting lights in temples for their ancestors, 
wouldn’t it be even better to put lights in Burmese 
villages so that villagers could see at night? 
Wouldn’t doing so be an even worthier tribute to 
their ancestors?

Koay’s pitch won over many entrepreneurs 
who not only donated money but also spread 
the word to enlist more donors. Hong Hai Siew 
(方海壽) was one example. He went to Myanmar 
no fewer than 40 times to help with relief work 
after it was savaged by Cyclone Nargis in 2008. 
Those experiences endeared him to the place 
and motivated him to work harder to convince 
people to donate. He alone recruited more than 
300 donors.

During March and April 2018, right around the 
Burmese New Year Festival, Tzu Chi volunteers 
from Malaysia held three distributions of solar 

Following U Thein Tun’s inspiration, U San Thien 
has so far recruited farmers in 13 villages to join a 
rice bank initiative.

U Thein Tun, a farmer from the town of Thanlyin, 
saves rice every day in a container to help the 
needy.

panel sets for nine villages in Myanmar. A total of 
400 sets were given out, each containing a solar 
panel, a battery, and two lights. Recipient families 
were elated.

The lighting kits cost 65,000 kyat (US$45) 
each—a modest sum for Malaysians but a sub-
stantial amount for the Burmese recipients. A typ-
ical Burmese villager needs to work 20 days to 
earn that amount of money.

Ma Aye San of Shwe Na Gwin village was 
among the first to receive a kit. Her family of five 
used to burn through two candles a night at a 
monthly cost of more than 3,000 kyat (US$2), 
enough to feed her family for three days. Now, 
with the lighting kit, she can save that money for 
something else. She said that she used to get up at 
four in the morning to cook—in the dark—for her 
husband before he went out to work. Now she no 
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Tzu Chi volunteers distributed lighting kits to 400 
farming families right around the Burmese New 
Year Festival in 2018. Each kit contained a solar 
panel, a battery, and two lights.

longer needs to do that. She just moves one of the 
lights to the kitchen, and then she has plenty of 
light to cook with ease.

Ha Ha Nwe, a seamstress, has to work at times 
at night in order to complete rush orders. On such 
occasions, she used to use candles for light before 
switching to battery-powered illumination. That 
was better than candles, but the batteries did not 
last long and so were not very handy. Now with 
the new lighting kit, she no longer needs to worry 
about illumination. As long as she leaves the solar 
panel under the sun during the day, the power 
keeps her lighted long into the night.

Volunteers visited other villagers to see how 
the solar panel sets were helping them. Some 
recipients said that now their children can study 
at night without needing to use candles. Others 
said that they no longer need to go to Okkan, a 
neighboring town, just to recharge their cell 
phones; with the solar panel, they can charge their 
phones at home to their hearts’ content. A farmer 
in the village of Thae Gone mentioned a surpris-
ing benefit: “Since we have illumination at night, 
snakes shun our home. Now they don’t dare to 
come in.”

A common place people use one of the solar 
lights is their Buddhist shrine at home. Many peo-
ple often hang the other light outside their homes. 
When asked why, their replies are surprisingly 
uniform. They say that the light outside their 
homes can help make the streets a little brighter at 
night so that people on the road can see their way 
better. This can help prevent pedestrians from 
tripping and falling and scooter riders from hav-
ing accidents.

As such small acts of kindness demonstrate, 
many Burmese are really kind at heart. It’s no 
wonder U San Thien has been able to recruit so 
many farmers to join the rice bank initiative.

By April 2018, U San Thien’s recruitment 
efforts had brought nine villages to support the 
rice bank initiative. By June, 13 villages were on 
board. Collectively, the nearly 400 participating 
families saved and donated 25 barrels of rice in 
May 2018 alone. A barrel holds about 23.5 kilo-
grams (52 pounds) of rice.

Given more time, there is no telling how many 
more people will join the effort and how large the 
rice bank initiative will grow.
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A Handful of Rice
Text and photos by Hsiao Yiu-hwa

Translated by Wu Hsiao-ting

As a photographer for Tzu Chi Monthly, I have visited Myanmar five 
times since the country was hit by Cyclone Nargis in 2008. I’m therefore 
familiar with the “rice bank” story—the story of how local people save 
up rice to donate to the needy. It wasn’t, however, until my fifth trip to 
this Southeast Asian country that I came to better realize the signifi-
cance of this altruistic gesture of the local people.
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A Joyful Gathering
It was a May morning in 2018. The temperature 

was pushing 40 degrees Celsius (104°F) in Shwe 
Na Gwin, a small village over three hours from 
downtown Yangon. The dirt road that cuts through 
the village was bustling—a stark contrast to the 
usual quietness. People from nearby villages, on 
foot or riding on trucks, made their way to the vil-
lage, some holding plastic containers full of rice. 
People who didn’t know better might wonder if a 
mini-carnival of sorts was taking place.

But this was no carnival. The villagers were 
here for a Tzu Chi Buddha Day ceremony, and 
some were here to donate the rice they had saved 
as well. At the venue, these people poured their 
rice into larger bags that had been placed there for 
the occasion. After they had donated their rice, 
they respectfully participated in the Buddha Day 
ceremony. When they were done, they retrieved 
their empty containers and stood or squatted in 
the shade of nearby trees. They talked and laughed 
as they waited for the trucks that had brought 
them to take them back home again. The whole 
event was simple, no-fuss, and relaxing.

The locals take their giving so naturally that it 
has become a part of their lives. There was noth-
ing contrived or orchestrated about their dona-
tions that day. Everything was as unpretentious as 
it could be.

The trucks they were waiting for arrived at the 
venue and lumbered to a stop. The villagers 
hopped on and the vehicles took off, trailing 
clouds of dust. The trucks gradually faded to pin-
points in the distance, until they were gone com-
pletely. When the dust had settled, the laughter 
people left behind still seemed to reverberate in 
the air.

How about all that donated rice? Where would 
it go?
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Unwilling to Say Goodbye
On another sunny day, also in May, some local 

volunteers and I traveled more than three hours 
from downtown Yangon to a mountain village 
called A Hlaing Ni, in Bago Region. Our truck 
stopped at the end of a dirt road. We got off, and 
two strong, young volunteers each lifted a bag of 
rice from the truck bed and slung it on their shoul-
ders. Then our group followed a footpath down-
hill to a house. The owner, U San Oo, was waiting 
at the door for us when we arrived. He warmly 
greeted us and ushered us into his home.

U San Oo, 52, was dirt poor and had no regular 
work. He was also an alcoholic and in poor health. 
His drinking habit had driven away his wife, who 
had left with two of their children and remarried. 
Three of their children still lived with him. Besides 
his own kids, U San Oo also had to take care of 
four young ones left behind by his deceased sister 
and brother-in-law. He scraped together a living 
by hiring himself out to tend water buffalos. The 
job paid 3,000 kyat (US$2) a day.

The local volunteers chatted with U San Oo for 
a while before saying goodbye to the family, leav-
ing them with the two bags of donated rice. The 
children in the family seemed unwilling to say 
goodbye. They wrapped their arms around the vol-
unteers and walked with them to the truck before 
reluctantly letting go and waving goodbye.

Our truck retraced the bumpy road it had 
taken to U San Oo’s house. Having delivered 
those two bags of rice—weighing 90 kilograms—
the truck seemed to travel much more easily. 
And yet, I think the lightness I felt was mostly 
within my own heart, a result of witnessing the 
power of selfless love making a difference in the 
lives of others.
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Revisiting Sri Lanka
By Zhang Li-yun

Translated by Tang Yau-yang

Dr. Lim Boon Howe (林文豪, second from left) 
brings a patient to Dr. Lin Shinn-zong (right) for 
a consultation. Chen Li-Yun

Tzu Chi volunteers helped in Sri Lanka in the aftermath of the 
December 2004 tsunami, which hit the country very hard. 
After emergency aid and a reconstruction project for survi-
vors, volunteers continued to help local needy people.
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On December 26, 2004, a 9.1-9.3 magnitude 
undersea earthquake off the west coast of 
Sumatra, Indonesia, triggered massive tsu-

nami waves. Many countries were devastated, 
with over 227,000 people dead or missing. Sri 
Lanka lost more than 35,000 people, second only 
to Indonesia’s 167,000.

The first Tzu Chi medical team arrived in 
Hambantota, Sri Lanka, on the evening of 
December 30 to provide free medical services to 
survivors. They began to treat patients the next 
morning. Teams of Tzu Chi medical volunteers 
would arrive in turn, each to relieve the previous 
team. Dr. Lin Shinn-zong (林欣榮), superinten-
dent of Hualien Tzu Chi Hospital, eastern 
Taiwan, was one of the physicians to volunteer in 
Sri Lanka.

In addition to organizing the free medical ser-
vices and other aid work, Tzu Chi built a 649-resi-
dential-unit Great Love Village for survivors and 
a new school called Tzu Chi National School in 
Hambantota. Many locals joined Tzu Chi as vol-
unteers after the disaster. Now volunteers carry 
out Tzu Chi work in Hambantota and Colombo.

The village and the school
In July 2018, Taiwanese and Singaporean mem-

bers of the Tzu Chi International Medical 
Association joined forces and conducted a large 
free clinic in Sri Lanka. This was the 11th large-

scale clinic Tzu Chi had offered for local needy 
people there.

The Taiwanese medical team was led by Dr. 
Lin Shinn-zong. Before he and his team set out for 
Sri Lanka this time, Master Cheng Yen suggested 
that they visit the Great Love Village and Tzu Chi 
National School to check how the residents and 
students were doing. Dr. Lin couldn’t have been 
happier upon hearing her suggestion. Having vis-
ited Sri Lanka after the great tsunami 14 years 
before, he really wanted to find out how the survi-
vors were doing.

As the Master suggested, the team visited the 
village and the school during their trip to Sri Lanka. 
Despite being more than ten years old, both the vil-
lage and school had been well maintained.

The school currently enrolls over 1,300 students 
from grades 6 to 13. Principal W.K. Lalitha had 
started on the job just five months earlier. Before 
coming on board, she had heard that the school was 
well equipped, almost like a college. She warmly 
received the visitors. “Our school is very different 
from other national schools, thanks to the mercy of 
Master Cheng Yen,” the principal said. “We have 
soccer and basketball teams, and we offer classes in 
dance, music, and art. Just today, one of our stu-
dents placed in an art competition.”

Sri Lanka is divided into nine provinces, which 
are further divided into 25 districts. Of those 25 
districts, Hambantota boasts the highest level of 

Tzu Chi held its 11th large-scale free 
clinic in Sri Lanka from July 13 to 15, 
2018, at Baduraliya Divisional Hospital in 
Baduraliya, Kalutara, Western Province. 
In three days, 1,457 patients were treated 
in internal medicine, 886 in dentistry, 997 
in ophthalmology, 546 in traditional 
Chinese medicine, and 217 in surgery.

In total, 4,103 people benefited from the 
clinic.

SRi LAnKA

COLOMBO

KALuTARA hAMBAnTOTA
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education among its residents. The district has 
seven national schools. Tzu Chi National School 
ranks second in terms of the percentage of stu-
dents who win admission into colleges.

As the principal talked with Dr. Lin and oth-
ers, other members on the medical team mingled 
with students. Xu Xiu-ting (許琇婷) of Dalin Tzu 
Chi Hospital, southern Taiwan, took out her cell 
phone and took selfies with the kids. The children 
then passed the phone around to show the photos 
to others, and more kids joined the throng. They 
laughed and cheered in high spirits.

Some students took Xu to see their classrooms. 
“We can’t really talk to each other due to the lan-
guage barrier,” Xu said, “so we use gestures.” The 
kids could feel that Xu, though coming from a far-
away place, loved them, so they enthusiastically 

showed her their blackboards, desks, chairs, shoe 
racks, and other things in their classrooms.

The students at Tzu Chi National School were 
cheerful, energetic, and courteous, and they 
looked good in their uniforms. Dr. Lin was glad to 
see them so well-mannered and well-groomed. 
“Education brings hope. It impacts not just one 
generation, but generations to come too,” Lin 
said. “This is why the Master made education one 
of the four missions of Tzu Chi.”

After a cheerful tour around the school, the 
team from Taiwan visited the Great Love Village.

They first came to the home of Anoja. Though 
not very big, the house was spacious enough for 
Anoja, her husband, and their five children. The 
family had kept their place very tidy. Potted 
plants adorned their small courtyard. The cou-
ple’s four daughters busily cut fruit and offered it 
to the visitors.

“Our two-story home was washed away in the 
tsunami,” Anoja recalled. “We lost everything in 

Students at Tzu Chi National School and members 
of a medical team from Taiwan pose for a photo at 
the school. Chen Li-Yun
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the blink of an eye. Afterwards, Tzu Chi volun-
teers gave us rice, daily necessities, beds, and 
blankets.” The memory of the disaster and its 
aftermath brought tears to her eyes.

Anoja asked one of her daughters to show the 
visitors a blue blanket that they had received from 
Tzu Chi years earlier. Though it had worn 
through, the family still kept it as a memento. 
They were very thankful for Tzu Chi’s assistance, 
which had helped keep their family together. A 
devout Buddhist, Anoja had raised funds and 
built a shrine in the village where fellow villagers 
could worship.

Anoja’s husband is an electrician. Every day 
he rides ten minutes to work on a bike. He point-
ed at his knee and said to the visitors, “It hurts. 
I’ll go to the free clinic tomorrow to see a doctor.” 
Hearing that, Cai San-lang (蔡三郎), a traditional 
Chinese medicine (TCM) doctor, took some nee-
dles from his bag and gave him an acupuncture 
treatment right there. Cheng I-che (鄭宜哲), also a 
TCM doctor, from Taichung Tzu Chi Hospital, 

central Taiwan, gave Anoja some medicated 
patches and showed her how to apply them to 
her husband’s knee.

For this trip, Cheng had brought 2,000 acu-
puncture needles and Cai had brought 800. “We at 
the TCM department at Taichung Tzu Chi 
Hospital often conduct home visits to needy 
patients,” Cheng said. “It would be burdensome 
to carry Chinese medicine on such visits, so we 
often use acupuncture or electrotherapy to tempo-
rarily relieve pains for our patients.”

The volunteers then visited Rinosah’s home, 
which was very clean and tidy. Her husband works 
in Saudi Arabia, and he makes decent money there. 
Therefore, they had been able to remodel their 
home with a European-style outer wall and front 
door. The interior of the house and the floor tiles 
had also been redone. This Muslim family appar-
ently had done well for themselves.

Dr. Lin was thrilled, as if he were seeing his own 
children doing well. “Master Cheng Yen’s decision 
to help tsunami survivors in Sri Lanka really made 
a difference,” he observed. “In the short span of a 
dozen years, many families here have become quite 
prosperous. This is a place full of hope.”

Drs. Fu Chin-hua (left) and Tang Long-wen (唐龍文) 
see patients in the internal medicine clinic. WAng Ling-feng
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A bustling event
A team from Singapore started this latest free 

clinic on July 13 at Baduraliya Divisional 
Hospital in Baduraliya, Kalutara, Western 
Province. The Taiwan team joined the Singapore 
team on July 14. Staff from the hospital also vol-
unteered at the event.

At an altitude of 27 meters (89 feet) above sea 
level, Baduraliya is surrounded by tea and rubber 
plantations. Most residents work at the planta-
tions and earn a small wage with which they man-
age to get by. But heavy rains in May 2017 led to 
floods and landslides in the area, making the lives 
of local underprivileged people even more diffi-
cult. Unable to afford medical treatment, many 
just toughed it out when they fell ill, which some-
times caused their illnesses to become worse.

This explained the massive throng of people 
who waited in long queues at the Tzu Chi free 
clinic. Nonetheless, the place was not unruly. 
People waited patiently and uttered no word of 

complaint. Instead they gave shy smiles to the 
volunteers they saw.

Many physicians were amazed to witness such 
a quiet and orderly gathering of more than a thou-
sand people. They wondered if it was Buddhist 
teachings that made them behave in such an 
orderly manner, since the majority of the popula-
tion in Sri Lanka are Buddhists.

Patients were able to receive minor surgeries, as 
well as services in internal medicine, TCM, dentist-
ry, and ophthalmology. Every service was in great 
demand. Lines of patients extended from the indoor 
clinical areas to outdoor hallways, and still more 
people continued to arrive and sign in.

S Munipeme, 67, had a fibroma ten centime-
ters (four inches) across on his back, which pre-
vented him from sleeping while lying flat. He 
had suffered with it for 20 years. He came to the 
free clinic to have this benign tumor removed, 
and then he came back for a nurse to change his 
dressing. Ong Qiu Feng (王秋鳳), a nurse from 
Singapore, sat S Munipeme in a chair near the 
stairwell so she could remove, bit by bit, the 
gauze that had stuck to his bony back.

Dr. Lin removed a grape-shaped wart from the 
face of a 61-year-old woman. “Warts are trouble-
some in that, even after being removed, they grow 

There were simply too many people seeking help, so 
even with 17 dentists working diligently, patients still 
needed to wait to receive dental treatment. While 
they are waiting, volunteers teach them oral hygiene 
and how to correctly brush their teeth. Li Ming-hui
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back,” Lin explained. “So I took out 
this wart by the root. Now she 
won’t feel self-conscious when her 
husband, her children, or her 
friends look at her.”

Lin operated on patient after 
patient. Even when it was near 
noon, he still said “No problem” to 
the nurses who continued to bring 
in new patients.

Lin is a renowned physician in 
Taiwan, and he was repeatedly 
sought out to help solve difficult or 
complex medical problems during 
the three-day clinic. When a 
Singaporean volunteer brought an old woman to 
Lin, the doctor asked the woman to raise her right 
leg, then her left leg, followed by her right and left 
arms. Each limb seemed just fine, but when she 
stood up, she could not stop shaking, to the point 
of being unable to stand. Lin believed that the 
woman’s brain might have degenerated and that 
she was deficient in dopamine. This would cause 
the uncontrollable trembling of her body when she 
was on her feet. Lin prescribed medications to less-
en her shaking, but he knew that would be just a 
temporary solution.

It was at such times that the medical workers at 
the free clinic felt frustrated. The doctors knew that 

the problems they were unable to fix for patients 
during the three-day clinic would most likely con-
tinue to bother the patients down the line. They 
were upset by their own inability to do more for 
the patients before they had to return home.

Fu Chin-hua (傅進華), a neurologist at Taichung 
Tzu Chi Hospital, told a patient that his hernia 
could only be treated with an operation. The 
patient appeared helpless because he was unable 
to afford the surgery. Fu felt bad for the patient, 
and he was further frustrated by the knowledge 
that this patient was not the only one caught in 
such a bind.

Patients had come from all over the place, some 
walking eight miles to get there, 
some riding on vehicles for three 
hours. They had all come in the 
hope that the doctors would relieve 
their pains and discomfort. But the 
more patients Dr. Fu saw, the more 
discouraged he felt. A lack of large 
medical equipment on the scene 
had curtailed the doctors’ ability to 
treat more serious disorders and 
conditions. As a result, they could 
only help temporarily relieve a 
patient’s symptoms.

“All of a sudden, I feel awfully 
small,” Fu said. “I can only do the 
best I can. We all live on the same 
Earth, but our lives are so different. 
I’m reminded to count my bless-
ings. One person can do only so 

A volunteer helps a patient choose 
eyeglass frames. huAng Shi-Ying

Pharmacists busily fill prescriptions 
at the free clinic. WAng Ling-feng
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much. We need to get more people to join our 
efforts to reduce suffering in the world.”

A united effort
Dentistry and ophthalmology clinics were also 

packed with patients. Manel, a 58-year-old 
woman, lived in Midalana village, two kilometers 
(1.2 miles) away. She had heard public announce-
ments about the free clinic two days earlier. 
Despite being poor, she spent 150 rupees (US$1) 
to hire a motorized tricycle to take her to the clinic 
venue. She suffered from high cholesterol and dia-
betes, but she came to the clinic to have her gums 
checked. For five years her swollen gums had 
greatly bothered her, causing her pain and mak-
ing it difficult for her to eat.

Dentist Xu Zhi-liang (許智亮) found pathologi-
cal changes in Manel’s gums and advised her to 
be further examined at a large hospital. He then 
offered to clean her teeth. Manel was at first reluc-
tant to accept the offer for fear of pain, but some 

local volunteers convinced her it would be worth 
it. Two of the volunteers even held her hands to 
put her at ease while Xu worked on her.

Kasumawathi, 68, lived in the village of 
Molkawa, 10 kilometers (6.2 miles) away. She and 
her six-year-old granddaughter, Kivindi, arrived at 
the clinic very early in the morning. Kasumawathi’s 
daughter had separated from her husband, and she 
supported the family by working on a tea farm for 
a small income. Kasumawathi had been severely 
far-sighted for 15 years. Even though she had been 
educated through middle school, she couldn’t read 
because of this eye condition. She was ecstatic 
when she received a pair of reading glasses at the 
free clinic.

Kivindi, the granddaughter, was treated at the 
dental clinic. She was quite a darling. After receiv-
ing treatment, she knelt down, folded her palms, 
and bowed to thank every medical worker who 
had helped her and her grandmother. Her endear-
ing behavior melted the hearts of the volunteers 
from Taiwan and Singapore.

There were so many patients to serve that the 
medical professionals at the event hardly had time 

Clinic surgeons perform minor operations at the 
Baduraliya Divisional Hospital. guO Jing-Yi
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to eat lunch. This was the first time pharmacist 
Zhang Tian-teng (張天騰) had participated in an 
international free clinic. “Never in my life have I 
filled so many prescriptions in a single day—I 
made over 1,800 packs of medicine,” he said. “But 
even though I was kept so busy, this won’t be the 
last time I take part in a free clinic.”

Sri Lanka was once a British colony, so English 
is commonly used in the nation. Even so, Sinhala 
is more prevalent in the countryside, so local 
medical students volunteered at the free clinic as 
interpreters.

Alexander, a student in the department of 
nursing at the University of Colombo, said, “I’ve 
learned a lot by seeing how doctors at the free 
clinic asked questions and examined and diag-
nosed patients. This experience will help me a 
great deal when I become a practicing nurse in 
the future.”

Sri Lanka has its own indigenous scheme 
of traditional medicine. Ten students from the 

University of Colombo Institute of Indigenous 
Medicine served all three days at the free clinic as 
interpreters. They were also great helpers for the 
traditional Chinese medicine doctors at the event. 
They assisted the doctors as the latter used treat-
ment methods such as cupping therapy, moxibus-
tion, and acupuncture on patients.

“At first, I took [acupuncture] needles straight 
out of the patients, which made them uncomfort-
able,” said Nadeesha, one of the students. “But 
now I gently twist a needle as I extract it so the 
patient feels less pain.” At the free clinic, Nadeesha 
got her first exposure to traditional Chinese medi-
cine and witnessed how the doctors humbly and 
lovingly cared for their patients. “I’ve learned 
from them that in addition to treating illness, it is 
also important for a doctor to care for the emo-
tional needs of a patient,” she declared.

More than medical care
Though volunteers had anticipated a turnout 

of about 3,800 patients, they ended up serving 
4,103 during the event. Everyone was happy that 
they had served such a large number of people. 

Ten doctors of traditional Chinese medicine treated 
more than 500 patients in three days. WAng Ling-feng
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People wait for their turn to be seen at the Tzu Chi free clinic in an area near the entrance of Baduraliya 
Divisional Hospital. Tzu Chi volunteers, in the foreground, keep them entertained. huAng Shi-Ying

“Seeing you selflessly helping very poor people in 
Baduraliya, I’ve learned much from you,” said Dr. 
Udaya Isaac Rathnayake, Kalutara District health 
services director, “and I’ve gained a deeper under-
standing of the spirit of Buddhism and Tzu Chi. I 
pledge to Master Cheng Yen that from now on I’ll 
follow a vegetarian diet.” His enthusiastic vow 
was followed by thunderous applause from peo-
ple at the event.

A father-and-daughter pair and two mother-
and-daughter pairs were among the people who 
volunteered at the free clinic. Dr. Loh Poey Ling 
(羅佩玲) of the Singapore Tzu Chi Free Clinic said 
that her medical work had kept her busy and there-
fore she had not been able to spend as much time 
with her daughter as she would have liked. This 
time she took her along to the free clinic. She said 
that this was a great opportunity for her daughter 
to see what had kept her mother so busy.

TCM doctor Cheng I-che admitted that he 
had once doubted the value of his services to the 
local people. “How much can we help people 
here when we visit from Taiwan just once a 

year?” he asked himself. But then he found an 
answer at the clinic.

Working with local medical students at the 
clinic, he realized that they would soon be among 
the most capable people in the nation. He 
believed that if they were given the opportunity 
or responsibility, they could become agents of 
change in Sri Lanka.

“We can instill a sense of responsibility in the 
students to inspire them to help their own coun-
trymen after they graduate,” Zheng said to his fel-
low delegates from Taiwan. “Why do we come 
here? It is to pass on our love.”

He entreated student translators to learn more 
about Tzu Chi from online resources. He also 
posted his belief on social media that every per-
son can be an agent of change. Everyone can plant 
seeds of love, and those seeds will sprout and 
grow. If local people in turn are inspired to pass 
on their love to people around them, the ripples of 
positive influences will spread, and Tzu Chi’s 
love and care will reach and touch the lives of 
many more Sri Lankans.
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The More Treatments, 
the Merrier

By Huang Bin-yang
Translated by Tang Yau-yang

A scene at the dental clinic, which is by nature 
equipment-intensive in order to provide such ser-
vices as teeth cleaning, root canals, X-rays, oral 
surgery, and tooth extractions. huAng Shi-Ying

We hustled as hard as we could and treated 48 patients in 
seven hours. We knew that if any patients missed their chance 
to see a dentist that day, there was no telling when they 
would ever be able to see one next.
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i n July 2018, members of the Tzu Chi 
International Medical Association from Taiwan 
and Singapore joined forces and offered a free 

clinic in Sri Lanka. I was a member of the group 
from Taiwan.

Before the trip, I read about the December 2004 
tsunami and the subsequent assistance Tzu Chi had 
provided to survivors in Sri Lanka. I found the sto-
ries of the devastation that people experienced very 
sad, but at the same time very distant to me. After 
all, I didn’t personally know the people impacted 
by the disaster, and the terrible events happened so 
far away. However, when I was on the ground in 
Hambantota, visiting the Great Love Village that 
Tzu Chi built for survivors, those sad stories 
became much more real. This was especially true 
when I met Anoja and her family. I had read the 
story of their loss in the tsunami, but their experi-
ence didn’t hit home until I met them directly.

As we talked face to face, they told me and the 
other medical volunteers from Taiwan how their 
family had lost everything in the tsunami. Though 
the story was the same as what I had read in 
Taiwan, hearing them tell it felt so different. I was 
deeply affected.

Happily, their life has returned to normal over 
the ten years that they have lived in the village. 
Anoja has even become a Tzu Chi volunteer. Once 
an aid recipient, she has become a help giver.

Residents waved enthusiastically to us when 
they saw us in the village. They recognized us by 
our volunteer uniforms and knew that we were 
from Tzu Chi. Their heartwarming response 
brought home to me the power of selfless love. I 
felt happy and grateful that I could come to this 
country to give my love and do something for 
needy people here.

Final day
It was still dark at 5:30 in the morning, but 

everyone in the medical delegation had already 
gotten up. After breakfast, we were ready to work 
the last day of the free clinic.

Many Sri Lankans are rarely able to see a dentist, 
so when they do, the experience can be quite 
scary. Dr. Huang Bin-yang (黃斌洋, right) intently 
and patiently treats a patient. Li Ming-hui

18.30.indd   28 2018/9/10   13:31

September 2018 29

In addition to medical professionals, our sup-
port volunteers were essential for a clinic like ours 
to succeed. For example, line maintenance volun-
teers were necessary to keep electric and water 
lines in working order. These volunteers were 
always the first to arrive at the venue and the last 
to leave. They were truly unsung heroes.

There were also volunteers doing other impor-
tant jobs behind the scenes, such as getting dental 
instruments ready. Like the line maintenance vol-
unteers, they helped prepare for the larger crowd 
expected during the final day of the free clinic.

Among the support volunteers at the venue 
were many local volunteers. Like the volunteers 
from Taiwan and Singapore, they were all doing 
their best to help out. Some of them had even 
slept next to the dental equipment and instru-
ments to safeguard these very expensive items 
through the night.

All medical workers and support volunteers 
geared up for the final day. Those of us at the den-
tal clinic expected to serve more patients on this 
day. For one thing, we were now more familiar 
with the flow than when we had first begun. We 
were also acutely aware of how much the villag-
ers desired our services. The more people we 
treated, the better they would feel…and the better 
we would feel.

I had the honor again today of working with 
Zi-ning (紫寧). She was in my mind the best den-
tal assistant around.

We asked our first patient that day when he 
had arrived at the venue, and he told us he had 
arrived before five in the morning. So by the time 
we saw him, he had waited for four hours.

Since this would be our final day, I really want-
ed to see as many patients as possible. As soon as I 
finished one patient, I hurried to call the next one. 
As a result, the time between each patient began 
to get shorter and shorter.

After a while, Zi-ning couldn’t help reminding 
me to allow more time between patients so that 
she could adequately sterilize the work station for 
the next patient.

She brought me back to reality. She was already 
working very fast just to keep up with things 
before I dialed up the speed. Now that I was 
speeding up, I was making her work even harder. 
I felt I was being inconsiderate.

Then the old maxim occurred to me: “Many 
hands make light work.”

“Would you teach me how to sterilize?” I 
asked her. “Then we can do it together to save 
time.”

“That would be wonderful!” she replied.
That’s how I began assisting her to disinfect 

the work area between patients. We were wonder-
ful partners, and we were able to speed up our 
patient flow as a result.

Three more patients, please
“Dr. Huang, time for lunch,” volunteer Xu 

Xue-zhi (許學智) said to me as he walked to my 
station.

We all had had a very early breakfast, so I was 
really hungry now that he had reminded me.

I looked around and saw that the waiting lines 
were moving more slowly now. Apparently, some 
medical workers had taken off for their lunch 
break. Though the sun was bright and hot, the 
waiting crowd did not complain.

“Zi-ning, are you hungry?” I asked my 
partner.

“Not too bad,” she answered.
“Would it be okay with you if we worked some 

more, until those who are on lunch break return, 
before we go eat?” I asked her.

“Okay with me,” Zi-ning said.
“Let me join you then,” volunteer Xu said. 

“Show me what I can do to help and then we’ll 
have lunch together.”

“Wonderful! Let’s do it!” I said.
The day quickly drew to a close. At 3:30, support 

volunteers began to remind medical workers to 
wrap things up. It was about time to call it a day. As 
the minutes ticked away, more dental stations 
around me became empty. I began to feel anxious.

“Dr. Huang, are you ready to close?” a volun-
teer asked me.

Anoja and her husband chat with visiting Tzu Chi 
volunteers at home in the Great Love Village. The 
acupuncture needles in his right knee had been 
administered by one of the volunteers. Chen Li-xue
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“May I see three more patients?” I pleaded.
“Okay, but you have to make it quick. Our 

shuttle bus leaves at four,” the volunteer replied.
I hurried to see more patients. If they missed this 

opportunity to see a dentist, there was no telling 
when they would be able to see one next. I had 
heard earlier today that a patient had left his home 
at six in the morning and walked eight miles to the 
clinic to be operated on in the surgery department. 
It took him five hours to get here. I wondered 
whether there were similar patients at the dental 
clinic. The thought made me want to see one more 
patient, and then one more…and then one more.

Zi-ning and I ended up serving 48 patients that 
day. In three days, the dental clinic served 886 
patients. This clinical service was possible only 
with the hard work of many people. We were good 
at different things. Divided, none of us could have 
pulled it off; but united, we provided medical ser-
vice to people who badly needed it.

What did I get out of it?
I began to realize on the flight back to Taiwan 

that my back was aching and my eyes were blood-
shot. The symptoms might have started during 
the free clinic, but I had been too focused on what 
I was doing to notice.

As the owner of a private dental practice, I must 
attend to many administrative and medical duties. 
As busy as I am, why on earth did I spend my own 

money, use my own time, take a long, redeye flight, 
and then take a four-hour bus ride only to work 
three overloaded days at the free clinic? As I pon-
dered the answer, a story jumped out at me.

Once there was a man who had worked hard 
all through his life, but it was a life cut short by 
overwork.

In his afterlife, he asked the Buddha, “I worked 
hard all my life. What can I claim as my own?”

“I’m sorry,” the Buddha replied, “but your 
money belongs to the bank, your body belongs to 
dust, and your mind belongs to time.”

The man began to cry hearing this. “You mean 
I have nothing at all to show for my busy life?”

The Buddha smiled and said, “You do. Every 
moment you lived was completely yours.”

I once read something to this effect: “Embrace 
with gratitude the gift of each day, and make the 
most of every moment by filling it with purpose 
and appreciation.” That is indeed sound advice. 
All of our moments combined is our life story—
that is something no one can take away.

Working at the free clinic may seem to be doing 
others a favor, but as the saying goes: It’s impos-
sible for you to give somebody a flower without 
its fragrance lingering on yourself. Likewise, 
when you light a lamp to shine a path for some-
one, your path forward is also lit.

After I had thought this through, my mind 
began to settle down on the airplane. Despite the 
noise around me, despite my aching back and 
sore eyes, I immediately drifted off to sleep, feel-
ing fulfilled and peaceful inside.

Local medical students interpret and assist at the 
traditional Chinese medicine clinic. Chen Li-xue
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I t was a bright, clear Saturday, and my joyous 
mood matched the beautiful weather. Some 
volunteers and I were preparing to do some-

thing we’d done many times before: cleaning 
streets in our community.

As we picked up our tools and set about 
working, I saw a young man walking toward us. I 
had run into him in our community several times, 
and even though we didn’t know each other, I 
had always said hello to him. Sometimes he 
returned my greetings and sometimes he didn’t. I 
didn’t mind it when he didn’t respond, and I con-
tinued to say hello every time we met. Though it 
took some time, we eventually began to have 
brief conversations.

One day when we were talking, he asked me 
about our street cleaning, which he had seen us 
doing. I could tell he was very curious about this 
regular event of ours. I invited him to join, but 
he declined. Undaunted, I decided I would 
invite him again when another opportunity pre-
sented itself.

Some time later, I ran into him again. “When 
are you sweeping the streets again?” he asked. His 
question caught me by surprise, but I immediately 
recovered and answered with a smile: “This 
Saturday. Why don’t you join us?” He didn’t say 
anything but gave me a nod and then left.

Much to my surprise, he showed up that day. 
He walked up to me, said hello, and then asked, 
“Now what do I do?”

Since all the other cleaning utensils had been 
claimed, I handed him a pair of tongs. “Take 
these.”

“What do I do with them?” he asked.
“Pick up cigarette butts,” I replied 

matter-of-factly.
He paused for a moment, then replied: “There 

are a lot of cigarette butts on this street alone. 
How could we possibly pick them all up? Even if 
we could pick them all up, people will continue 
to litter. There’ll be new cigarette butts lying 
around here tomorrow. I think what you’re sug-
gesting is rather stupid.”

“I don’t mind being thought stupid as long as 
I’m doing the right thing for the environment and 
the public,” I countered. “I don’t even care if peo-
ple laugh at me. I’m doing the right thing, and 
that is the important thing.”

After giving my words a little thought, the 
young man said, “Okay, let’s get to work and 
show our love for the Earth.”

That morning, the two of us picked up nearly 
500 cigarette butts. After we had called it a day, 
the young man cheerfully told me that he would 
join me again the next time.

If we want others to join us in a good cause, 
we must first set a good example. Sometimes we 
might even need a Quixotic spirit. When we give 
sincerely without thinking too much and without 
ever calling it quits, we will eventually strike a 
chord with others.

GIVING
Without Thinking
Too Much

By Lin Wen-yin
Translated by Wu Hsiao-ting
Photo by Xiao Jia-ming
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“Good morning, everyone,” Dr. Tsao Wen-
long (曹汶龍) said warmly, smiling and 
waving in his white doctor’s gown. He 

was greeting some elderly people and their care-
takers, such as family members, who were gath-
ered for a memory upkeep class. The old folks had 
lost some of their memory faculty, and they were 
gathered for this class that Tsao helps manage.

Tsao’s colleagues, patients, and their families 
call him Papa Tsao. At age 71, he blends in well 
with the elderly people in the class, whether he is 
chatting or playing cards with them. Strangers 
might even mistake him for a student in the class 
if it weren’t for his white coat.

Dr. Tsao heads the Department of Neurology 
at Dalin Tzu Chi Hospital, southern Taiwan. He is 
also the director of the Dementia Center at the 
hospital. “I’ve seen patients for 46 years,” he said. 
“I’ve grown tired of treating diseases per se. I no 
longer enjoy finding the root cause of an illness. 
However, I’ve grown to love seeing patients—the 
human beings—and learning how they feel.”

He has scaled back his clinical duties, usually 
seeing patients at the Dalin hospital only once a 
week, on Tuesday mornings. He dedicates the rest 
of his working hours to people in communities.

Community-based care
The Dementia Center at Dalin Tzu Chi 

Hospital was selected by Taiwan’s Ministry of 
Health and Welfare in August 2017 as one of 20 
centers around Taiwan for community-based care 
for dementia patients. The Dementia Center cur-

rently serves seven care locations in Chiayi, 
Yunlin, Changhua, and Tainan. Each location is 
unique. For example, some focus on families 
banding together to provide support for one 
another, while others offer classes to help with 
memory upkeep.

Despite their differences, these locations share 
one common trait: They are staffed mainly by 
volunteers. That makes Tsao’s role as a provider 
of professional medical assistance especially 
important. He visits each care location several 
times a month. He screens people who have been 
identified as potentially having dementia or relat-
ed conditions. He goes with his team to visit 
dementia sufferers at their homes. He offers 
encouragement and moral support to family 
members who bear the brunt of caring for their 
loved ones whose memory is deteriorating. He 
also regularly teaches volunteers information 
about dementia-related care.

These visits keep Tsao busy. “I just got back 
from such a visit,” he said, “and immediately 
afterwards I have patients to see [at my hospital 
clinic]. Naturally I feel a bit tired, but that doesn’t 
bother me because I feel I’m doing very meaning-
ful work.”

“Meaningful” means different things to differ-
ent people. To Tsao, the smiles on the faces of 
dementia patients and their families fill his 
endeavors with meaning. He is not alone in these 
feelings—all his colleagues feel the same way. 
Smiles like these fill Tsao and his team with pur-
pose and propel them to keep doing their best.

Aging Well Through Community-Based Dementia Care

Tsao Wen-long, M.D.
By Yang Shun-bin

Translated by Tang Yau-yang
Photos by Huang Xiao-zhe
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Dr. Tsao could have retired twice 
had he so chosen, but he opted to 

keep working. Though he is now over 
70, he still finds satisfaction in helping 

elderly people live more happily.
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An old man himself
Dr. Tsao is himself getting on in years. He is 

quick to point out that he’d be lying if he said his 
workload doesn’t make him physically tired. But 
when he feels tired, he just takes a break and then 
resumes working.

At 71, he is, in his own words, “a younger old 
man,” meaning one between 65 and 75 years old. 
Such persons are generally doing okay, both men-
tally and physically. They can still drive and don’t 
have to visit the hospital too often.

He recalled that soon after he entered this stage 
of life, he noticed that his lower back was some-
times rigid and less flexible than in the past. Then 
he began to experience numbness in his legs. 
Sometimes he even found himself unable to walk, 
as if his legs had been tied together. As a seasoned 
neurologist, he knew that something was wrong 
with his nerves.

He had surgery to address that issue in 2016. 
Now with two steel plates and four steel pins in his 
lower back, he can’t even bend down. Though he 
wears a back brace and needs help to get in and out 
of a car, he views that as just a minor inconve-
nience. He can live with his limitations, and at least 
they do not impede his work. Plus, he has learned 
to listen to his body. When he has pain in his back, 
he knows that he’s moved around too much and 
that it’s time for him to get a little rest.

A little history
Tsao grew up in a military dependents’ village 

in Pingtung, southern Taiwan. He graduated in 
1977 from the National Defense Medical Center, a 
military medical school in Taipei. Afterwards, he 
wanted to learn the latest medical techniques at 
Tri-Service General Hospital, a military hospital. 
To win the only resident vacancy in the hospital’s 
internal medicine department, he signed a con-
tract with Tri-Service that committed him to work-
ing at the hospital for 22 years.

Due to Tsao’s superior performance as a resi-
dent physician, the hospital administration chose 
him to help establish a service in neurology. To 
prepare him for that, the hospital sent him during 
his fourth year as a resident to study neurology at 
the University of London. That was in 1979.

He returned to Taiwan in 1980 after his study 
in London. The following year, he assumed the 
directorship of the department of neurology at the 
hospital—a department that he would build up 
from scratch.

The long duration of the contract that he 
signed with the hospital had been stipulated by 

the government, but in 1996 the government 
repealed that regulation, releasing Tsao and many 
others from their long-term contracts. He could 
have retired at that time if he had wanted to, but 
he was not ready to stop working yet.

At the invitation of a former student who was 
working at Hualien Tzu Chi Hospital, eastern 
Taiwan, Tsao visited Master Cheng Yen in 1996. 
Touched by how the Master’s persevering spirit 
had enabled her to overcome untold challenges in 
establishing the hospital in Hualien, Tsao decided 
to join as the director of the neurology department. 
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His relocation from Taipei to Hualien was wel-
come news in a region that suffered from insuffi-
cient medical care, to say nothing of neurological 
medicine. Tsao also began traveling to Dalin Tzu 
Chi Hospital after it was established in 2000 to 
help out when it was short on neurologists.

As the years passed and he got older, he began 
to focus more on teaching and visiting needy 
patients in the countryside. He was thinking 
about passing the baton, and he began to plan for 
life after retirement, including spending more 
time with his own parents.

But in 2011, Dalin Tzu Chi Hospital was again 
short on neurologists. Like a crisis first responder, 
Tsao went to Dalin to fill in. He knew that the neu-
rological services at Hualien Tzu Chi Hospital 
were running smoothly and that Dalin could real-
ly use his service, so after filling in for a while, he 
accepted an offer to head the neurology depart-
ment at the Dalin hospital. When a dementia cen-

Though dementia is currently incurable, the degen-
eration of functions in dementia patients might be 
slowed by doing exercises or other activities.
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ter was established at the hospital in September 
2012, Tsao took the helm there too.

From hospital to communities
Through his years in clinical services, Tsao had 

witnessed that pharmaceuticals could not solve 
all the problems faced by dementia patients and 
their families. After the dementia center was 
established, he started organizing regular get-
togethers for patients and their families so that 
they could offer support to one another.

Then he took part in a three-year program 
sponsored by the Ministry of Health and Welfare 
for community-based dementia care. That experi-
ence convinced him that community-based care 
offered great help for these patients and was 
worth implementing for the long haul. As a result, 
he began working with community development 
associations and Tzu Chi offices to set up care 
locations for dementia sufferers.

In July 2017, the government identified 20 cen-
ters throughout Taiwan for community-based 
dementia care. The Dementia Center at Dalin Tzu 
Chi Hospital was selected as one of them. It is a 
model of care that aims to improve the quality of 
life for dementia sufferers and their families. The 
government model is completely in line with 
what Tsao has been doing.

Tsao pointed out that the establishment of 
community care locations for dementia sufferers 
is not so much to alleviate a patient’s symptoms 
as to provide an environment to make them 
happy. The mere thought of such an environment 
makes a patient smile.

He provided an example of what he meant: An 
elderly female patient used to spend her days sit-
ting idly at home. When her family first started 
bringing her to a care location to attend a memory 
upkeep class, she strongly resisted. But she soon 
began to enjoy it and started to smile more.

One day she had a fall at home. After treat-
ment, she was kept at home to rest, but she 
bugged her family to take her to the memory 
upkeep class. There, she joined her classmates in 
whatever they were doing. When they stood up to 

Tsao plays toss-and-catch with older people at a 
care location in Chailinjiao, Xikou, Chiayi. It is a 
very old game that people in the group likely 
played when they were children.
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exercise, she did too, even though the steel pins in 
her body made it hard for her to stand up. The 
class made her forget her injuries, and her eager 
participation in class activities helped her recover 
more rapidly. Even though she occasionally dozed 
off in class, she did so with a smile.

The woman passed away three years after she 
started coming to the care location. “The most 
beautiful memories we have of her over those 
three years were her smiles,” Tsao recalled, add-
ing that it warmed their hearts to know that she 
was happy in the final years of her life.

He also pointed out that the woman was not the 
only person coming to a care location who left this 
world with a smile. He knew of several others like 
her. Their families all told him that their loved ones 
had passed the final phase of their life very peace-
fully and that they had together created many 
unforgettable memories at a care location.

False dementia
False dementia may sometimes be confused 

with the real thing. A person displaying symp-
toms of the disease may not necessarily be a real 
sufferer. Other factors may have brought about 
the symptoms.

Tsao told a story about a retired school princi-
pal that illustrated this phenomenon. The princi-
pal came to his first memory upkeep class in a 
wheelchair. A female foreign helper was at that 
time taking care of his every need. He didn’t 
even need to lift a finger to bring food from the 
bowl to his mouth; he needed only to open his 
mouth as she spooned the food in. He did not 
need—or was deprived of the opportunity—to 
move much at all.

But after a few classes, he refused to be fed 
again, opting instead to feed himself. He had seen 
his classmates all around him, people much like 
himself, eat their meals themselves and he wanted 
to be like them.

Some time later, he even walked into class 
instead of being wheeled in. Only then did his 
family realize that he was capable of doing things 
that they had thought he couldn’t. Out of a desire 
to help, they or the helper had performed those 
tasks for him. But they had put him in an environ-

At this venue in Xikou, Chiayi, about ten families 
have banded together for the care of their loved 
ones who suffer from dementia. They meet two 
days a week. Together, they tend a vegetable gar-
den, cook lunch, and offer care and support to 
one another. The venue was provided by a partici-
pating family.
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ment where he had little to no opportunity to do 
things for himself. In essence, that environment 
had made him useless.

Tsao pointed out that if people stop perform-
ing a function for an extended period, they will be 
even less able to do it. Therefore, staying active is 
the way to a better old age. On that premise, creat-
ing an environment where the elderly can remain 
active will be very helpful.

Young again
People are increasingly living into their 80s or 

90s, but what are they doing at those ages? What 
is the meaning of life when you’ve become so old? 
Tsao believes that even old people need to keep 
busy. He brought up the idea of the “age treasury” 
that Master Cheng Yen recently developed. An 
age treasury is like an imaginary safe into which 
older people can deposit 50 years of their age, 
leaving themselves that many years younger at 
heart. Why did Master Cheng Yen think of such 
an idea? Since many Tzu Chi volunteers have 
grown old, it is a way of getting older people to 
get out of their homes to volunteer.

“Take me for example,” Tsao said. “Taking 50 
years away makes me a twenty-something. Of 
course, I don’t really have the stamina of a 20-year-
old, but I can take on a young person’s mindset. 
With the wisdom and experience of a 70-year-old 
and the mindset of a 20-year-old, I can perk myself 
up to march ahead for another 50 years.”

With this mindset, one may take a very different 
path forward. A broader horizon in one’s outlook, 
even if only imaginary, can rekindle one’s desire to 
lead an active life and make oneself useful to others. 
Older people may therefore become busy people. 
They may even cut down on their leisure activities 
in order to accommodate their new passions.

Tsao believes that two things are indispensable 
for keeping elderly people active: One is a mental 
reset, such as an age treasury, and the other is 
group (environmental) support.

For example, how can you motivate an older 
person to continue to volunteer at a recycling sta-
tion? If an older person alone can almost, but not 
quite completely, finish a task he used to complete 

This location in Chailinjiao, Xikou, Chiayi, functions 
as a community center and provides local elderly 
people with lunch and dinner. It is also in the 
dementia care program.

Tsao and a patient in an outpatient clinic look more 
like friends than doctor and patient.
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Tsao spends time after work with his mother, who 
suffers from dementia. He humors her as much as 
possible to make her happy.

on his own, some other volunteer at the station 
can work alongside the older person to bridge the 
gap and complete the task together. That way, the 
older person gets the satisfaction of accomplish-
ment and a sense of usefulness, and he can proud-
ly say, “I’m 30, and I’m a recycling volunteer.”

Reinvigoration
“Reinvigorate yourself,” said Tsao. “Find how 

you can be useful and go where you’re needed. 
When you choose to stay home and watch TV, 
you’re cutting yourself out of opportunities to be 
needed.”

Tsao is thankful that he is a physician because 
the profession does not mandate retirement at a cer-
tain age, such as 65 for professors or judges in 
Taiwan. Many of these, he said, have difficulty 
adjusting to life in retirement, and some even end 
up closing themselves off from the outside world.

However, now that he is in his 70s, he knows 
that he also needs to hit the mental reset and 
modify his path forward. For example, if he con-

tinued to serve as a typical neurologist, he would 
need to carry out clinical duties or other commit-
ments for longer periods of time. Such demands 
might not sit right with another physician his 
age. He is no longer young, and he must reorient 
his thinking. Therefore, he chose to switch to 
community-based dementia care. Though cir-
cumstances played a big part in leading him to 
that path, dementia care was something that he 
had always wanted to do anyway.

He commented with a smile that such a switch 
has meant a reduction of clinical duty and hence a 
big drop in income for him, but he doesn’t mind 
that. He has found that once you think outside of 
the income box, your world becomes wider. 
Though he has seen fewer patients at the hospital, 
he has helped many more in communities. They 
all need him and treat him like their own family, 
and that gives him stamina to keep going.

“I’ll be quite content even if I don’t wake up 
tomorrow,” he said. “My children are grown, my 
wife knows how to take care of herself, and my 
siblings can take care of my mother. I can leave at 
any time. But if I wake up tomorrow and feel fine, 
I’ll continue to make myself useful. I’ll go where 
I’m needed.”
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A fter seeing their doctors in the morning 
outpatient clinics, one patient after anoth-
er, accompanied by their families, came to 

the front desk at the radiology department to add 
their names to the waiting list for examinations. 
Even when lunchtime rolled around, the stream 
of patients was still endless.

At about one o’clock, an elderly woman 
approached the front desk with an examination 
slip for an MRI scan in her hand. She looked 
timid and unsure of herself. I sensed that this was 
her first visit, so I personally escorted her into an 
examination room and asked her to change into a 
hospital gown.

While I was checking her examination slip, I 
asked, “Do you know what examination you are 
having today?” “No, I don’t,” she answered, 
looking embarrassed. I explained to her the pro-
cedure she would be undergoing, and I told her 
she’d be given an injection of contrast dye before 
the scan.

“Did anyone accompany you to the hospital?” 
I asked. “No,” she replied, hanging her head low. 
“My husband had a fight with me last evening, 
and now he won’t talk to me. When I told him I 
was coming to the hospital today, he didn’t even 
offer to drive me here.”

Hearing this, I asked her how she had gotten 
to the hospital. She said that she had walked 

here—a 15-minute walk. My heart clenched 
when I heard her answer. It was sweltering hot 
outside, and she was about 80 years old. “How 
are you going to get back home?” I asked. She 
responded, “I’ll walk, the same way I came 
here.” Then a look of panic crossed her face. 
“Wait…Will I be in good enough shape to walk 
by myself after the examination?”

I put down the syringe I was preparing, and I 
gently patted her on the shoulder to soothe her. 
“How about I call your husband and ask him to 
come here to take you home?” I suggested. “Don’t 
worry, I’ll put it to him nicely. It’s inevitable for 
husbands and wives to quarrel sometimes. I’m 
sure he’ll come around.” The woman perked up at 
my offer and said, “That would be very nice. 
Thank you so much for the trouble.”

I dialed her home phone number and then her 
husband’s cell, but no one answered. Just when 
the woman was on the brink of tears, her hus-
band finally picked up. I introduced myself to 
him as a nurse at Hualien Tzu Chi Hospital, and 
then I explained the situation. Before I could fin-
ish, the husband blurted out breathlessly, “I’m 
already at the hospital. Where are you?”

I hung up and relayed the information to the 
woman. When she learned that her husband was 
already at the hospital, the tears at the corner of 
her eyes seemed to evaporate into a beautiful 
rainbow.

The Rainbow
at the 
Corner of 
Her Eye
By Wu Hong-jun
Translated by Wu Hsiao-ting
Photo by Yan Lin-zhao
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FREE TUTORING
for

Underprivileged Students
By Ye Zi-hao

Translated by Tang Yau-yang
Photos by Yan Lin-zhao

College students offer tutoring assistance to children of families receiving aid from Tzu Chi.
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Most people prefer to spend Friday eve-
nings engaged in leisurely activities. 
After all, it is only natural to want to 

unwind after a week of school or work. However, 
some college students at National Cheng Kung 
University and the National University of Tainan, 
both in Tainan, southern Taiwan, choose to spend 
their Friday evenings in a classroom. They are 
there not to study for their own exams though, 
but to tutor kids who are from families receiving 
care from Tzu Chi and who need extra help to 
keep up with their schoolwork. These college stu-
dents are members of the Tzu Chi Collegiate 
Association (TCCA).

The tutoring sessions take place every Friday 
evening at seven when school is in session. The 
participating college students gather in a 
Department of Physics building at Cheng Kung 

University while older Tzu Chi 
volunteers pick up over 20 chil-
dren and deliver them to the 
university to meet with their 
tutors and receive instruction 
for the night.

Besides providing extra 
tutoring, the college kids visit 
their students in their homes 
about once a semester. They 
conduct these home visits with 
older Tzu Chi volunteers who 
provide regular care and assis-
tance to the needy students and 
their families.

Tutors visiting
On one such visit not long 

ago, Tzu Chi volunteer Lai Xiu-
luan (賴秀鸞) said to Weng 
Xuan-man (翁萱蔓), a TCCA 
member, “Xiao-long [a pseud-
onym] passed his English test 
this time!” Weng almost 
jumped with excitement at this 
great news.

Weng is a senior in political 
science at Cheng Kung Univer-

sity. She and an electrical engineering student had 
tutored Xiao-long, an eighth grader, for two semes-
ters, during which time Xiao-long had managed to 
raise his math test scores from below the passing 
grade of 60 to a respectable 90. However, it had 
taken longer for his English to improve. No won-
der Weng was overjoyed.

Xiao-long and his father live in an efficiency 
apartment that Tzu Chi volunteers rent for them. 
While visiting their home, Weng and two fellow 
students played a poker game with Xiao-long.

“Did you pass the science test too?” Weng 
asked the eighth grader.

“I did!” came the reply.
“Nice,” Weng said. She pressed on: “Have you 

memorized the periodic table?”
While the four were playing, volunteer Lai 

talked to Xiao-long’s father, A-liang (also a 
pseudonym), to see how things were going in the 
family.

A-liang’s family illustrates a typical case of 
poverty as a result of illness. He suffered a stroke 
when his wife was pregnant with Xiao-long, 
which prevented him from working. With the 
breadwinner of the family down, the wife had to 
juggle working and caring for the family. She 
could burn the candle on both ends for only so 
long, and after a few years she left their home for 
good. A-liang and Xiao-long ended up having to 
rely on the help of social services and relatives 
and friends.

When Xiao-long was in fourth grade, Tzu Chi 
stepped in to help the family. Besides providing 
the father and son with aid, volunteers also took 
the father to volunteer at a recycling station, hop-
ing that the physical work would help improve 
his condition. The practice paid off, and over time 
A-liang did become more mobile.

After Xiao-long graduated from elementary 
school, volunteers arranged for him to attend 
Tainan Tzu Chi Senior High School, which 
includes a junior high and an elementary school. 
The private school sets aside six percent of its 
admission quota for children from low-income 
families in Tainan and charges them public school 
tuitions and fees.

“I hold no grudge against her,” A-liang said to 
Lai of his ex-wife. “She sends us money even 
now.”

“It’s worked out the best way possible,” Lai 
said. “You should thank her for giving you such a 
great son.”

Weng Xuan-man (center) and two 
fellow tutors play cards with 
Xiao-long (in blue vest), a stu-
dent in a tutoring program, dur-
ing a visit to his home.
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Back at Cheng Kung
After spending an hour at Xiao-long’s home, 

Lai, Weng, and other volunteers returned to 
Cheng Kung University, where they assembled 
with volunteers who had visited other homes.

Chen Yueh-nan (陳岳男), the advisor for the 
TCCA chapter at Cheng Kung University, 
addressed the gathering. He first thanked the Tzu 
Chi volunteers who regularly and dependably 
picked up young students and delivered them to 
Cheng Kung to be tutored. Then he said to the col-
lege students that after they had visited their stu-
dents at their homes and seen what their families 

were like, they would feel differently when they 
tutored the youngsters in the future.

How it all started
The tutoring sessions have been going on for 

six years now. How did they get started?
Lai explained what brought this project about: 

“We had a family in our care, the Chens. We had a 
hard time finding a way to help the family because 
the mother, perhaps because of her mental condi-
tion, was very hard for us to approach. However, 
she loved her children very much, which gave us 
an opening to become involved with them.” With 
the mother’s consent, Lai contacted Chen Guan-
ting (陳冠廷), now a doctoral candidate at Cheng 
Kung, to arrange for some TCCA members at his 
college to tutor the three children in the Chen fam-
ily. Volunteers also planned to get Xiao-long, then 
in grade school, to join the three children.

Chen Guan-ting (right), a doctoral candidate at 
Cheng Kung University, talks to college students 
about their home visits with the children they are 
tutoring. The college students tutor younger stu-
dents once a week at Cheng Kung University.
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Tutoring sessions like this 
one (above) have been offered 
to needy children for six years 
in Tainan.

A tutor (right) plays with a 
small girl while the latter’s 
older sibling is being tutored 
in the same room.
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The Chen family lived in a large residential 
building, so volunteers secured permission from 
the management committee there to use the con-
ference room in the building as the classroom for 
the extra instruction. Just days before the tutoring 
was set to begin, however, the family decided to 
move to another place, which nullified all the pre-
vious arrangements. Lai thus had to scramble to 
find another place. Thankfully, the resourceful 
Chen Yueh-nan quickly found a room on the 
Cheng Kung campus. The tutoring project was 
able to proceed at this new site.

Just as they thought that they had solved the 
problem, the building in which the new site was 
located was demolished to make room for a new 
building. The venue for the tutoring sessions 
therefore had to be changed again. Chen Yueh-nan 
came to the rescue one more time. He moved the 
venue to where he worked, the Department of 
Physics, where it has remained ever since.

More students joined the tutoring program as 
it evolved, so many that Chen Yueh-nan and the 

others decided to recruit more teachers for the 
project. They also decided to make it a weekly 
event, instead of a monthly one. They settled on 
every Friday evening because the college kids, 
with no impending tests the next day, would be 
more able to make it.

All the people involved with the decision to 
choose that time were fully aware that it was when 
most people would rather unwind than teach. 
What’s more, many students chose to go back to 
their hometowns on Fridays to spend the week-
end. “Despite these drawbacks, I’ve found that 
participating college students are very dedicated 
to the program,” Chen Guan-ting said in praise of 
the tutors. “They always willingly wait to go home 
until after the tutoring session is over.”

How are they doing?
Though the tutoring project hasn’t always had 

smooth sailing, the program has grown greatly in 
size and is now very much on track, thanks to the 
combined efforts of everyone involved.

The program’s function has grown beyond 
that of a mere tutoring project. Lai believes that 
it is less important for the sessions to raise the 
participating students’ test scores than for the 
tutors to have a chance to encourage positive 
thinking and attitudes in the children. “The col-
lege students in the program are role models 
that the younger kids can look up to and try to 
emulate,” Lai explained. “They help kindle hope 
in the younger students that a better future is 
possible if they apply themselves and stay on 
the right track.”

Lai also mentioned that because the college 
kids and their students are closer in age, the 
younger kids are more likely to confide in their 
tutors about their issues at school, troubles at 
home, or whatever worries they might have. The 
tutors have therefore become good, discreet 
sources of information who can help Tzu Chi vol-
unteers and social workers detect potential or 
real troubles in needy families. The volunteers 
need such information to offer timely assistance 
to the families.

The college students have thus become a part of 
the local social support system for needy families. 
Chen Yueh-nan and his wife, Yen Hsiu-wen (顏秀
雯), have been very proud of this accomplishment.

Chen Yueh-nan (left) and Yen Hsiu-wen (facing 
page) help out in a tutoring session.
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While in college, Chen and Yen were both 
TCCA members. Now Chen teaches at the 
Department of Physics at Cheng Kung University, 
and Yen is the director of academic affairs in the 
elementary school section of Tainan Tzu Chi High 
School. The couple’s sturdy support of the partici-
pating college students is an essential component 
of the tutoring program.

Standing behind the college kids
Not all of the students being tutored are angels, 

at least not at first. One small boy, for example, is 
like an Angry Bird. He is highly defensive, espe-
cially with female tutors. He refuses to accept 
their care for him, and he uses bad words.

“The boy has complicated emotions and pres-
sures,” Yen said, “and he has the habit of express-
ing himself through anger.” According to Yen, 
the boy’s mother left him after her divorce from 
his father. He missed her, but gradually he 
became resentful of her, feeling that she had 
deserted him.

Yen knows it isn’t easy to tutor the boy, so she 
provides support for the tutors. “I told the boy’s 
tutors not to feel frustrated,” she said. “I asked 
them to look at things from the boy’s point of 
view. His strong emotions are natural given his 

family’s history.” She advised the tutors to be 
patient with him if he threw a fit and to try to 
guide him to express himself in a more positive 
way. After a couple of times, he might understand 
that he doesn’t have to be angry to express him-
self, and he might gradually begin to trust people 
and feel more secure.

Yen has a master’s degree in special educa-
tion, and she once led all the TCCA chapters in 
Taiwan. After the massive September 21 
Earthquake that hit central Taiwan in 1999, she 
led her fellow TCCA members from all over 
Taiwan to volunteer in schools in the disaster 
area. They organized courses and group activities 
to help traumatized schoolchildren and give 
them back a sense of security. Under Yen’s leader-
ship, the college kids also volunteered at hospi-
tals, nursing homes, and other care institutions. 
In 2000, Asiaweek picked Yen as one of the out-
standing 25-year-old Asian youths featured in 
their magazine.

With the support and guidance of Yen and 
Chen, a couple with deep ties to Tzu Chi, the 
tutoring program has kept a steady course. Like 
the college student tutors, the couple hopes to 
help guide young students from needy families 
towards a brighter future.
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A Joyful Life of Giving
“Life is short. We need just enough money 
to get by. We should leave some time for 
ourselves,” said 70-year-old Hong Tian-
zhu, who often drives his 30-year-old van 
to do volunteer work.

By Fang Yu-ye
Translated by Wu Hsiao-ting
Photos by Huang Xiao-zhe
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I’ve decided to close my factory by the end of 
this year,” said Hong Tian-zhu (洪天助), as he 
drove to the Tainan station of the Taiwan High 

Speed Rail (THSR) to pick up some recyclables. 
“After it closes, I won’t be so pressed for time 
when I do recycling work.”

“Why are you closing your factory? Isn’t busi-
ness good?” asked a fellow Tzu Chi volunteer 
who was riding shotgun.

“I’ve talked it over with my wife,” Hong 
answered. “Life is short. We only need enough 
money to get by. Our children are grown and inde-
pendent. We should leave some time for ourselves.” 
He wanted to have more time for volunteering.

Hong mentioned another reason for closing his 
plastic bag factory. He said that he had started the 
business 40 years before because the market for 
plastic bags was good. Back then, he, like most 
people, had no idea about the heavy toll plastics 
would have on the environment. Now that he 
knows better, he needs to make a change. “I’ve 
urged people since I took up recycling work to cut 
down on the use of plastics. It would be quite 
ironic if I go on churning out plastic bags while 
telling people to reduce the use of them. I’ll quit 
while I’m still physically fit to dedicate more time 
to volunteering.”

God helps those who help themselves
There are day and night shifts at Hong’s factory. 

His wife, Qiu Nian-yu (邱年玉), and their employ-
ees work the day shift, while Hong works the night 
shift. He also makes deliveries to customers every 
morning. At noon when he has had his lunch, he 
ought to catch up on his sleep. But instead of doing 
that, he drives to the THSR Tainan station to collect 
recyclables. He doesn’t mind sacrificing some 
sleep. He enjoys volunteering.

Hong’s factory has been in operation for near-
ly 40 years. He was introduced to this line of 
work by one of his older brothers, who had 
opened a plastics factory in southern Taiwan with 
a friend and invited Hong to join them. It was 
1973 and Hong had just completed his compulso-
ry military stint.

Taiwan’s economy was taking off at the time, 
and the plastics industry was still relatively new. 
After joining his brother’s business, Hong, with a 
major in bank management, successfully con-
vinced his bosses to solicit orders from abroad, 
thus helping widen the company’s market. Hong 
wore many hats at the company, including finan-
cial management and purchasing. He was a very 
dedicated worker and basically lived on site.

One year, the company hired a new employ-
ee, Qiu Nian-yu, to work at the warehouse. She 
had just graduated from a vocational school. 
Hong often saw Qiu washing the dishes for the 
more than 30 employees at the company after 
lunch, even though the company had stipulated 
that everyone should take turns doing that. 
Having grown up in an underprivileged envi-
ronment, Hong admired her hard work and 
enthusiasm for serving others. He became 
strongly attracted to her.

Hong came from a family of 11 children. His 
father toiled hard to support the family—farming 
during the day, working for a puppet troupe at 
night, and peddling plum cookies and popsicles 
during whatever free time he had left. Toiling day 
and night eventually took a toll on his health, and 
he passed away at 48 after spitting blood. After 
he died, his wife demonstrated impressive perse-
verance and assumed the weighty responsibility 
of supporting the large family. Hong learned 
from his mother’s example what an important 
role the female head of a household played. 
Looking at Qiu, he knew she would make a good 
wife and mother. He told himself not to let her 
slip away.

Eight years after they tied the knot, Hong and 
Qiu left his brother’s company and struck out on 
their own. They started a plastic bag factory in an 
industrial park in Rende, Tainan, southern Taiwan. 
They also made the factory their home. Both of 
them were hard-working and trustworthy, and 
they built up a good business over the years.

Heartened by 0.85 cent
In 1990, Hong went to a former colleague’s 

housewarming party. That colleague, Cai Xiu-zhi 
(蔡秀治), was a Tzu Chi commissioner. She told 
the people at the party that Master Cheng Yen 
was calling on everyone to do recycling to protect 
the environment. Hong had just ended an invest-
ment in China and had more free time on his 
hands, and so he accepted Cai’s invitation to help 
collect recyclables.

Hong and his wife started by picking up recy-
clable garbage in the industrial park where their 
factory was located. They did that in the evenings. 
When they met people they knew, they would pre-
tend to be out taking a walk. “We were afraid that 
people might think we had fallen on hard times if 
they saw us collecting garbage,” Hong explained.

After some time, Hong thought of visiting 
neighborhoods in Rende to promote recycling and 
encourage people to set up recycling points. He 

“
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He mentioned to a Tzu Chi donating member 
the problem he was encountering, and he said 
that he was thinking of raising money to buy a 
truck for Tzu Chi. The donating member relayed 
Hong’s wish to her husband, who was a factory 
manager at Ta Chen Stainless Pipe Company. The 
husband in turn told his boss, Hsieh Jung-kun 
(謝榮坤), about it. Impressed by Tzu Chi’s recy-
cling efforts, the boss very generously decided to 
donate a large truck to the foundation. That 
solved the recyclable collection problem in the 
Rende area.

Back then, few recycling dealers were willing 
to buy beverage cans because they didn’t fetch 
much money. Hong sought far and wide to find a 
business that would take them. Sometimes, when 
he had finally found one and had driven a full 
load of metal cans to the dealer, the dealer would 
tell him, “Don’t bring me any more.”

Hong was in a dilemma. He felt stuck. Drink 
cans collected by volunteers kept coming in and 
yet there was no one willing to buy them. “It was 
like being in the middle of shampooing your hair 
and having the water stop,” he said.

would then visit the points to collect sorted recy-
clables. Xu Chun-chang (徐春長), a senior Tzu Chi 
volunteer, advised him to think twice about his 
idea. He was worried that Hong might be taking 
on more than he could handle.

Despite Xu’s advice, Hong went ahead with 
his idea. Many recycling points were set up in 
response to his appeal. He would go out in the 
morning in his van to make deliveries for his fac-
tory, and then stop by at the various points on his 
return trip to pick up recyclables. However, he 
soon found that his van was not large enough to 
handle the large amount of recyclables people 
were collecting—the vehicle was often full before 
he could finish his rounds. As a result, he often 
received calls rushing him to collect recyclables at 
a point. He was overwhelmed.

Members of the Tainan chapter of the Tzu Chi 
International Medical Association make monthly 
visits to remote mountain areas in Longqi, Yujing, 
and Guanshan to provide free medical services to 
elderly and needy people. Hong Tian-zhu (standing 
center) helps out on one such trip. Huang Yu-Xiong
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Refusing to be defeated, he continued looking. 
He eventually found a dealer that specialized in 
buying scrap metals.

“Do you take metal cans?” he asked an old 
man at that dealership when he had arrived there, 
full of hope, with his “wares.”

“All metal cans? They’re worth next to noth-
ing,” the man said, frowning.

Hong felt his heart sink, but then a woman 
standing off to one side piped up: “It’s okay. We’ll 
take them. Two dollars and 60 cents [0.85 U.S. 
cent] per kilogram.”

“Two dollars and 60 cents?” Hong repeated, 
thinking that he had heard it wrong. No one had 
ever offered such a good price for his cans. As 
his spirits lifted, he said to the woman, “These 
were all collected by Tzu Chi volunteers. I have 
a lot more.”

Hong Tian-zhu at work in his factory “Bring them all to us,” said the woman. Hong 
would learn later that her name was Xiao Qian-jin 
(蕭千金) and that her husband, Xie Fu-en (謝復恩), 
owned the business. Xiao had known Tzu Chi for 
a long time and had even donated money to it. She 
continued: “I know the volunteers worked hard to 
collect and sort those cans.”

From that time on, Hong would regularly 
deliver recycled metal cans to Xie’s business. One 
year later, the Xie family became donating mem-
bers of Tzu Chi. Xiao even helped solicit dona-
tions for Tzu Chi.

Feelings for the underprivileged
Because his wife can look after their factory 

during the day, Hong often visits the needy with 
other volunteers in addition to his recycling work.

One time they visited a homeless person, Li, 
who suffered from hypertension, diabetes, and 
cirrhosis. For three years he had lived in a desert-
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Volunteers clean up for Li, a homeless person who 
lives in an old air-raid shelter. Su Wen-Fa

ed military air-raid shelter. When the volunteers 
entered the dark shelter, they saw mosquitoes and 
other insects flying around. Squinting in the dark, 
they made out several worn blankets and towels 
under which Li was curled up in a ball, trying to 
keep himself warm in the cold weather.

The sight aroused a wave of sympathy in 
Hong. He thought back to his childhood. Life was 
hard back then for his family, but at least they 
could still get by. Looking around the cold, dark 
shelter, he couldn’t imagine how the man passed 
his days there.

The volunteers immediately set to work. 
Some went to get a used bed for Li, some set out 
to purchase serviceable comforters and warm 
clothes, and some began cleaning up the place. 
Hong fetched a rechargeable battery, a light, 
some wires, and a bag of rice from his van. He 
said to Li, “This battery was donated by a car 
repair shop. It can keep the light running for over 
a month. I’ll recharge the battery for you the next 

time we come back for a visit.” Hong was happy 
to help make life a little easier for the down-and-
out man.

Another aid recipient, Liu, suffered from ter-
minal liver cancer. His wife accompanied him 
through thick and thin, but they eventually ended 
up homeless. Hong and other volunteers found 
an old house for the couple where they could at 
least take shelter.

Chang, another homeless person, showed up 
at the Tainan Tzu Chi office one day seeking 
help. After assessment, Hong talked to Mrs. Liu 
about partitioning a room in their place for 
Chang. Mrs. Liu agreed.

Volunteers transported partitioning materials 
to the Lius’ place and had the house remodeled. 
The completed house was comfortable, and the 
three occupants were happy to call it home.
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Untying knots
Juggling work, family, and volunteering, Hong 

rarely has time to rest. One time, after a particu-
larly busy spell, he was alarmed to find that he 
couldn’t hear out of his left ear. He was admitted 
to a hospital for examination. The patient in the 
bed next to his was an old man who had had a 
stroke. No family was around to care for him and 
regularly turn him over in bed, so he had devel-
oped bedsores. He constantly sighed and lament-
ed his hard lot. To lighten his heart, Hong chatted 
with him, told him stories about Tzu Chi, and 
even sang to entertain him.

That weekend, the old man’s daughter finally 
showed up at the hospital to check on him. Hong 
shared with her this teaching of Master Cheng 
Yen’s: “Never delay in practicing filial piety and 

doing good.” He gently reminded the daughter 
that her father could use some company. Even 
during hospitalization, Hong was eager to help 
others. He continued to “volunteer” and offer his 
care and love.

He was discharged after four days. The doc-
tors hadn’t been able to determine the cause of his 
hearing problem. Miraculously, however, he 
regained hearing in his left ear about two weeks 
after his discharge. He couldn’t wait to resume his 
volunteer work.

Soon thereafter, while visiting a Su family, he 
noticed that the two sisters in the household 
weren’t talking to each other. He brought it up 
with other volunteers. “It must be hard to live 
under the same roof and not be on speaking 
terms,” he said. They decided to help untie the 
knot between the two sisters.

The older sister and her three children had 
moved back in with her parents after her hus-
band had passed away. One of her children had 

Hong and other volunteers sort garbage collected 
from Taiwan High Speed Rail trains near the 
Tainan station.
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Hong and his wife, Qiu, both volunteer for Tzu Chi. 
They also run their factory together. They make a 
great team.

lazy eye. The younger sister originally worked 
out of town as a hospital nurse, but to help her 
sister out and care for their father, a dialysis 
patient, and their mother, who had had a stroke, 
she quit her job and returned to their hometown. 
She settled for a new job that paid only half her 
previous salary. She also gave up a serious, long-
term relationship so she could focus on taking 
care of her family.

Having given up so much, the younger sister 
sometimes fell into depression. The older one 
was poor at comforting others, and she rarely 
reached out to her sister. Over time, the two sis-
ters became like strangers. It was like a wall had 
been erected between them; communication all 
but ceased.

Hong and his fellow volunteers decided to 
work with the older sister first. On their next visit 
to the family, the volunteers first talked with the 

parents and the older sister. They told them about 
what they had observed and convinced the older 
sister to reach out to the younger one. Following 
the volunteers’ suggestion, the older sister went 
upstairs to invite her sister down to join them in 
the living room. Then the volunteers performed 
songs about family love for the family. Their per-
formance—accompanied by graceful hand ges-
tures—was so touching that the father was 
moved to tears.

When everyone was caught up in this heart-
warming atmosphere, the older sister said to the 
younger one, “We’re grateful to have you around. 
I know it must be tough juggling work and taking 
care of the family. Thank you so much.” The 
younger sister’s heart softened upon hearing 
those words, and she voiced things that she had 
never been able to say to her sister. Seeing the two 
sisters untying the knot between them, the volun-
teers felt their eyes grow moist.

Keep going
Hong is deeply involved in Tzu Chi work. In 

addition to recycling work and home visits, he has 
also taken part in free clinics and international 
relief work. He always returns home from his vol-
unteering more committed to helping the needy. 
Seeing the suffering of the needy reminds him of 
his own hard life as a child, and that spurs him to 
work harder to help others.

His wife, Qiu, also volunteers for Tzu Chi. 
When one of them volunteers, the other fills in for 
the other at work. They make a good team. Hong is 
thankful to his wife for supporting his dedication 
to volunteering, and Qiu is happy to see her hus-
band’s transformation after he joined Tzu Chi: “He 
was rather hot-tempered when he was younger, 
and he had no patience for people who didn’t do 
things fast enough. As a result, he was often short 
with others. However, participating in Tzu Chi 
work has greatly softened his rough edges, and he 
now enjoys going around to give love.”

At 70, Hong is no longer young, but the idea of 
taking life easier has never crossed his mind. He 
has seen how Master Cheng Yen does her best to 
serve the world, despite being over 80 years old. 
That has motivated him to keep doing what he 
can to inspire more people to give.

Hong is more than grateful that he has encoun-
tered Tzu Chi on his life’s path. He doesn’t like to 
remain idle, but as a Tzu Chi volunteer he will 
never have to worry about not having things to 
do. Life begins at 70. He will continue to lead an 
active, joyful life of giving.
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Afriend’s father, who was in his 70s and thin 
to begin with, lost 11 pounds in a short 
time because of illness. The doctor sug-

gested that he seek out a dietitian to help devise a 
balanced diet. Because I am a dietician, my friend 
texted me and asked for help.

My curiosity was piqued when I read the sec-
ond half of my friend’s text, in which she asked 
me to persuade her mother to allow her father to 
eat what he liked. I immediately made an appoint-
ment with him for a house call.

Once in his home, I first learned about the 
treatment plans that his physician had prescribed 
for him. Then I asked him about his diet.

Every time I asked a question, the patient’s 
wife rushed to answer it, preempting her hus-
band, who was ready to reply. After this had hap-
pened a few times, I asked my friend to find an 
excuse to take her mother out to the kitchen so her 
father and I could be alone.

Once his wife had stepped away and we were 
alone, my patient opened up to me. “My illness 
has inconvenienced my family. I feel bad about it. 
But it’s been hard on me, too. I can’t even decide 
what I get to eat.” He went on to explain that his 
wife had changed his diet after he had fallen ill—
all he could eat now was either steamed or boiled 
food. No oil. No seasoning. “How can I swallow 
that?” he asked.

I asked him what he really wanted to eat at 
that moment. He shook his head in resignation 
and said, “She’s really strict about my diet. I’ve 
occasionally wanted to eat nasi lemak [a Malay rice 
dish cooked in coconut milk and pandan leaf], but 
there’s no way she’d allow that.”

Taste from memory
During my years of diet counseling, I have 

often encountered patients who tell me things 
that they would not normally tell their family. 
The above episode reminded me of another 
friend and her father. He complained to every-
one he knew that his daughter wouldn’t give 
him any good food to eat and so he’d lose his 
appetite at every meal. As a result, family and 
friends scolded and reprimanded my friend. She 
felt that she had been unfairly treated, and she 
was feeling a lot of pressure. She sought me out 
to vent her frustration.

She said that she had just been cooking for her 
father, a diabetic, in ways that his doctor and 
dietitian had required. They had repeatedly point-
ed out his inability to control his own blood sugar, 
and the danger his diabetes posed if he did not eat 
mostly steamed or boiled food or salads. At their 
advice, she began serving her father the food his 
body required but that he disliked. It is no wonder 
his complaints ensued.

Best Intentions
Aren’t Always the

Best Ideas
By Ng Hooi Lin

Translated by Tang Yau-yang
Graphics by Lin Jia-sheng

When a family member has a health issue, you may attempt to restrict 
his diet. However, you are well advised to moderate your attempt with 
tact and a dose of respect for him. Otherwise, friction is likely to ensue 
in spite of your best intentions.
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These two cases of friction between close 
family members epitomize the complicated rela-
tionships in a family in which members need to 
care for other members. I had some first-hand 
experience with this too—after I started to care 
for my mother.

For a while my mother had a poor appetite. To 
help improve the situation, I planned to cook 
some curry for her. I mentioned that I would make 
the curry with yogurt instead of the usual coconut 
milk, a recipe I had gotten from an Indian friend. 
But as soon as my mom learned that I was replac-
ing coconut milk with yogurt in my curry, she 
politely told me not to cook her portion. She had 
always been an indirect person, so that was her 
way of telling me that she did not like curry pre-
pared with yogurt.

That gave me pause. After I began caring for 
her, I noticed that she would not eat cakes made 
with butter, nor would she ever add milk to her 
drinks. Both butter and milk gave off a scent that 
she could not stand. No wonder she shunned my 
purposed curry—yogurt, a dairy product, had 
ruined her appetite for the dish before I even 
cooked it. Furthermore, she had an unshakeable 
notion that the most indispensable ingredient for 
curry was coconut milk, whose unique aroma 
could not possibly be found in, much less replaced 
by, any dairy product.

My mother had most certainly acquired these 
preferences in her younger days. Since such pref-

erences often stay with a person for life, I knew 
that it would be futile to try to change them. On 
the other hand, I wouldn’t feel comfortable if I 
conceded to her preferences either. Anyone who 
knows anything about nutrition knows that coco-
nut milk is very high in saturated fat and that pro-
longed consumption of it in immoderate quanti-
ties is harmful for the heart.

That being said, all fatty acids, including those 
found in coconut milk, have a role to play in 
human health. The key is a balanced diet. We 
Chinese like to talk about the Doctrine of the 
Mean—the middle ground between extremes. 
Doing anything to the extreme, including dieting, 
is not advised. What is advisable is doing things 
in moderation.

Heeding that ancient wisdom, I moderated my 
plan for cooking the curry.

Making curry with a dairy product in place of 
coconut milk would be quite acceptable for some 
people but not for others, my mother among 
them. Therefore, if I had—out of my desire to 
watch out for her health—insisted on using yogurt 
to make curry, my mother would surely have 
refused to eat it. I would likely have felt unappre-
ciated and said to her something like: “For your 
health, I cooked a healthful curry, but you 
wouldn’t even eat it!” I don’t know how my 
mother would have responded to that, but one 
thing would have been certain: Neither she nor I 
would have felt happy about the situation.
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I recognize that respecting others is a good way 
to avoid or minimize friction, so here is what I did 
with my curry: I used coconut milk, as my mother 
had specified, but with a slight twist. I used low-fat 
coconut milk and cut down on the amount I used. 
To compensate for the missing fat and to make my 
dish more appealing, I used pumpkin—which my 
mother liked—instead of the more typical potatoes. 
I also added lion’s mane mushrooms into the mix. 
My curry, with the pumpkin and the mushrooms, 
looked deliciously golden and tasted a little sweet. 
Furthermore, there was the aroma of coconut milk. 
The taste of the modified dish was heavenly.

While I was still cooking the curry, my mother 
stepped out of her bedroom and came into the 
kitchen. She said, “Smells real good. Curry just 
isn’t right without the fragrance of coconut milk.” 
I understood that that fragrance, which must 
have been the scent of her family’s home cooking 
when she was a young girl, had forever been 
etched in her memory.

While my mother ate that curry, she could not 
stop nodding her approval and praising how 
good it was.

When the craving calls
Another friend of mine had to delegate cook-

ing to her husband when she underwent cancer 
treatment. Her husband had always been highly 
disciplined—he had always eaten right without 
needing reminders from others. After he started 
cooking, the wife had to eat lightly seasoned food 
for every meal, which did not satisfy her. One 
night, she craved something more heavily fla-
vored, so when her husband was sound asleep, 
she stole out of bed, went to the kitchen, and 
cooked herself some instant noodles.

Unfortunately, the aroma of the food wafted 
into their bedroom and woke her husband. A fight 

ensued. “You know full well that you have a seri-
ous illness,” said the husband. “Why are you still 
cooking and eating such junk food? If you’re hun-
gry, just wake me up and I’ll cook plain noodle 
soup for you.”

My friend later lamented to me, “I really regret 
not having a kitchen door installed when we 
remodeled our house!”

That anecdote really got me thinking. There 
seems to be a disconnect between the two parties 
in such fights. Caregivers do their best to make 
healthy food for their loved ones, but their loved 
ones do not appreciate their labor of love.

This type of conflict rarely happens to me—
either between my mother and me or between my 
daughter and me. It’s partly because of my belief 
that everyone is responsible for their own health 
and their own life. I merely make suggestions—I 
do not try to control others. I respect whatever 
they decide to do.

Years of being a dietician has taught me that no 
one likes to have their diets controlled by their 
family members. Yes, you want your loved ones 
to eat healthy food, and they should. But it doesn’t 
hurt to let them indulge once in a while. It is 
important to honor their wish to occasionally eat 
what they really want, however unhealthy that 
indulgence may seem to you.

Because of my work, I have had more opportu-
nities than most people to hear what caregivers 
and receivers have to say about why they do what 
they do, and I have had more opportunities to 
mediate between the two parties. This has helped 
me greatly: Mediating others’ conflicts has taught 
me to think from the standpoint of other people 
and become good at avoiding or reducing con-
flicts. It has also helped me realize that one’s best 
intentions aren’t always the best ideas.
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JING SI APHORISMS
The Illustrated

A musician: “I often get a lot of applause when I give concert tours. I read in your teachings that ‘The 
more applause you get, the smaller you should make yourself.’ Ever since then, I have always remind-
ed myself not to lose my head when I hear the applause.”
The Master said, “The smaller you make yourself, the easier you will be on other people’s eyes.”

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

The Buddha says:
It is better to live for one day 
and hear the Dharma
than to live a hundred years 
without ever hearing it.

Your life hangs on each 
breath you take. If you 

always keep in mind that you 
are only alive from second to 
second, then you will fully 

cherish your life.

Time flies by quickly. 
If young people do not 
make good use of their 

time now, they may end 
up too old to learn.

58.indd   58 2018/9/10   13:50

September 2018 59

Tzu Chi Events Around the World

participants. Each participant received a daily pay 
of 800 pesos (US$15).

Ricky Mique, 42, lives with polio. He partici-
pated in the clean-up despite his limited mobility. 
Since it was more difficult for him to move 
around, he used his pedicab to transport debris 
for disposal. He could not pedal very fast, but his 
older brother, Jerry, who was also a polio victim, 
helped out by pushing the pedicab from behind. 
After Ricky received his pay at the end of the first 
day of the program, he immediately went to buy a 
light bulb and some medicine. The floodwater 
had reached the ceiling of his home and damaged 
their only light bulb. He and his four-year-old 
son, Jacob, had been feeling their way around 

The Philippines
Heavy rain flooded some areas in Metro Manila 

on August 11. In the immediate aftermath, Tzu Chi 
volunteers distributed 9,000 loaves of bread, 600 
packs of daily necessities, drinking water, and sec-
ond-hand clothes to more than 3,000 families.

The floods left behind piles of garbage, debris, 
and mud. If the garbage was left to sit, the sites 
could become breeding grounds for diseases. To 
help out, Tzu Chi volunteers launched a cash-for-
work clean-up program on August 16 to help 
restore the neighborhoods and provide a sense of 
normalcy to people’s lives.

The program was implemented in four areas: 
Nangka, Tumana, and Malanday in Marikina, and 
Banaba in San Mateo, Rizal. Tzu Chi volunteers 
worked with the local governments to provide 
heavy machinery. Volunteers also prepared clean-
up tools such as shovels and wheelbarrows for 

Tzu Chi Philippines launched a cash-for-work pro-
gram to clean up neighborhoods after heavy rains 
resulted in flooding in Metro Manila in August 2018.
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inside their dark house for 
several days. The medication 
Ricky bought was for Jacob, 
who had been injured when 
he fell into a river a few days 
before. The cash-for-work pay 
meant a lot to the family, and 
it showed up when they 
needed it the most. “We really 
need help right now and you 
came, so we’re very thank-
ful,” said Ricky.

Other participants also 
welcomed the money that 
they had received. Juvilie 
Carullo, 36, was overjoyed to 
the point of tears when she 
received her payment. She 
said her family currently had 
no source of income since her 
husband could not go to 
work due to the flood. Money 
was tight as a result. She 
declared that she would use 
the money to pay her son’s tuition fees and buy 
the books he needed.

The program lasted four days, logging 3,694 
work shifts. The communities looked much clean-
er afterwards and participants received some 
financial relief to weather the difficult times.

South Africa
While the Northern Hemisphere was experi-

encing a sweltering summer, Tzu Chi volunteers 
in South Africa conducted two aid distributions in 
cold winter weather in July: one at Primrose, 
Johannesburg, the other at Mooiplaas, Pretoria.

The distribution in Primrose took place on July 
15. Volunteers had visited many underprivileged 
families before the distribution to compile a recip-
ient roster. Some of the volunteers themselves had 
once received aid from Tzu Chi, and now they 
have become help givers.

Volunteers began preparing for the event 
very early in the morning of July 15. The tem-
perature was only three degrees Celsius (37.4 
degrees Fahrenheit) when they started. A group 
of volunteers arrived at the venue, a vacant lot 
in front of a police station, and set up the place. 
Among the volunteers were some college stu-
dents who helped clean up the site. This wasn’t 
the first time this area had been used by Tzu Chi 
for a distribution. As in the past, the police from 
the station had lent the venue to Tzu Chi. They 

also volunteered and helped maintain order at 
the distribution.

During the opening ceremony, Zheng Ai-bao 
(鄭愛堡), deputy CEO of Tzu Chi South Africa, 
thanked local residents for coming to the distri-
bution. She then conveyed care and blessings 
from Master Cheng Yen and Tzu Chi volunteers 
to all the participating families. Lai Jin-cheng 
(賴金城), an official from Taiwan’s representative 
office in South Africa, thanked Tzu Chi for help-
ing love from Taiwan reach many places in 
Africa. The rice to be distributed later had been 
provided by the Taiwanese government. 
Taiwan’s Council of Agriculture sets aside rice 
every year for government agencies and private 
aid organizations to distribute to disadvantaged 
people in other countries.

Though it was cold, volunteer Zhang Min-hui 
(張敏輝), 85, took part in the distribution from 
beginning to end. Volunteer Hou Qi-lin (侯其霖) 
even brought employees from his company to 
help out. Though they had to sacrifice their time 
off to volunteer, the joy they felt from giving to 
others more than made up for it.

The distribution benefited 1,945 families from 
Makause, Marathon, and Delpot, in Primrose. 
Relief supplies included rice, shoes, school sup-
plies, and laundry soap.

The other distribution was carried out on July 
29 in Mooiplaas. Participating families arrived 

Tzu Chi volunteers in South Africa held two aid distributions in Primrose 
and Mooiplaas in July, helping over 3,800 families. Cai Kai-fan
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tributing aid, and providing medical services the 
following morning. The medical professionals 
treated over 200 people in Tempos village on the 
morning of August 8.

Rutianing, 80, told Dr. Ida Bagus Darmasusila 
that she had pain throughout her body. Her son, 
Purniadi, said that their home had collapsed in 
the quake, injuring his mother’s head and left 
arm. She had required 17 stitches to close the 
wounds. The doctor examined her wounds, 
changed her dressings, and provided her with 
painkillers and other medications.

The woman was still afraid, so Dr. Darmasusila 
consoled her to ease her mind. Rutianing held the 
doctor’s hands and said, “Thank you so much for 
coming here and helping me.”

The Tzu Chi Indonesia chapter indicated that 
they would continue conducting emergency assis-
tance and draft follow-up plans for victims if fur-
ther aid was needed.

early and waited in orderly lines. Volunteers care-
fully checked their claim slips to make sure that 
they had been pre-qualified to receive aid.

A total of 1,892 families benefited from this dis-
tribution. Tzu Chi volunteers hoped that with the 
aid, recipient families could have a better, warmer 
winter.

Indonesia
Five earthquakes measuring over magnitude 6 

struck Lombok island, West Nusa Tenggara prov-
ince, in July and August. The one on August 5, 
measuring 6.9, struck at a depth of just 15 kilome-
ters. It triggered a brief tsunami warning, killed 
hundreds of people, and damaged thousands of 
buildings. People took shelter outdoors, and hos-
pitals moved their patients outdoors to tents or 
roadsides for fear of aftershocks.

Tzu Chi volunteers in Indonesia jumped into 
action to help survivors. A relief team of 32 people, 
including nine medical professionals, took a mili-
tary plane on the afternoon of August 7 to 
Pamenang, a hard-hit area. The team brought with 
them 13 tons of relief goods, including rice, blan-
kets, sarongs, tents, folding beds, and medicine.

The Tzu Chi delegation arrived on the night of 
August 7. They started surveying damage, dis-

A 6.9-magnitude earthquake rocked the island of 
Lombok, Indonesia, on August 5, causing severe 
damage and casualties. Tzu Chi volunteers in 
Indonesia arrived in the disaster area on August 7 
to survey damage, distribute aid, and provide free 
medical services. Hong guo-Huai
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Taiwan
Long-Gang Elementary School in Tainan suf-

fered severe damage in a magnitude 6.6 earth-
quake that hit southern Taiwan on February 6, 
2016. Some classrooms in the school became unfit 
to use. Reconstruction on the school began two 
years later.

Since all school buildings would be rebuilt, 
there wasn’t enough space to accommodate staff 
and students during reconstruction. As a result, 
Principal Chen Yan-liang (陳彥良) applied to Tzu 
Chi to provide and install seven temporary class-
rooms for the school to use.

The seven classrooms were scheduled to be 
completed in two phases. Two classrooms—one to 
be used as an office and the other as a science 
classroom—would be completed during the first 
phase.

The first phase of construction began on July 
17 and lasted three days. The building materials 
had been recycled from some temporary class-
rooms used previously by Hou-Tang Elementary 
School in Chiayi, southern Taiwan. Zhao Cong-
ming (趙聰明) of the Tzu Chi construction depart-
ment said that this was the fifth time the founda-
tion had used these materials and that this would 
also be the last time. Even though they had been 

used four times before, there were no safety con-
cerns about the materials. Using recycled building 
materials can help reduce demand for and waste 
of the earth’s resources.

Ten professionals from Jing Shing Industrial 
Company and Ta Chen Stainless Pipe Company 
were on site for the project. Dozens of Tzu Chi 
volunteers worked alongside them. Volunteer 
Cai Jin-mu (蔡金木) said, “We planned to mobi-
lize 20 volunteers, but more than 30 showed up.” 
Seeing the volunteers enthusiastically helping 
out on site, Su Jin-kun (蘇進坤), factory manager 
from Jing Shing Industrial Co., said, “Every vol-
unteer is doing their best to help, even those who 
are getting on in years. I’m really moved by their 
spirit of giving.”

Chen Ming-yan (陳明彥), head of the school’s 
parent association, brought two large watermel-
ons to the construction site to thank everyone 
involved. “This project allowed me to realize that 
Master Cheng Yen truly put a premium on educa-

Volunteers work with staff from two companies to 
build temporary classrooms for Long-Gang 
Elementary School in Tainan, southern Taiwan. 
This will enable students to continue their educa-
tion while the school is being rebuilt. Su You-Lu
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360 miles south of the fires, began contacting local 
government officials and the Red Cross to find out 
how they could help. On August 2, volunteers set 
up a service station at the Local Assistance Center 
at Shasta High School to offer aid.

 Tzu Chi conducted cash card distributions on 
August 11 and 12 at the Disaster Recovery 
Center, jointly operated by the State of California’s 
Office of Emergency Services (Cal OES) and the 
Federal Emergency Management Agency. An 
online registration system was launched for peo-
ple in need of help, enabling them to register for 
assistance on their smart phones, tablets, or note-
books. Volunteers then used text messages to 
inform the victims when and where to collect 
their financial aid. The system helped save time 
and manpower. For example, pre-registering 
online meant volunteers could spend more time 
comforting and talking to aid recipients at the 
distribution venue since less clerical time pro-
cessing them would be required. The victims that 
had not registered ahead of time were processed 
just the same at the venue. No one that needed 
help was left unassisted.

Theodore Bateman, a veteran, had spent his 
life savings to buy a house, only to have it 
destroyed by this fire. Having evacuated in the 
nick of time, he had nothing left but the clothes on 
his back. Even his dog had died three days after 
the fire had hit his home. He was tearful but 
thankful for the cash card that he had just received 
from Tzu Chi. A volunteer hugged him and said, 
“You’ll rise from the ashes.”

tion,” he said. “I sincerely thank Tzu Chi for 
building these classrooms for us.”

The classrooms were completed on schedule 
with everyone’s combined efforts. Education can’t 
wait. Tzu Chi volunteers were more than happy to 
help provide students a safe learning environment.

Taiwan
When Typhoon Meranti hit eastern Taiwan in 

September 2016, the resulting heavy rains caused 
landslides that destroyed homes in the Aiguopu 
tribal village, Taitung County. After the disaster, 
the county government declared the village 
unsafe to live in as it was located in an area sus-
ceptible to landslides. County Magistrate Huang 
Jian-ting (黃健庭) visited the Tzu Chi Foundation 
seeking assistance in helping the villagers relo-
cate. As a result, Tzu Chi decided to help build 47 
residential units for the villagers.

The construction was completed in 22 months. 
On July 31, 2018, a ceremony was held to inaugu-
rate the buildings. Scott Liu (劉效成), deputy CEO 
of the Tzu Chi Charity Mission, said during the 
ceremony that though no one can predict when a 
natural disaster will occur, people can prepare for 
one to prevent or lessen damage should a calami-
ty strike. That’s why Tzu Chi worked with the 
Taitung County government in the construction of 
permanent housing for the Aiguopu villagers. 
Relocating the villagers to a safe area will better 
protect their well-being into the future.

Magistrate Huang told the audience that the 
unstable mountainside near the old Aiguopu vil-
lage was dangerously prone to landslides. After 
Typhoon Meranti, the village was deemed unfit 
for habitation due to the prospect of future land-
slides. He thanked Tzu Chi and other groups for 
their help moving the villagers to a suitable place 
out of harm’s way. He said the Taitung govern-
ment would continue to assist residents after they 
moved in, including giving them a housewarming 
money gift of NT$18,000 (US$584).

The United States
The Carr Fire started in Northern California on 

July 23 and scorched 229,651 acres before it was 
completely contained late on August 30. The city 
of Redding and the surrounding areas were badly 
damaged. Of the 90,000 residents in this city, 
38,000 were evacuated. Over 1,600 structures were 
destroyed and 277 damaged. Eight people, includ-
ing three firefighters, died in the conflagration.

After the fire started raging, Tzu Chi volun-
teers from the Northern California chapter, about 

The Aiguopu tribal village in Taitung County was 
located in an area dangerously susceptible to land-
slides. Tzu Chi helped build permanent housing so 
that villagers could relocate to a safe place.
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Another recipient, Ed 
Bledsoe, lost his wife and 
two great-grandchildren to 
the fire. He was spared 
because he was not home 
when the tragedy hit. As 
can be imagined, he was 
devastated. However, he 
did not allow the tragedy 
to knock him down. He 
turned his grief into action 
and organized a team to 
help survivors. This is the 
beauty of compassion and 
human decency. Residents, 
government agencies, and 
NGOs all worked together 
to help the needy get 
though this difficult time.

Having worked with Tzu Chi volunteers before, 
Rachel Magana, program representative from Cal 
OES, said, “Tzu Chi came to my heart a few disas-
ters ago. It’s just wonderful the work that you guys 
do. It touched my heart to know...that you offer 
services that the survivors really need.”

Tzu Chi volunteers gave out $82,900 worth of 
cash cards to 145 families on August 11 and 12. 
Volunteers’ efforts continued as they strove to 
reach as many affected families as possible. More 
distributions were held to the end of August.

The United States
On July 28, the Tzu Chi U.S.A. national head-

quarters worked with the Alhambra Unified School 
District to hold a mobile food pantry and back-to-

school distribution at Alhambra High School in 
Alhambra, California. School supplies, fresh pro-
duce, pre-owned clothes, and $20 cash cards were 
given out. Free haircuts were available too.

The school supplies distributed included 
schoolbags, notebooks, staplers, and USB flash 
drives, among many other items. Three Tzu Chi 
trucks brought in all sorts of vegetables and fruit, 
rice, dry goods, and drinks. The foundation also 
provided $20 cash cards to help families buy new 
shoes for their children. When the families 
received their goods, volunteers helped move 
them to their vehicles by hand truck.

Among the dignitaries attending the event was 
Timothy Vu, police chief of Alhambra, who had 
participated in the same event last year too. He 
commented that when families run into financial 
difficulties, any kind of assistance, whether it be 
food or school supplies, is very helpful.

Barbara Messina, an Alhambra councilmember 
and president of the YMCA of West San Gabriel 
Valley, spoke about how proud she was to take 
part in this meaningful event, where the love of a 
lot of donors reached underprivileged people in 
the community.

One hundred and seventy-five volunteers 
showed up to serve the attendees. The volunteers’ 
service enabled 165 families to receive fresh pro-
duce and 274 people to receive cash cards and 
school supplies. Nearly 200 people were able to 
select for themselves gently used clothing, and 37 
people received free haircuts.

Tzu Chi volunteers survey damage caused by the 
Carr Fire. CourteSY of tzu CHi nortHern CaLifornia

A volunteer uses a hand truck to transport fresh 
produce to a recipient’s vehicle during a Tzu Chi 
distribution in Alhambra, California. zeng Yong-zHong
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An older volunteer sorts used bottles at a Tzu Chi recycling station in New 
Taipei City. Master Cheng Yen encourages older people who still have the 
strength to go out and volunteer. Huang Xiao-zHe
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Being safe and well is a real blessing, 
and helping others willingly is a mark of wisdom.
—Master Cheng Yen
PHOTO BY Huang XiaO-zHe
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