
Through altruistic acts, we gain true wealth.
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ECHO OF THE HEART

Reincarnation
By Liu King-pong

As a Buddhist, I have often been asked if I 
believe in reincarnation. The questioners 
must have found it amusing to watch me 

scratch my head and struggle for a response. I 
must confess: I’ve normally taken this basic 
Buddhist concept with a grain of salt. Luckily, my 
bewilderment on this issue was unexpectedly 
resolved when my wife, Jeanny, and I went to visit 
Master Cheng Yen at the Kaohsiung branch of the 
Tzu Chi Foundation on December 3, 2015.

When we arrived at the Master’s reception 
room, she was busy talking to a large group of 
Tzu Chi honorary board members from Taipei. 
As we were waiting outside the room, Josephine 
Lee (李憶慧), a dedicated senior Tzu Chi com-
missioner, arrived. We three sat together and 
struck up a conversation.

“How’s Grace?” Jeanny asked.
“Well, she’s gone, but she’s been back for 

about three years,” Josephine calmly replied.
Both Jeanny and I were puzzled by this enig-

matic answer. Seeing our confusion, Josephine 
explained that Grace (陳伊瑩), her daughter, had 
died of leukemia on March 30, 2013, at the age of 
36. But then she added that Master Cheng Yen 
had said that Grace had been reborn.

I’d known Grace for over a decade, and I’d 
always been amazed at her intelligence and ver-
satility. She was a superb saxophone and vibra-
phone player. After finishing her studies of psy-
chology, economics, and music at the University 
of California in San Diego, she decided to go to 
law school to help guard the rights of under-
privileged people. Before making this decision, 
she went to consult with Master Cheng Yen, 
who had always treated Grace as her grand-
daughter. Grace knew the Master didn’t like her 
disciples to choose law as a profession, but to 
her surprise, the Master gave her blessing—with 
one admonition: “You can study law only if you 
don’t confuse right and wrong, or talk black into 
white in the future.”

Grace earned her LL.D. at Loyola Law School 
in Los Angeles, and subsequently passed her bar 
examination in 2002. Now a lawyer as well as a 
certified financial planner, she found her first job 
in a prestigious law firm in Beverly Hills, and 
she was soon promoted to the position of group 

leader due to her remarkable performance. 
“However,” Josephine explained, “she quit three 
years later because she found that her job 
required her to ‘confuse right and wrong and 
talk black into white’ almost every day!”

After that, Grace happily went to work for a 
consulting firm in Los Angeles, where she was 
responsible for designing welfare programs for 
the employees of client companies. She was 
jubilant when she learned that her boss and col-
leagues were all supporters of Tzu Chi. They 
even joined with Grace in Tzu Chi’s “food to 
the poor” distribution programs during the 
weekends. Grace met Johan Alwall, a high-
energy physicist from Sweden, in February 
2008. They fell in love and were married in 
March 2011. It seemed Grace was leading a 
charmed life until a month after her wedding, 
when fate played a cruel joke on her: She was 
diagnosed with leukemia.

Grace’s younger brother donated bone mar-
row for a transplant in September 2011, and 
Grace’s health improved. However, she had a 
relapse in November 2012 and was sent to 
Hualien Tzu Chi Hospital in eastern Taiwan. A 
week later she fell into a deep coma, and she 
never woke up again. On March 29, 2013, a doc-
tor told Josephine that Grace could no longer 
breathe on her own, as her cerebrum had stopped 
functioning. At that news, Josephine reminded 
her husband, two sons, and Alwall that they 
should not selfishly keep Grace from leaving. She 
whispered to Grace, “You’re no longer Grace, nor 
are you our daughter. Go to your next life, and 
don’t let your new mom wait too long.” Grace’s 
heart stopped beating at 9 a.m. on March 30.

Master Cheng Yen heard the sad news that 
morning, and she rushed to the hospital to see 
Grace around 11 a.m. After bending down and 
saying a few words to her, the Master lifted up 
her head and told Josephine, “She has been 
reborn to the world….”

I felt goosebumps emerge all over my body 
as I listened to Josephine relate this story. I’m 
glad to know that Grace has come back to the 
world again, and from now on I will share with 
confidence this fascinating story with anyone 
who asks me about reincarnation.
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Through altruistic acts, we gain true wealth.
—Master Cheng Yen
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Tzu Chi volunteers in Mozambique sing when they feel sad or 
helpless. When they are happy, they sing too. They have made up 
a duet song with the simplest of lyrics: How much money did 
you have when you joined Tzu Chi? We had nothing, but we had 
love.

There are more than 2,300 of these volunteers in the nation, and 
over 90 percent come from families under Tzu Chi’s care. Despite 
their diverse backgrounds, they are all rich at heart.

How can poor people possibly help other poor people? They have 
done it. Let’s see how.

The Richest Poor People

4 Tzu Chi Quarterly
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People dance after receiving 
folding beds at a distribution 
in Maputo, Mozambique, in 
mid-October 2015.
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A dhow sails into the port of Maputo. Located 
close to the southernmost tip of Mozambique, 
Maputo is the national capital and largest city of 
the country. Its harbor is the hub of commerce. 
The nation as a whole is economically weak, near 
the bottom of rankings by the United Nations and 
the International Monetary Fund, and it is in need 
of foreign aid.
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One day in mid-October 2015, a beautiful 
scene unfolded under the spring sun in 
Matendene, a district in Maputo, the 

national capital of Mozambique. Some local res-
idents, either carrying infants or with young 
children in tow, were sitting on brown sand. 
They all smiled as, one by one, their names were 
called out. When they heard their names, they 
stood up and stepped forward to receive a 
multi-functional folding bed. Soon some of 
them, with the beds on their heads, began to 
sing and dance. People around them clapped 
and sang along. It was a joyous, festive scene—
but it was no carnival. It was a distribution of 
beds to victims of a flood.

Standing floodwater
Situated on the southeastern coast of Africa, 

Mozambique occupies an area of 801,590 
square kilometers (309,496 square miles), larg-
er than Texas, the second largest state in the 
United States of America at 695,662 square 
kilometers. With only 26 million people in such 
a vast expanse, Mozambique ranks 185th (out 
of 245 countries) in the world in terms of popu-
lation density.

Just as its population is sparse, so too is its 
wealth. Its per capita GDP of US$626 ranks 171st 
on the International Monetary Fund’s list of 186 
nations.

The rainy season in that part of Africa 
(south of the equator) runs from December to 
February. Torrential rains in late 2014 and early 
2015 caused severe floods in Mozambique and 
neighboring countries. Main roads and bridges 
in the central and northern parts of Mozam-
bique were damaged as a result, and food 
shortages were reported in the central part of 
the nation. The floods claimed 159 human lives 
and affected more than 150,000 people. Though 
the nation’s southern part was less impacted, 
over a hundred families there were forced from 
their homes.

The 51 families in Matendene that received 
multi-functional beds lived in a low-lying area 
that did not have a sewer system. Flash floods 
quickly gathered in that area and found no out-
lets. Muddy water mixed with human waste 
spread to homes in the neighborhood. Some 
houses were as much as three quarters sub-
merged. Victims were evacuated to a place about 
330 feet away.

By Zheng Ya-ru
Translated by Tang Yau-yang
Photos by Hsiao Yiu-hwa
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Some floodwater was still trapped in the area 
ten months later. “The water just sits there, and 
people can only wait for it to evaporate,” said 
Tzu Chi volunteer Denise Tsai (蔡岱霖). “It’s a 
potent breeding ground for insects like mosqui-
toes that can transmit diseases.”

Though it had been a while since their reloca-
tion, the new homes of the flood victims still had 
no water or electricity. They had to walk over 
ten minutes to fetch water. Their so-called “new 
homes”—improvised with reeds, metal sheets, 
and tarpaulins—provided only basic shelter 
from the elements.

Selina Uthue and her three children lived in a 
space of about 107 square feet. They often passed 
their nights in fear. “It gets windy at night,” 
Selina observed. “We worry that the wind may 
blow our roof off, so we sleep sitting up. We dare 
not lie down.” Occasionally, they heard stories 
of neighbors bitten by ants or killed by snakes. 
News like that only made them even more edgy.

Poverty
Matola, a large industrial city near Maputo, 

was also hit by flooding. People were evacuated 
to temporary shelters, and in April 2015 the city 

government moved 70 of those families again to 
Mohalaz. Mohalaz and Matendene are two of 
the communities where Tzu Chi is providing on-
going care.

Tribe chief Juliao Ussaca and her husband, 
Alberto Langa, had experienced flooding so 
many times over the years that they longed to 
build a more secure home of their own in 
Mohalaz. They both did seasonal work on a 
farm, and their incomes were unsteady. They 
spent almost all of their money on cement bricks 
at a cost of 15 Mozambican meticais (32 American 
cents) each. To make their dream come true soon-
er, they lived very frugally; sometimes a meal 
consisted of nothing more than a cup of hot sug-
ary water. But still they had a long way to go 
before they could attain their goal.

On average, each Mozambican earns less 
than two dollars a day, just enough to buy a bot-

In a garbage dump in Hulene, near Maputo, a 
woman scavenges for things to sell. Seven hun-
dred families rely on this landfill for their liveli-
hoods. It is scheduled to shut down in 2017, and 
nobody really knows what impact that will have 
on these families.
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tle of low-grade cooking oil and three pieces of 
bread. As if that weren’t bad enough, prices on 
the most commonly used daily necessities went 
up in the second half of 2015, which drew a lot 
of complaints.

There are people who are even worse off than 
the average. Some people scavenge at landfills 
all their lives for things that they may sell to 
recyclers. Some make their living selling low-
priced drinks or snacks. These people can barely 
keep themselves fed or sheltered, and the floods 
just made their lives more difficult.

Expanding ripples of love
After 470 years of Portuguese colonial rule, 

Mozambique won independence in 1975. Two 
years later, civil war erupted. It lasted 16 years, 
resulting in more than a million people dead 
and forcing 40 percent of the population to flee 
the country. The war also severely damaged the 
nation’s economy and basic infrastructure. 
Agricultural land lay in waste, contributing to 
massive famine.

Twenty-two years have passed since the end 
of the civil war. Because the country is rich in 
mineral deposits and natural gas, it has enjoyed 
rapid economic growth in recent years. 
However, the influx of wealth, while making 

Singing and dancing, a procession of volunteers 
delivers a folding bed to an elderly recipient.
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some people wealthy, has not trickled down to 
the people at the bottom of the economic food 
chain. They still suffer from poverty, disease, 
and illiteracy, just as their forebears did.

Denise Tsai, originally from Taiwan, has lived 
in Mozambique since 2008. She became a Tzu 
Chi volunteer in 2012. She has been in and out of 
many communities to provide what help she can 
to local people in her adopted home. “Five hun-
dred years of unrest has made habitual skeptics 
out of Mozambicans,” Tsai said, drawing on her 
observations. “They’re more liable to envy and 
don’t trust other people, and they lack a sense of 
mutual help and cooperation.”

She continued: “Life has been too harsh for 
them. They’ve been too poor 
for too long. I can understand 
why they think only of their 
own interests.” That is why 
whenever she and other volun-
teers go into communities, they 
share with residents the ideas 
of altruism, mutual help, and 
gratitude—things that make 
one rich spiritually.

Fellow volunteers Victoria 
Manhique, Rebecca Mabunda, 
Paula Malendze, and Celeste 
Alfredo concurred with her 
assessment of fellow Mozam-
bicans. They have all been vol-
unteers for at least two years. 
They shared what they once 
saw in a flooded community to 
illustrate their point: “When we 
visited that flooded community, 
people were just sitting around 
waiting for help. We weren’t 
surprised. In fact, we used to be 
just like them. We felt sorry for 
ourselves, and we thought that 
we were so poor that we could 
take others’ help for granted.”

As they went on to clean up 
the neighborhood and ask the 
residents how they were doing 
and whether or not they need-
ed help, some asked them in 
puzzlement: Who are you? 
Where are you from? Why did 
you come here to help us?

The volunteers answered 
their questions, and they invit-
ed the residents to join in their 

effort. But their invitations largely fell on deaf 
ears. Rebecca Mabunda calmly said, “We didn’t 
force the issue. Now whenever we go into com-
munities to provide food, make home visits, or 
hold information sessions about Tzu Chi, we tell 
people about the ideal of Great Love taught by 
Master Cheng Yen. We hope to help people to 
gradually become familiar with our foundation 
and our work.”

Volunteer Ana Maria Mandlate lives close to 
the Matendene disaster zone. She told us how she 
and her fellow volunteers had been sharing with 
people about Tzu Chi: “We just tell people our 
own stories. We say that we’re as poor as they are, 
but when we help others, we feel very happy. And 
when these people reach out to help others, they 
too feel happier and more content.”

The volunteers are gradually making an 
impact with their words and actions. “After the 
flood, many aid organizations showed up at our 
village, but only Tzu Chi volunteers have stayed 
with us throughout,” said Americo Guerrugo, a 
tribal chief who has joined Tzu Chi. “I was 
impressed, so I told my fellow villagers we should 
follow their example and give love to people. 
When our neighbors are in need, we should 
donate money or do things to help them.”

The story of Selina Uthue, the mother of 
three, is a good example of the power of love 
and benevolence. Her husband fell ill after the 
flood, but they could not afford a doctor. Their 
neighbors chipped in to help pay for his medical 
treatment. He got better, but he later had a 
relapse. This time the neighbors had no more 
money to help, so they requested help from the 
tribal chief and a local government official. As a 
result, he again survived.

Though Selina’s husband eventually suc-
cumbed to his disease, the care that her neighbors 
and others had shown them was not lost on her. 
She decided to put aside her grief and volunteer.

With the circle of love rippling out like this, 
there are now almost 80 volunteers in Matendene 
and Mohalaz. They provide food in communi-
ties, visit needy people, and hold information 
sessions about Tzu Chi. The more they give of 
themselves, the happier they are and the more 
they smile.

Learning as they go
Responding to the flooding has taught vol-

unteers in Mozambique a hands-on lesson in 
disaster response. Many homes were inundat-
ed, including those of many volunteers who 
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live in the city. After they 
quickly took care of things in 
their homes, they began to 
contact other volunteers to get 
a more complete picture of the 
damage. They heard tragic 
reports, like that of an old man 
living alone and sleeping in a 
wet, moldy bed; a physically 
challenged mother raising six 
kids alone, helpless to do any-
thing about the standing water 
in her home; and several aid 
recipients whose reed houses 
had collapsed under the 
weight of rain.

“We really wanted to help,” 
volunteers pointed out, “but 
we had no experience in such 
matters. We were a little 
overwhelmed.”

They decided to meet and 
talk it over, but traffic was 
severely disrupted due to the 
flooding and bus service was 
curtailed or suspended. 
Therefore, it took them three to 
four hours just to reach the 
meeting place.

At the meeting, Denise Tsai 
divided the volunteers into 
groups and guided them to 
discuss the issues at hand. She 
asked them to put themselves 
into the victims’ shoes: If they 
were the victims, what help 
would they need the most at the moment? After 
brainstorming, the volunteers decided to carry 
out the following tasks: forming groups to 
assess the damage at different locations; visit-
ing homes and helping to clean up; providing 
food for victims; and establishing lists of recipi-
ents to receive packages of daily necessities in 
future distributions.

“The brainstorming helped bring out their 
ability to organize. They even launched a drive 
for donated clothes and other goods for distribu-
tions,” Tsai said.

Tsai worked alongside them. They went to 
flooded areas again and again. Overexposure to 
dampness, stench, and pathogens brought back 
her asthma. She even contracted malaria. “I felt 
chilled to the bone; the layers of clothes and cov-
ers just didn’t help,” she recalled. “I felt weak all 
over, and I was hospitalized for several days. 
Even after I was discharged, I had to rest at 
home for several weeks.”

Several other volunteers experienced itchy 
skin, diarrhea, and headaches. Fortunately they 
all recovered after treatment or rest.

Denise Tsai and fellow volun-
teers visit a flood victim, an 
elderly woman who lives alone. 
They later delivered a folding bed 
to replace her wet, moldy bed.
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Victoria Manhique and a few other core vol-
unteers took it upon themselves to handle the 
disaster relief work when Tsai was recovering 
from malaria. They said to each other, “Mama 
Denise [as Tsai is fondly referred to among the 
volunteers] is sick. We shouldn’t rely on her for 
everything like before. We should do things our-
selves. Let’s not be afraid.”

They organized volunteers and visited com-
munities to distribute mosquito nets, water puri-
fication pills, and packages of daily necessities. 
They captured their activities in words, photos, 

and videos. Computer-savvy 
volunteers periodically posted 
the progress of the flood relief 
effort on the Tzu Chi Mozam-
bique Facebook page. They 
also spelled out the help they 
needed. The information 
prompted local businessmen to 
donate goods and money to 
help the cause.

In May 2015, Tzu Chi held a 
Buddha Day ceremony in 
Mohalaz. The dignified rituals 
and pious prayers during the 
ceremony helped settle the 
hearts of many local residents. 
“All ten people in my family 
were there,” said resident 
Zeferino Ceembi. “We felt 
respected and loved all around. 
We were moved.”

Calisto Cossa, the mayor of 
Mohalaz, was present as well, 
accompanied by his wife, Alice. 
They knew what the volunteers 
had done for flood victims, and 
they identified with Tzu Chi 
ideals. They offered a flat tract 
of land on high ground for the 
foundation to build a new vil-
lage for flood victims.

When volunteers held the 
distribution of folding beds in 
Matendene, everyone there—
volunteers and recipients—
knew that in the grand scheme 
of things a mere bed would be 
of limited help to the victims. 
But they also knew that the 
beds were a symbol of love and 
care from other people. Some 
aid recipients have been trans-

formed from helpless victims to happy and con-
tent volunteers. This transformation has brought 
them joy, something that no material goods can 
ever provide quite so well.

The Tzu Chi Home
In late October 2015, a hundred volunteer 

leaders gathered at what local volunteers call 
the “Tzu Chi Home” in Mahotas, Maputo, to 
attend a two-day training course.

With tarpaulins, wood, and reeds, they 
improvised a structure that would provide 
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shade just outside a storage warehouse. The 
seating for the course extended from inside the 
warehouse to outside under the temporary 
shade. Scores of mango trees in the open ground 
provided ample shade for group activities, such 
as discussion sessions during which volunteers 
shared what they learned in the training classes. 
Close by was a vegetable garden which offered 
up pumpkin leaves and cabbage for the attend-
ees’ meals. Volunteers made a fire with some 
wood, and soon the aromas of smoke, rice, and 
food permeated the air.

The site used to belong to a Taiwanese busi-
nessman in Mozambique, Chen Chun-fa (陳春發). 
He witnessed what foundation volunteers were 
doing and identified with their ideals, so he 
donated the land and everything on it to the 
foundation in 2014. Thus the Tzu Chi Home 
came into being.

The tract had been left idle for about four 
years before the donation, so it was overgrown 
with weeds. Volunteers cleared those away but 
kept the 67 mango trees. They paid flood victims 
to make bricks to build a wall. They started the 
vegetable garden, built restrooms, and installed 
water and electricity. They also put in four 
empty cargo containers as holding areas for dis-
tribution goods.

Before the training course, the new site had 
been used mostly as a venue for volunteer meet-
ings, aid distributions, Buddha Day ceremonies, 
and year-end blessing ceremonies. When volun-
teers decided to hold a training camp there, they 
carefully planned everything out themselves: 
physical layout, preparation of teaching aids 
and equipment, curriculum design, faculty, food 
service, and sleeping quarters. They really want-
ed to make it work well.

It was the very first training course that had 
been conducted, from beginning to end, entire-
ly by volunteers in Mozambique. Denise Tsai 
herself had little experience in these matters 
when she first joined Tzu Chi in 2012, to say 
nothing of the first few local volunteers. Back 
then, volunteers from Durban, South Africa, 
would drive 900 kilometers (560 miles) to 
Mozambique to share with them how they car-
ried out Tzu Chi work in their own communi-
ties. Between August 2012 and August 2013, 
they traveled to Mozambique nine times for 
this purpose. Volunteers in Mozambique also 
went (and still go) to Johannesburg and 
Durban, South Africa, and to Swaziland to 
attend volunteer training courses there, but the 

Mozambican volunteers had 
never organized a similar 
event on their own.

Celeste Alfredo, who joined 
Tzu Chi three years ago, helped 
design the curriculum for this 
inaugural training event. 
“There were too few slots on 
the teams that went abroad for 
training, so many people 
missed out on those,” she said. 
“With the experience we’ve 
gained from our counterparts 
in South Africa and Swaziland, 
we can now finally hold our 
own training course. We hope 
that more volunteers here will 
be able to learn more about Tzu 
Chi ideals.”

During the training camp, 
five cadre volunteers shared 
their own stories and what 
they had learned in Tzu Chi: 
Rebecca Mabunda and Victoria 
Manhique talked about the ten 
Tzu Chi precepts; Paula 
Malendze talked about the kar-
mic law of cause and effect and 
forgiveness;  Ana Maria 
Mandlate spoke on the power 
of changing mindsets; and 
finally Celeste Alfredo advo-
cated vegetarianism.

The attendees also learned 
Tzu Chi etiquette for everyday 
living. They shared stories of 
their care recipients, and they 
watched videos on the origin, 
history, and work of Tzu Chi.

The first day of the course 
ended at nine thirty at night. 
The volunteers had originally planned to sleep on 
the ground, but it just so happened that there 
were folding beds in storage at the time, waiting 
to be distributed in the future, so they decided to 
use them for the night.

They hung a few lamps on the mango trees. 
Then they set up their beds under the trees and 
hung mosquito nets from tree branches over-
head. Voilà, they had comfortable quarters for 
the night!

Indistinct noise from a bar not far away pro-
vided a stark contrast to the serene atmosphere 
at the Tzu Chi Home. Lying in bed, the volun-
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teers chatted and joked about the unique bed-
time experience. They said that they would try to 
hold events in the future that would last a few 
more nights. After the enriching day, the volun-
teers fell sound asleep under the starry sky.

Love in a song
Mozambican volunteers love to sing. They 

sing when they are moved, happy, sad, or help-
less. They sing to send blessings, to express grati-

tude, and to pray. Many of their songs are church 
songs. They simply change the lyrics on the fly to 
fit the circumstances. They can often come up 
with a song in just a few seconds.

They have made up a duet song with the 
simplest of lyrics: How much money did you 
have when you joined Tzu Chi? We had nothing, 
but we had love.

Love can truly work wonders.
Tsai summed up the growth of Tzu Chi in 

Mozambique: “I used to wonder how poor peo-
ple could help other poor people, but they’ve 
really done it.”

A child sleeps on a folding bed that the family had 
just received in a distribution.
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[ UNDER THE MANGO TREES ]

Volunteers from 20 communities sit under mango 
trees at the Tzu Chi Home in Mahotas, participat-
ing in a two-day training course.

The course included a session about the earliest 
period in the history of Tzu Chi, when volunteers 
used bamboo coin banks to save money to help 
the needy. Fifty years later, the volunteers in 
Mozambique are doing almost the same thing 
under remarkably similar circumstances. Like 
their forerunners in Taiwan, the Mozambican vol-
unteers are saving their small change to help 
people in need. When pooled together, even small 
trickles can become mighty rivers.
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[ UNDER THE STARRY SKY ]

“Isn’t it romantic?” sighed Denise Tsai as she looked at training course participants 
sleeping under mango trees on the grounds of the Tzu Chi Home, with mosquito nets 
hung to keep insects at bay.

The scene reminded her of a previous experience. In 2014, Mozambican volunteers 
went to Durban, South Africa, for a volunteer training course. On the way back, they 
arrived at the border too late and found it closed. So they camped beside a gas station 
in South Africa. They built a fire for warmth, talked and sang, and then they fell asleep 
peacefully under the starry sky. Though that happened more than a year ago, the sense 
of spiritual enrichment that these volunteers felt was all the same.
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V ictoria Manhique, a Tzu Chi volunteer, 
washed Cidalio Magaia. Then she used a 
surgical mask in lieu of gauze to carefully 

clean his foul-smelling and festering sores. Other 
volunteers around them began to sing. Soon 
Cidalio began humming along too.

The singing brought Victoria to tears. “At 
times, we think that we have the toughest luck 
in the entire world. But look at him. He’s been 

in great pain, but he’s been very strong. I’m 
deeply moved.”

Cidalio is 22 now, but his spine began to 
deform when he was only five years old. His 
family could not afford treatment, so his condi-
tion worsened over time to the point that he 
could not sit, lie down, or walk without pain. 
The deformity changed his appearance and also 
his outlook on life. He lost his confidence.

Leave 
the

Darkness 
Behind

By Zheng Ya-ru
Translated by Tang Yau-yang

Photos by Hsiao Yiu-hwa

Though they themselves are poor, they still 
do what they can to help others. In this 
way, they give others and themselves the 
strength to carry on.

Though he is tormented by physical deformities, 
Cidalio Magaia has, at the encouragement of Tzu 
Chi volunteers, begun visiting the needy. He 
sings to bring them joy.
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He lived with his sister over the years, large-
ly staying at home and rarely venturing out into 
public. In mid 2015, Tzu Chi volunteers started 
visiting them regularly in their home. In just a 
few months, they grew to trust one another. 
Volunteers suggested that Cidalio sing to bring 
joy to people.

Following their advice, he began joining the 
volunteers on their visits to other care recipients. 

He sings for them. His resilience in facing the 
challenges in his life gives people around him 
reason for hope.

Out of her home into their homes
There are currently more than 2,300 Tzu Chi 

volunteers in Mozambique, spread across 20 
communities. Most of them, like Cidalio Magaia, 
have received help from Tzu Chi. They live with 
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poverty, illness, or other afflictions of life.
Despite their own difficult circumstances, 

they joined Tzu Chi as volunteers to visit and 
care for other needy people. Though they may 
be just as poor as before, their altruistic actions 
enrich others’ lives as well as their own.

The Tzu Chi missions started in 
Mozambique through the work of Denise Tsai, 
the first Tzu Chi volunteer in the country. She 
moved from southern Taiwan to Mozambique 
in 2008 after marrying Dino Foi, a Mozambican. 
Foi worked for the president’s family, so Tsai 
often attended parties, banquets, and other 
social events with her husband. She met many 

people in the upper echelon of Mozambican 
society this way.

Moving around in the upper social circles 
and rubbing elbows with influential or wealthy 
people may seem a glamorous thing to do, but it 
was not exactly Tsai’s cup of tea. “In 2012, I 
began to get tired of my social life,” she recalled. 
“I couldn’t stand the habitual tardiness and 
unpunctuality that are typical of the locals; I 
couldn’t decide if I wanted to start a business of 
some kind, and I was having some issues with 
my husband. With so many things happening at 
the same time, I even thought of leaving every-
thing behind and going back to Taiwan.”

Her turning point in Mozambique came 
when a friend named Yang Ming-qin (楊銘欽), 
a Tzu Chi volunteer living in southern Taiwan, 
gave her a book entitled A Diamond on the 
Rainbow. The book was about Tzu Chi’s work 
in South Africa. After reading it, she called 
Michael Pan (潘明水), the head of Tzu Chi 

Mozambican volunteers, including Celeste 
Alfredo (front row left), Ana Maria Mandlate (back 
row second from right), and Victoria Manhique 
(back row right), ride in the back of a truck with 
vegetables, rice, and second-hand clothes on 
their way to visit the needy.
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South Africa, and told him that she would like 
to volunteer for the foundation.

Pan and a few experienced South African vol-
unteers visited Tsai in August 2012. They shared 
their experiences with her and showed her how 
to carry out Tzu Chi work in her adopted home. 
She thus began her journey as a volunteer.

Following the guidance from the South 
African volunteers, Tsai visited the needy in 
local communities. She still remembered viv-
idly her first visit to Maxaquene, a neighbor-
hood a mere five-minute drive from the presi-
dential office. The dilapidation, poverty, and 
filthiness she saw there left an indelible 
impression on her. She was shocked to find 
people living in such conditions in a place she 
passed by every day. “The life that my hus-
band provided for me didn’t include exposure 
to such suffering.”

She gradually discovered how little she knew 
about poor local communities. “Once I took an 
electric kettle to an information session in a com-
munity so I could make tea,” Tsai said. “When I 
arrived, I was surprised to learn that there 
weren’t any power outlets or electricity. They 
burned wood to boil water.”

Tsai also realized that she should have led a 
more frugal life.

Lurdes Cossa was a villager Tsai met during 
her visits to the needy. Her legs were atrophied, 
so she was forced to crawl around on her hands 
and knees. Despite her limited mobility, she ped-
dled bags of peanuts to support her three sons. 
Besides running her small business, she managed 
to keep everything in her household in very good 
order. Tsai really admired her. At the same time, 
she reflected on her own comfortable life.

“My husband and I ate out once a week, and 
we would easily spend 2,000 Mozambican meti-
cais [43 American dollars] for a meal,” Tsai said. 
“Seeing how Lurdes lived, I felt ashamed of 
myself. I decided to live a simpler life.”

What touched Tsai most was Lurdes’s will-
ingness to volunteer after she learned about Tzu 
Chi. She even gave up her weekends—time that 

In Maxaquene, a poor, dilapidated community 
only a five-minute drive from the presidential pal-
ace, Lurdes Cossa (left) chats with Denise Tsai 
(right foreground) and Rebecca Mabunda (stand-
ing). This was the community where Tsai started 
her Tzu Chi work.
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she could have used to sell peanuts and make 
money—to serve as a culinary volunteer when 
Tzu Chi offered food in communities.

What Tsai experienced after she joined Tzu 
Chi led her to realize the source of her discon-
tent and unhappiness. “Life was too easy for me. 
That’s why I felt the way I did,” she concluded.

The following year, after she talked to her 
husband, they decided that she would become a 
full-time volunteer. Ever since then, she has been 
able to spend more time with her fellow volun-
teers and in local communities. She has been 
able to witness one resilient life story after 
another through her work.

Putting love into action—Victoria Manhique
In April 2015, South Africa was rocked by 

violence against immigrants from other parts of 
Africa. Many Mozambicans working there were 

impacted, with their lives and property threat-
ened. Many of them fled back to their home 
country and were put up in shelters.

Tzu Chi volunteers visited some of those 
people to offer them care. Volunteer Victoria 
Manhique heard many sad stories. When an 
18-year-old young man, with fright written all 
over his face, recounted the horrors and close 
calls he experienced during his escape, Victoria 
cried. She noticed how tattered his pants were, 
but the man had nothing else to wear. She 
decided to give him the blue jeans that she had 
on, even though they were her only pair. She 
said to him, “I know the pain of having noth-
ing, but you mustn’t harbor resentment or 
become a thief. Just remember that a group of 
Tzu Chi volunteers have been here to give you 
love and care.”

Victoria Manhique has had a tough life her-
self. She fell ill and almost died ten years ago, 
and she has lived in poverty ever since. Three 

Tzu Chi volunteers care for a sick person.
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years ago, Tzu Chi volunteers knocked on her 
door and respectfully handed over a bag of rice 
which they told her had come from the love of 
numerous people. She felt their love and was 
grateful. Cherishing such warmth from others, 
she later decided to put her own love into action 
and become a volunteer.

Her husband makes 1,500 meticais (US$32) a 
month by selling newspapers. After paying the 
rent, they have only 600 meticais left for the fam-
ily to live on for a month—less than half a dollar 
a day for five persons. As if that were not bad 
enough, her husband contracted malaria in 2014. 
He was not properly treated because they could 
not afford it. He was left weakened and unable 
to work for almost half a year. The family’s 
finances became even more difficult.

Their second son, 14 at the time, sold vegeta-
bles to help defray their living expenses during 
that time. One day, he suddenly disappeared. It 
later turned out that he had been kidnapped to 
South Africa by an organ trafficking ring.

Victoria went to South Africa to look for him. 
Despite the language barrier, despite being in a 
foreign country, she had no fear. “Many people 
helped me along the way,” she recalled. “But it 
was Master Cheng Yen who gave me confidence. 
I believed that if I had love and her teachings in 
my heart, I could surmount any obstacle in my 
way.” Luckily her son finally managed to escape, 
and they were reunited.

Victoria is just in her 30s, and she has already 
been through a lot in her life, but all the chal-
lenges she has encountered have not knocked 
her down. Encountering Tzu Chi volunteers fur-
ther bolstered her strength to carry on. She talks 
about the importance of Tzu Chi in her life now: 
“If I let a day go by without volunteering, I feel 
as if I wasn’t fully alive that day.”

Many other volunteers are just as dedicated 
as Victoria. Denise Tsai is proud of them, but she 
worries about them too. “I tell them they don’t 
have to show up and volunteer every day. There 
are more volunteers now, and people can take 
turns.” She does not mean to dampen their 
enthusiasm to help others. Far from it. But the 
nation has no welfare provisions for the poor, so 
if they do not work, they do not have any 
income. Tsai said, “I want them to go find work 
so they can make some money.”

Unfortunately, work is not easy to find. 
“There are few small and medium-sized busi-
nesses in Mozambique, so there are not too 
many job vacancies,” Tsai explained. “Most of 

our volunteers lack any formal education, so it’s 
doubly hard for them to find suitable work.”

Without adequate income, they cannot pay 
rent, for example. Some time ago, Victoria and 
her husband fell behind on their rent. Their 
landlord knocked on their door repeatedly and 
demanded that they pay up. They could only 
ask for more time, again and again.

Fortunately for Victoria, the Tzu Chi Home 
had just been established, and it needed a resi-
dent security guard. Knowing the hardship 
that Victoria and her family were facing, vol-
unteers unanimously recommended her for the 
job. As a result, Victoria and her family moved 
into the Tzu Chi Home. That took care of their 
rent problem.

“I always feel a little sad towards the end of 
an activity when volunteers smile and say good-
bye,” Tsai said, “because I know that as soon as 
they get home they immediately face the tre-
mendous pressure of their daily grind.”

Many volunteers do not know what tomor-
row will hold for them and whether there will 
be food on their tables. They do not and dare not 
think about that. They will cross that bridge 
when they come to it.

Caring for her mom—Ana Maria Mandlate
Most volunteers are optimistic, and they take 

their challenges in stride. Ana Maria Mandlate, 
for example, sells peanuts for a living, and she 
works hard so she can have time for Tzu Chi 
work. “I just think that I need the time to volun-
teer, so I peddle and peddle, and soon all the 
peanuts are sold and I have time to volunteer,” 
she said with a smile.

She even came up with the idea of leaving 
her peanuts for sale with other vendors, on con-
signment. This method has allowed her to make 
money and volunteer at the same time. She did 
that one day so she could visit the needy in the 
village of Moamba.

Heavy downpours elsewhere in early 2015 
did not bring any precipitation to Moamba, 
which had not seen rain in a year. Residents 
there had had to walk more than an hour to a 
river to bathe, wash clothes, and fetch water.

On their third visit to the village, volunteers 
visited an old woman living alone. Like before, 
they gave her rice, clothes, and vegetables that 
they had picked from the garden at the Tzu Chi 
Home. They also brought bundles of reeds, 
with which they planned to build her a home in 
the future.
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The old woman used to live with her daugh-
ter and three grandchildren in a house that she 
and her daughter owned together, but a fire had 
burned it down a year earlier. The daughter 
rebuilt nearby, but she did not invite her mother 
to move in with them. The mother therefore 
lived alone in the open air under a big tree about 
200 meters from them. She cooked for herself 
and slept on a torn, charred bed that someone 
had thrown away.

In Mozambique, people generally do not take 
care of the elderly in their family. Denise Tsai 
has used every available opportunity to convey 
to them the ideal of filial piety. She has even 
arranged for children to offer tea to their parents 
and wash their feet at Tzu Chi events. She hopes 
to plant the seeds of respecting and caring for 
one’s parents in the minds of the children.

Ana Maria has often hosted such sessions on 
filial piety. Though she is only 40, she is already 
a grandmother. Four generations live together in 
her household, the oldest generation being her 
mother’s. Ana Maria cooks for her mother every 
day, no matter how busy she is.

Ana Maria’s husband died when she was in 
her 20s. She had no skills for making a living, 
and with three children she could hardly keep 
her family fed and warm. She contemplated tak-
ing her own life…and theirs too. Luckily a 
neighbor loaned her 30 meticais (64 cents). This 
micro financing allowed her to start a micro 
business which slowly pulled them through 
those tough times.

It never occurred to Ana Maria, barely keep-
ing her own family afloat, to care for her mother, 
who lived a four-hour drive away. “The idea of 
filial piety got into my consciousness after I 
joined Tzu Chi,” Ana Maria said. “As a result, I 
took in my mom to live with us so I can take bet-
ter care of her.”

Against that backdrop, the sight of the old 
woman living alone in such primitive condi-
tions in Moamba deeply saddened Ana Maria. 
She quickly made a fire to cook a meal, and then 
she started to clean up the surrounding area. 
Other volunteers chatted with the old woman 
as they sorted the vegetables they had brought. 
The old woman cheerfully chatted with them. 
She had not had people listen to her pour out 
her heart in some time.

Soon, the volunteers saw the old woman’s 
daughter. Early that morning, the daughter had 
gone to work on a farm three and a half hours 
away with a young child on her back. She had 

just returned home from work when the volun-
teers saw her. Though quite tired, she showed 
them her home. It consisted of a metal sheet on 
four wooden columns and some reeds.

Some time before, she had gone with her hus-
band to South Africa to work, but he had often 
physically abused her. She escaped to return 
home. Now she did manual labor to support her 
family, which was undoubtedly a hard thing to 
do. Facing a tough time in her finances and her 
marriage, it is no wonder she did not smile the 
whole time the volunteers were with her.

Physical abuse—Rebecca Mabunda
Physical abuse within a marriage is a terri-

ble thing, but it was all too familiar to one of 
the volunteers that day, herself a victim of 
domestic violence. Rebecca Mabunda had been 
a victim of physical abuse for 28 years when 
she first met Tsai. At the time, there were bruis-
es all over her shoulders and back, some of 
them ulcerating. Having experienced such mis-
treatment before, Rebecca could readily empa-
thize with the daughter.

Rebecca and other volunteers suggested to 
the mother and daughter to consider an offer 
from the foundation to build a reed house for 
them so that the three generations of them could 
live together. “If the whole family can live 
together and care for one another, there’s noth-
ing that you can’t overcome,” they urged.

Rebecca explained what happened in regards 
to her own abusive husband. “He stopped beat-
ing me shortly after I joined Tzu Chi in 2013,” 
she said with a smile.

“Master Cheng Yen tells us to be content, 
grateful, understanding, and tolerant,” she con-
tinued. “I sincerely acted on her advice, and it 
transformed me. I thought, ‘If I can massage a 
care recipient, why can’t I massage my own 
husband?’”

Denise Tsai chimed in: “I went to see her hus-
band in 2013 when we were planning a trip to 
Taiwan to attend a Tzu Chi camp. I thanked him 
for supporting Rebecca’s work with Tzu Chi. I 
said she was very capable, and asked him to 
allow her to go to Taiwan.”

Rebecca added, “Later, before I set out for 
Taiwan, my husband cheerfully said to our 
neighbors, ‘My wife is going abroad.’ He looked 
proud of me.”

A shift in mindset has helped Rebecca’s life 
change for the better. Her bruises are now all 
gone, and smiles have returned to her face.
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Family feud thawed—Paula Malendze
A change in mentality has benefited others as 

well. Paula Malendze’s story is like a movie plot 
with many twists and turns, but finally it is now 
moving toward a happy ending.

Paula married Omar Aly, once a wealthy 
Indian Mozambican businessman who had been 
involved in ocean liners and real estate. At the 
peak of his career, he had married a woman with 
whom he had 11 children.

Sadly, his businesses collapsed during the 
turmoil of the civil war, which came two years 
after the nation gained independence from 
Portugal. His children divided up his properties 
among them, and his wife left him. After that, 

workers whom he had hired to paint his only 
remaining luxurious residence took the house 
from him. He was left with only the cash in his 
pockets.

At his darkest moment he met Paula, 43 years 
his junior and a devoted Muslim like him. They 
got married 24 years ago, and they have three 
children.

Aly’s side of the family, including his ex-wife 
and their children, did not think highly of Paula 
because she was black. They ridiculed and 
mocked her. She and Aly became reclusive, stay-
ing home whenever they could and shunning 
contact with others.

In 2013, at the invitation of a friend, Paula 
attended an information session on Tzu Chi. 
During the gathering she learned about “The 
Three No’s” taught by Master Cheng Yen: “In 
this world, there is no one I do not love, no one I 
do not trust, and no one I do not forgive.”

This old woman lives alone under a tree. Her two 
little granddaughters next to her live just a 
stone’s throw away, with their mother. Everything 
the old woman owns is in the photo.
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Paula found “The Three No’s” spiritually 
liberating. “I’d never thought of forgiving oth-
ers over the years; instead, I’d always isolated 
myself from people. But after that gathering, I 
began going with Tzu Chi volunteers to care 
for people in our communities. I found that 
there’s indeed warmth between people, which I 
hadn’t realized because I hadn’t been loving 
and forgiving.”

Paula shared with her husband what she had 
learned in Tzu Chi. She urged him to forgive his 
children and to stop his lawsuit against them to 
get his properties back.

In October 2015, Paula got a call from Soraya 
Aly, Omar’s daughter, and found out that she 
was dying from cancer. Soraya, who had fought 
the most fiercely for her father’s properties, want-
ed to apologize to her father for her behavior.
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After that, Paula went to the hospital often to 
care for her, listen to her repent, and share her 
own Tzu Chi experience with her. Omar went to 
see Soraya near the end of the same month. 
Seeing his own daughter on her deathbed, Omar 
uttered prayers beseeching Allah to free her 
from suffering.

Though Soraya was too weak to apologize 
verbally for her past wrongs, the grudges 

Paula Malendze and her husband, Omar Aly, visit 
his daughter Soraya in the hospital. The hostility 
between the father and daughter, which had last-
ed for more than two decades, dissipated the 
moment they saw each other in this room.

between her and her father dissipated the 
moment the two of them saw each other. Quietly, 
tears rolled down Omar’s cheeks. He later told 
Paula that he had let go of all his animosity.

Three days later, Soraya died.
Soraya’s mother saw Paula’s acts of kind-

ness towards her daughter during the last days 
of her life. In a stark departure from her past 
hostility, she invited Paula to attend the funer-
al. She also introduced Paula to her family and 
friends.

“A change in mindset has changed my life,” 
Paula said. “I feel very free at heart now.”

Open your heart to love—Celeste Alfredo
Victoria Manhique, Ana Maria Mandlate, 

Rebecca Mabunda, and Paula Malendze have 
all had hard lives. In comparison Celeste 
Alfredo has had it easier, but she also once 
closed herself off and trapped herself in a self-
made prison. Only after she encountered Tzu 
Chi did she free herself from her mental isola-
tion. Because she thinks clearly and excels in 
organization and planning, she has been a great 
help to the group of volunteers in Mozambique 
since she joined Tzu Chi.

The volunteers in Mozambique are mostly 
females. Their membership has brought them 
together, and their tough circumstances have 
kept them close to each other. They give each 
other encouragement and draw strength from 
each other. They are like sisters.

Victoria, Ana Maria, Rebecca, Paula, and 
Celeste visited Taiwan in late November 2015 to 
be certified as Tzu Chi volunteers, the first 
native Mozambicans to do so. “Though we’ve 
always worked hard for Tzu Chi, this certifica-
tion has made it clear to us that we need to work 
harder, which I’m delighted and more than will-
ing to do,” Celeste observed.

Their everyday grind and financial burdens 
are not lessened because they have joined the 
foundation to volunteer. However, their expo-
sure to Tzu Chi ideals has helped them alter 
their mindset and face their future with love and 
hope. Their life may still be as financially diffi-
cult as before, but they are now able to face it 
with more equanimity and poise.
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During a regular Tzu Chi dis-
tribution, joyful recipients 
carry rice provided by the 
Taiwanese government.
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In the aftermath of the severe earthquake that 
devastated Nepal in April 2015, the Tzu Chi 
Foundation set out to build 158 prefabricated 

classrooms. The first 97 classrooms were built in 
the nation’s capital, Kathmandu, and its sub-
urbs. They were built mostly during the rainy 
season, from June to September. The construc-
tion of the remaining 61 classrooms, located in 

remote villages, was started in October 2015 and 
is scheduled to be completed in March 2016. The 
rain made it necessary to put off the construc-
tion in remote areas. “We first worked in schools 
that were no more than 90 minutes away by car 
from the capital,” said Li Ji Lang (李濟瑯). “We 
started building after the rainy season at schools 
in remote areas, because roads in the mountains 

New 
Classrooms 

in 
Nepal
By Weng Shi Ying

Translated by Tang Yau-yang

Malaysian Tzu Chi volunteers have helped 
complete more than a hundred prefabricated 
classrooms in the aftermath of the 2015 earth-
quake in Nepal. More are under construction.

Students at the Bagiswori 
school press their palms togeth-
er to greet Tzu Chi volunteers 
who are visiting them in a class-
room that Tzu Chi provided.
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become dangerously slippery in the rain, mak-
ing driving treacherous.”

Li is a Tzu Chi volunteer from Penang, 
Malaysia. He and Zhang Ji Xuan (張濟玄), also 
from Penang, are responsible for planning and 
administering Tzu Chi’s post-quake prefab 
classroom project in Nepal. These classrooms 
are in high demand. Volunteers received 

requests for them from many school principals, 
but the disaster zone was too vast for the volun-
teers to cover. They surveyed and assessed 
schools primarily from a list that education 
authorities provided. Many requests, therefore, 
could not be honored.

“There are many community schools operat-
ed by private citizens in Nepal, in addition to 
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Students attend a class held outdoors after the earthquake dam-
aged their classroom. The canvas overhead was inadequate to pro-
tect them from the elements.
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the government-sponsored public schools and 
privately funded schools,” Li observed. “The 
earthquake damaged a large number of them. 
There are simply too many for us to help every 
one of them rebuild. It’s very frustrating.” He 
added that this was his biggest regret.

Nothing easy about the prefabs
The quake struck on April 25, 2015, and 

destroyed or damaged over 30,000 classrooms. 
As a result, classes were either relocated to other 
locations, or conducted in hallways or make-
shift facilities, such as tents or shelters of bam-
boo and tarpaulins. Nearly all of these are poor 
substitutes for the real thing, and consequently 
learning has suffered. Since education cannot be 
delayed, building prefab classrooms became 
one of the priorities in Tzu Chi’s medium-term 
aid effort.

Li and Zhang arrived in Nepal in mid-May 
2015, about three weeks after the disaster, when 
the nation was still up to its ears in emergency 
response activities. “Even though the country 
was still in the heat of emergency response, we 
began looking ahead to medium-term aid proj-
ects,” they said. “We wanted to rush so we could 
complete as many prefab classrooms as we 
could before the rainy season set in.”

The volunteers from Malaysia had experi-
ence in constructing prefab buildings in their 
home country. After Malaysia was hit by severe 
flooding in 2014, Tzu Chi built 200 prefab hous-
es for victims in the state of Kelantan. At the 
time, volunteers had to go through five rounds 
of modifications to make the buildings just right. 
They gained valuable experience in the process, 
which they could now apply to the building 
project in Nepal.

Even so, when the volunteers tried to apply 
their Kelantan experience, they quickly discov-
ered that local factors got in the way. They had 
to make adjustments.

One challenge was to obtain building materi-
als for the classrooms. “We considered sourcing 
them from Taiwan [where Tzu Chi is based], but 
we couldn’t make the shipping dates that we 
needed,” Li observed. Therefore, they could not 
adopt the Taiwanese designs. In the interest of 
time and cost, volunteers decided to procure the 
materials locally and to base their design on what 
they knew firsthand: the Kelantan model. They 
started shopping around for materials. Large 
businesses tended to ask for very high prices, so 
they tried smaller ones, which offered a better 

value. Securing the materials they wanted turned 
out to be quite a challenge. In Malaysia, they had 
used polypropylene boards for roofing, but those 
were hard to come by in Nepal. Galvanized metal 
sheets were readily available, but they would be 
unbearably noisy when it rained.

In the midst of these challenges, Basant 
Chaudhary, a local entrepreneur, connected the 
volunteers with reliable suppliers with whom 
they finalized the materials for the classrooms. 
They decided to use metal posts for the frames, 
cement boards for the walls, and galvanized 
sheets with polyurethane foam insulation for the 
roofs. With materials such as these, they could 
build classrooms in Nepal that would be as good 
as what they had built in Malaysia.

Some materials that they needed had to be 
imported from India. That meant high prices. 
For a while, a shortage in construction workers 
drove up their wages. These circumstances 
pushed up the cost of building the classrooms. 
Try as they might to negotiate better deals, the 
volunteers could not do any better. They just 
had to pay those necessary bills. “I negotiated 
and talked so much every day that my voice 
became hoarse,” said Li. “I’d be lying if I said I 
wasn’t tired. But time was ticking away. Every 
time I saw children attending lessons in the hall-
ways, I felt for them. I knew that we had to pick 
up our pace so that the classrooms could be 
completed as soon as possible.”

More challenges
Once the materials had been decided upon, 

work began in earnest. A group of Malaysian 
Tzu Chi volunteers arrived in Nepal with all the 
tools they would need to work on the project. 
“The first task assigned to us was to put up a 
demonstration classroom,” Zhang stated. “Then 
we recruited quake victims to work for cash to 
help erect the rest of the classrooms.” This way 
of encouraging personal participation put 
money in the pockets of local people while tak-
ing their minds off what they had lost to the 
quake, if only temporarily.

Walls for the prefab classrooms were to be 
made of cement boards fastened to metal posts 
using steel joiner plates. The joiner plates were a 
key component in the assembly of the prefab 
classrooms. Volunteers could not find a local 
company to make them, so they brought them in 
from Malaysia. One shipment of one and a half 
tons of joiner plates got stuck in customs. Local 
volunteers worked with customs and the minis-
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tries of education and finance to clear the goods. 
They finally succeeded, but two weeks were lost 
in the process, and the work schedule was irre-
versibly disrupted.

The Malaysian volunteers put their heads 
together to find a way to avoid relying on joiner 
plates from Malaysia. They eventually worked 
out a way in which two cement boards could be 
overlapped so that simple screws could fix both 
to a metal post. This eliminated the need for 
joiner plates altogether. Another challenge was 
frequent power outages. Volunteers and local 
workers had to stop their work whenever an 
outage occurred because power tools like elec-
tric drills were useless without electricity. Power 
outages were a serious issue; the electricity went 

out just about every day. Unlike the joiner plate 
problem, no amount of human ingenuity could 
get around the blackouts.

Yet another thorny problem the construction 
crew had to contend with was the rain. It slowed 
things down. They had to pick up their pace 
whenever the rain stopped to make up for the 
lost time. Zhang was most grateful to the con-
tractors for their willingness to work on a sched-
ule dictated by the rain.

A final issue that troubled the volunteers was 
the quality of work, which was spotty at first. 
Fortunately after the project team worked on the 
issue, the situation improved and the quality of 
construction was brought up to snuff.

What’s in it for Tzu Chi?
Bagiswori College was one of the schools for 

which Tzu Chi built prefab classrooms. Principal 

Volunteers and local people in a cash-for-work pro-
gram put up a classroom for the Bagiswori school.

hsiao Yiu-hwa
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Dhan Kumar Shrestha pointed out that many 
aid organizations had donated money or goods 
to his school, but none of them had donated any 
manpower. He remarked that Tzu Chi volun-
teers worked alongside local workers to assem-
ble classrooms. They worked in the hot sun with 
them and would not even rest after sundown. 
Later, when he learned that these volunteers had 
come at their own expense from Malaysia and 
Taiwan, he was even more surprised.

The faculty of the school was well aware of 
the quality of the classrooms, and they knew 
that a lot of expense was involved. As a result, 
they kept asking the volunteers if Tzu Chi want-
ed anything in return. Li repeatedly assured 
them that there were no strings attached to the 

gift. When the faculty asked what they could 
do to help, Li said that if they wanted they 
could visit the people in the surrounding area 
forced to live in tents after the earthquake. He 
suggested that they could care for those people, 
talk to them, and find out what they needed. 
“You may not be able to help them, but you can 
tell us about their situation. Based on the infor-
mation that you provide us, we can extend care 
to them. In this way, you will be our volunteers, 
too,” said Li.

Volunteers gave Principal Dhan Kumar 
Shrestha a copy of Jing Si Aphorisms by Master 
Cheng Yen, which he has kept in his pocket ever 
since. He takes it out in his classes and reads a 
few verses to his students. He also likes to share 
the aphorisms with his family and tell them 
about the foundation. His favorite aphorism is: 
“Talk does not bring about social changes. 
Action does.”

Volunteer Li Ji Lang (second from left) confers 
with Shanti Niketan School personnel on the 
building of prefab classrooms for the school.

chen guo lin
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Tzu Chi volunteers
Li Ji Lang and Zhang Ji Xuan have been 

instrumental in the implementation of the pre-
fab classroom project.

Li first participated in Tzu Chi’s international 
relief work after anti-Chinese riots erupted in 
Indonesia in 1998. He helped in large-scale aid 
distributions that the foundation held in the 
aftermath of the riots. He volunteered in Iran 
after an earthquake hit the nation in 2003. After 
the horrendous 2004 South Asian tsunami, he 
helped out in Sri Lanka. Then four years later, 
when Cyclone Nagis devastated Burma 
(Myanmar), he took part in Tzu Chi’s emergen-
cy aid work there.

Li said that his participation in these interna-
tional relief efforts was invaluable to him. What 
he saw in these disaster zones helped him under-
stand with more clarity that life, fraught with 
changes, is impermanent and that death can strike 

Zhang Ji Xuan (left) talks about Tzu Chi with 
Madhab Gautam, campus chief, Patan Multiple 
Campus, where Tzu Chi is building prefab 
classrooms.
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at the drop of a hat. As a result, he often reminds 
himself to let go of attachments, such as to mate-
rial wealth, and to accept that interpersonal rela-
tionships do not last forever. This helps him cher-
ish his relationships with everyone.

As for Zhang Ji Xuan, Nepal is the third for-
eign country in which he has volunteered, after 
Sri Lanka and Burma. Regardless of where he 
serves, he does Tzu Chi work with the same 
mindset: “When I go to a new place to volunteer, 
I don’t just get involved with material aid. Tzu 
Chi’s ultimate goal is to help people purify and 
transform their hearts, so I talk to people about 
these ideals every chance I get.”

This trip to Nepal was largely a race against 
the clock and the rain. Zhang and everyone else 
involved in classroom construction had to rush 
to build. He was often busy from morning till 
night and inevitably felt physically tired. Yet, 
despite his fatigue, he talked to teachers and stu-
dents about the foundation.

He and other Tzu Chi volunteers also tried to 
get teachers and students involved in the proj-
ect. For example, they asked them to lay the 
foundation with concrete and bricks before they 
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started erecting the building. Zhang emphasized 
that these arrangements were not meant to save 
money, but to give the teachers and students a 
sense of participation. He remarked that the par-
ticipation of the teachers and students at 
Bagiswori Higher Secondary School and College 
was the most touching.

“Before construction got underway, we held 
an information session at the school to help the 
students and teachers understand the entire pro-
cess,” Zhang said. “The engineering students 
worked with us on the construction, and they 
were active from the start. They apparently felt 
the urgency of the prefab classrooms the same 
way we did.”

The faculty and students built a boundary 
around the construction site and poured con-
crete for the foundation. They wanted to keep 
everything in good shape, so when it rained, 

they covered the cement boards and other sup-
plies with plastic sheets to protect them. Even 
though volunteers brought their own meals to 
the work site, teachers still prepared drinks and 
snacks for them. Their thoughtfulness warmed 
Zhang’s heart.

Zhang stayed in Nepal for a total of two 
months, during which time he traveled back and 
forth three times. For him, the Nepalese were 
friendly and open-minded, giving the volun-
teers more latitude to do things for them.

International aid projects have enriched 
Zhang. “People often view disaster victims from 
their own vantage points, so they feel sorry for 
their suffering,” he said. “But perhaps the vic-
tims themselves don’t feel as distressed as we 
think, because they have fewer desires. The rea-
son we feel that they are in need is because we 
have many more desires than they do. We 
should learn not to think too much of material 
possessions. Being rich at heart is the most 
important thing of all.”

Students at Zing Secondary School paint metal 
posts to be used for their classrooms.
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Syrian refugees in an 
Istanbul street. Most 
refugees go to 
Jordan, Lebanon and 
Turkey. Many go on 
from Turkey to seek 
asylum in Europe.
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A protracted civil war has forced four million Syrians 
from their country. Over two million of them have fled to 
Turkey. This number includes half a million school-aged 
children, of whom only 140,000 go to school. They have 
already lost their homeland; they can ill afford to also 
miss out on an education, perhaps their best chance for 

a better future.

May There Be
NO MORE WAR
in This World

By Li Mei-ru
Translated by Tang Yau-yang
Photos by Huang Shi-ze

SYRIAN REFUGEES
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Adam Haji plays with a teddy bear that followed him from Syria to 
Turkey. Back in Aleppo, Syria, his mother worked in fashion design 
and tailoring and his father in wholesale school supplies. The fami-
ly fled to Turkey in May 2015. They did not want to live in a refugee 
camp near the border, and instead chose to live in Istanbul. Adam’s 
father now works in a factory making 800 lira a month, just enough 
to pay their rent.
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Nobody wants war. I pray that, after this 
ordeal, no one will ever need to give up 
all they have to seek safety in another 

county,” said Maya Ahmeth at a cultural center in 
the Sultangazi district of Istanbul, after receiving a 
gift debit card from Tzu Chi. She might have said 
those words on behalf of all Syrian refugees.

Maya used to run a shoe shop in Syria before 
the civil war tore the nation asunder, forcing mil-
lions of Syrians to give up everything they owned 
in order to seek refuge in other countries. Like the 
others, Maya too had had enough of the civil war 
and she decided to leave. She gave up her home, 
business, and friends, and took her five children 
to Turkey, a destination that more than two mil-
lion other Syrians have also chosen.

The sixth largest city in the world and the 
largest city in the Middle East, Istanbul offers 
many job opportunities. Like a magnet, the 
metropolis attracts people to live there, includ-
ing many Syrian refugees. More than 30,000 ref-
ugees have settled so far in Sultangazi.

After the refugees gave up what they had 
back home, they faced a tough journey to finally 
make it to where they were now. But what 
awaited them when they arrived was not red 
carpets of welcome, but more daunting chal-
lenges at every turn.

Like duckweeds—largely rootless, drifting to 
wherever the currents or winds take them—ref-
ugees drift to wherever they may eke out a bare 
subsistence. They do not have much control of 
the present, let alone the future.

This does not seem or feel like their home, 
certainly not like a fertile ground into which 
they could put down their roots and nurture a 
fulfilling life.

Four-part challenges
Tzu Chi volunteer Faisal Hu (胡光中) left 

Taiwan to study in Libya when he was young. 
Then he went to Turkey, where he has lived and 
run a business for almost 20 years. He has devot-

“

Syrian mothers escort their children to the El 
Menahil school in Sultangazi. According to the 
UNHCR, there were 60 million refugees in the 
world in 2014. More than half of them were 
children.

NO MORE WAR
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ed much time in the last two years to the care of 
Syrian refugees in Turkey. In the process of help-
ing them, he has witnessed their sufferings first 
hand. He has grouped their difficulties into four 
categories: shelter, employment, medical care, 
and education.

Take shelter first of all. Keeping one’s family 
under a roof and out of the elements takes 
money. As the refugee population increases, so 
do rents for homes. With more people demand-
ing living quarters, rents seem to go up every 
couple of months.

A few numbers may help put things into 
perspective. It takes at least 700 lira (US$240) a 
month to rent a modest place. In winter months, 
add 300 lira a month for gas heating. That comes 
to a thousand lira. An adult refugee worker 
takes home about 1,200 lira a month, leaving his 
family 200 lira to pay for everything else—food, 
water, electricity, transportation, and children’s 
schooling, to say nothing about medical necessi-
ties or emergencies. It does not take a calculator 
to know that there is no way for a refugee fami-
ly under such conditions to make it without 
outside help.

Back in Syria, Nails taught at an elementary 
school. Her husband, a government official, was 
killed by the Islamic State in Iraq and Syria 
(ISIS). Nails, her three daughters, and a son 
risked their lives to flee to Turkey. This young 
mother did not mince words: She told us that 
the rent was killing her.

Nails is certainly not alone in feeling the bite 
of high rent. It haunts all refugees with roughly 
equal force. With rent eating up much of their 
money, they are left with little to furnish their 
homes. Any furnishings they may have—furni-
ture, beds, TVs, even light bulbs—have likely 
been donated.

Hu pointed out that the second thorny issue 
facing Syrian refugees is employment. Refugees 
cannot work in Turkey, not legally. That exposes 

Syrian refugees check for their claim numbers for 
a Tzu Chi aid distribution at a marketplace in 
Sultangazi on October 18, 2015. Each family 
received daily necessities and a debit card worth 
50 lira (US$17). A total of 1,500 households 
benefited.

NO MORE WAR
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them to exploitation, such as low pay. Some adult 
refugees cannot find work because of their age. 
“It’s not that adults don’t want to work, but many 
of them are older than 38, and few employers are 
willing to hire them,” Hu explained. When that 
happens, necessity dictates that the children in 
the family become breadwinners.

Child labor poses many problems, but the 
most significant is that the children are deprived 
of any opportunity to get an education. “There 
are new laws that prohibit children from work-

ing so they can go to school,” Hu said. “But the 
family will fall into financial straits if adults in 
the family can’t find work and the children have 
to go to school.”

Medical care is the third challenge that often 
worries refugees. Syrians can go to public hospi-
tals for free treatment, but the language barrier 
gets in the way between them and the Turkish-
speaking physicians. “Private hospitals have 
Arabic-speaking staffers to facilitate communica-
tion, but only rich Syrians can go there,” said Hu. 
“The rest of them simply can’t afford it.”

Najla Medratey, her husband, their four chil-
dren, and three-year-old granddaughter are also 
Syrian refugees. Her husband cannot find work 
because of his age, and their granddaughter 

At an aid distribution, volunteer Zhou Ru-yi hugs 
a Syrian woman to soothe her. The woman was 
venting her discontentment against the Turkish 
government.

NO MORE WAR
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urgently needs eye surgery. The family, howev-
er, depends wholly on the income that their 
28-year-old son brings home: 1,550 lira a month. 
After rent and utilities, they have about 800 lira 
left, hardly enough to provide a bare-bones liv-
ing for the seven people in the family. Needless 
to say, they have been forced to put off their 
granddaughter’s eye surgery.

Last but not least of the Syrian refugees’ 
worry: schooling for children. Six thousand fam-
ilies, over 30,000 Syrians, live in Sultangazi, and 
more than half of them are children. Fifteen 
thousand children need an education that the 
host country is not equipped to provide.

Syrian parents can send their children to make-
shift schools that concerned people have estab-
lished for refugee children. They may also send 
their children to Turkish schools, but the barriers 
of culture, language, and expenses are difficult to 
overcome. Neither route seems ideal.

Worse still, some parents might not let their 
children go to school at all. They might send them 
to work instead, depriving them of an education. 
Hu was also worried about another scenario: 
Kept out of school, the illiterate children might 
end up begging on the streets to help support 
their families, or they might even become van-
dals or thugs. They become social problems.

Professor Cuma Serya, a Syrian refugee, has 
worked hard to provide schooling for Syrian chil-
dren in Turkey. He identifies with Tzu Chi’s ideals 
about timely education for children. Fortunately, 
Sultangazi government officials are most support-
ive of Professor Cuma and Hu. Together, they sur-
mounted many obstacles and opened El Menahil, 
a school for Syrian children, in January 2015.

“Now the school has become a shining exam-
ple in Turkey,” Hu said. When it opened, it was 
the only one out of 255 schools for Syrians in 
Turkey that did not charge tuition. Now the 
Ministry of National Education has declared 
that all schools for Syrians are tuition-free.

Aid distributions
Hu, his wife, Zhou Ru-yi (周如意), and Yu 

Zi-cheng (余自成), three Tzu Chi volunteers 
originally from Taiwan, did their best to help 
Syrian children get an education. Along with 
more than a hundred Syrian volunteers, they 
visited the homes of all 1,800 El Menahil stu-
dents to gather their family information and 
assess their need for assistance.

Syrian, Turkish, and Taiwanese volunteers work 
together for the aid distribution at a Sultangazi 
marketplace on October 18, 2015.
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To help the volunteers in Turkey organize 
aid distributions for the students and their fam-
ilies, a 23-person Tzu Chi team left Taiwan for 
Istanbul on the evening of October 16, 2015. 
Upon their arrival the following morning, they 
went right to work. Their six-day itinerary was 
packed. They visited the two El Menahil 
branches, surveyed a candidate site for the 
third branch, went to visit the homes of refu-
gees, and held aid distributions, where they 
handed out debit cards, daily necessities, school 
supplies, and toys. Syrian, Taiwanese, and 
Turkish volunteers worked together to pack the 
relief items.

“If one day Allah were to inflict war on 
Turkey to punish us, I believe that boys and girls 
in Syria would take us into their country,” said a 
Turkish student volunteer. “But I really hope it 
will never come to that.” Though safe in her 
own country, this young girl felt the terror of 
war perhaps just by witnessing and sympathiz-
ing with the misery of the refugee children.

On October 19, Tzu Chi volunteers gave cash, 
ranging from 300 to 800 lira, to the families of 
152 Syrian children who had had to work to help 
support their families. Those were the amounts 
that the children had been making per month. 
With this financial aid from Tzu Chi, these 
young people could stop working and instead 
attend El Menahil.

During the award ceremony, a father shared 
an impromptu remark with the audience: 
“We’ve been here for two and a half years, and 
we’ve looked all over the place for a good school 
for my daughter, Eyye. We’d been unsuccessful 
until we came across El Menahil. It is the only 
school for which Eyye is willing to give up 
working. I’m sure she’ll cherish this opportunity 
and study hard.”

Eyye went up to talk after her father. She told 
everybody that she was proud, not ashamed, to 
accept the money from Tzu Chi. She also said 
that she would make the most of the chance to 

Syrian students at the El Menahil school in 
Sultangazi stand beneath a portrait of Mustafa 
Kemal Atatürk, the father of modern Turkey, 
which has received more refugees than any other 
country.

NO MORE WAR
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study and that she would bravely defeat illitera-
cy and ignorance.

Eyye’s father worked as a sewing machine 
operator. He worked exceedingly hard, from 
seven in the morning till nine in the evening. His 
14-hour days were still unable to fetch enough 
money for their family, so Eyye had been work-
ing the past two years to help out too.

It had been hard enough to make ends meet 
even on good days, but things had not been 
going well with the family lately. Eyye’s young-
er sister had long been hard of hearing, but she 
had taken a turn for the worse—about a month 
earlier, she had all but lost her hearing. They did 
not have enough money to buy her a hearing 
aid, so the family worked without taking time 
off for a whole month to scrape together enough 
money, 3,000 lira, to buy her one. Eventually 
they saved up the money they needed, and with 
the hearing aid Eyye’s sister can hear again.

Two weeks prior to this distribution, Eyye’s 
mother asked if she wanted to go to school. 
Eyye replied that she needed to work for the 
income that the family needed, but that she 
wanted to study even more, even just an hour 
or two a day. Her mother asked Professor Cuma 
for help. Her request led to the aid for Eyye, 
which she will receive every month from now 
on while she is in school.

“I’m sincerely grateful to Tzu Chi volun-
teers for coming from so far away to help us 
here,” said Eyye. “I wanted to go to school, but 
I had to work to help support my family. Now 
Dad and Mom can pay rent and buy food with 
the 800 lira a month from Tzu Chi, and I can go 
to school.”

Professor Cuma also shared his thoughts. “I 
have two sons, Mohamed and Khalid. 
Mohamed, my first son, is ill. Please pray for 
him. Khalid has escaped to Europe, and he’s just 
16.... I’ll forever treat your children like my own. 
Perhaps when I see Allah in heaven, I can show 
him some good that I’ve done.” Tears rolled 
down his cheeks. Many people cried with him.

Gassan
Gassan Abdullah, 14, his parents, and his 

younger brother and sister arrived in Turkey 
from Syria two years ago. Gassan worked at a 
shoe factory, making 700 lira a month. His father 
worked at a clothes factory for 800 lira a month. 
After paying the rent, the family had only 900 
lira to sustain five people for a month.

Gassan wants to be an engineer. He needs to 
study to reach that goal. Now with Tzu Chi’s help, 
he and his siblings can all attend El Menahil.

Esmaa, 33, Gassan’s mother, did not at first 
believe Tzu Chi’s promise to provide the chil-
dren with tuition-free schooling and scholar-
ships to compensate them for their lost wages. It 
just seemed too good to be true, and she had 
seen her share of broken promises from aid orga-
nizations. Now she is glad that Tzu Chi has 
made good on its promise.

Esmaa has another worry at home. Her hus-
band suffers from a psychological disorder 
which, when it flares up, totally changes his per-
sonality. He becomes a stranger, angry and edgy. 
He even curses and hits people violently. “When 
that happens, Gassan takes the blows from him 
quietly and submissively so that his father may 
quiet down quickly,” Esmaa said.

El Menahil School

There are 255 private schools for Syrians in Turkey. El Menahil 
is the first semi-public school. It is officially registered with Syrian 
and Turkish education authorities, and its graduates are awarded 
diplomas.

The school opened in early 2015. It uses the facilities of two 
Turkish schools, but only in the afternoon. In the morning, Turkish 
students use the classrooms.

Professional Syrian teachers teach 1,800 students ranging 
from first to seventh grades. Not only do students attend the 
school tuition-free, but many of them also receive financial aid 
from Tzu Chi. The scholarships are roughly the same amount as 
the students would have earned if they continued working instead 
of attending school. Many Syrian refugee families need their chil-
dren to work for pay.
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Gassan, tears falling down his face, said, “I 
love my dad very much. I know that he hits me 
only because he’s sick. I just hold him tight and 
he quickly calms down.”

Gassan’s father started to show symptoms 
when he was in military service in Syria, but he 
acted up at most one month out of a year. Since 
the Syrian civil war broke out, however, he has 
been symptomatic about six months a year. This 
has not only caused his family to suffer, but it 
has also disrupted his job.

Esmaa is worried sick about her husband. 
“He’s a super nice guy when he isn’t ill. He knows 
nothing about his own illness and remembers 
nothing about what he has done to us when he 
recovers from an episode. We don’t have the heart 
to tell him the truth—we don’t want him to lose 
confidence. We do our best to help him.”

Esmaa also mentioned that the war caused 
Gassan to suffer from suppressed appetite, 
which was later exacerbated or sustained by his 
fatigue and anxiety from working long hours. 
Medical treatment has not helped yet.

Gassan is a good, mature kid. When Tzu 
Chi volunteers visited their home, he neatly 
arranged their shoes, which they had taken off 
in front of the house before going in. He also 
boiled water and made coffee for them. His 
considerate hospitality only made the visitors 
feel for him more, especially when they learned 
from his mother what he had been through in 
his young life.

Esmaa told the volunteers that she would 
encourage her children to go to school. The debit 
card and scholarships that the volunteers gave 
them would in a measure help them along 
toward that goal.

“I’ll study very hard, but if I have spare time 
I’ll still work to earn some money to help Mom,” 
Gassan said.

Tzu Chi volunteers conduct a group activity with 
Syrian students during their visit to El Menahil on 
October 17, 2015.

NO MORE WAR
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Fafma
Ibrahim Demir, 35, is the education chief in 

Sultangazi. He has been very supportive of Tzu 
Chi’s work in Turkey. He flew to Taiwan some 
time ago to visit Tzu Chi headquarters in 
Hualien. After a four-day stay, he returned to 
Turkey with his heart brimming with joy. Then 
he spent three weeks helping to expand the El 
Menahil facilities.

When the Tzu Chi aid delegation was in 
town, he showed them around. During a visit to 
a local school, Atatürk Kız İmam Hatip Oku, he 
remarked to a gathering of Turkish students and 
teachers: “Each of us should help Syrians. Allah 
tells us to do good and to help others, not just to 

pray and chant the Quran. When you see Syrians 
in the future, you should show them respect. ”

Demir and the Tzu Chi volunteers also visit-
ed another local school, Mimar Sinan. Teacher 
Fafma Kaya approached the visitors and told 
them that she had once lived in one of the tents 
that Tzu Chi had provided for victims of a mas-
sive earthquake that hit Turkey in August 1999. 
She was 18 years old and in college then.

Her school was in session when the earth-
quake hit. Her home in Duzce had collapsed, 
and many of her friends and fellow villagers 
had been killed. At the beginning of 2000, she 
and her extended family moved into the tent 
city that Tzu Chi had helped set up in Duzce. 
They lived there for two years before moving 
into permanent homes that the Turkish govern-
ment had built for them.

At home, Gassan gets a hug from a visiting Tzu 
Chi volunteer. LI MEI-RU

NO MORE WAR

40.62.indd   54 2016/3/9   下午1:24

Spring 2016 55

“Tzu Chi volunteers stayed with us for three 
months while the tent city was being built,” 
Fafma recalled of her first encounter with Tzu 
Chi 15 years before. “They cared about us. They 
gave us packages that contained a complete 
assortment of daily necessities. We were all sur-
prised that they came to our aid from so far away. 
We were very touched by their help.”

“My mother has been under the weather late-
ly.” Fafma was talking as if to long-lost family 
members. “I know that she’ll be thrilled to know 
that Tzu Chi volunteers are here. I’ll pray for 
Master Cheng Yen and the volunteers.”

Syrian refugee Rawda Alrais interpreted for 
Tzu Chi volunteers during the home visits. She 
had earned a master’s degree in England, and 
she taught at a public college after she returned 
to Syria. Her husband served in the Syrian mili-

tary, but he did not want to kill his fellow coun-
trymen. So they decided to take their two chil-
dren and leave their homeland for Turkey. “We 
didn’t take anything with us when we left, only 
what was on our backs,” she said.

A most graceful and genteel lady, she now 
teaches at El Menahil. She does not know when 
or if they will ever be able to return to Syria. 
Nobody does.

As much as the volunteers would have liked 
to help Rawda Alrais and her compatriots, they 
were entirely powerless to return the Syrians to 
their country. All they could do was pray. 
Seeing the refugees’ misery, the volunteers feel 
fortunate that they have an easier life, and they 
know that they need to keep on providing aid 
to the refugees.

Abdul Razak, El Menahil student

I always ranked at the top of my class in Syria, and I saw a bright future for myself. After I 
came to Turkey, however, all I did was work. I didn’t feel alive. I felt that my future was in the 
dumps.
But then Tzu Chi came here. They helped put smiles back on our faces. It’s a really beautiful 
thing. Now that I can go to school, I will study hard. I will continue to be at the top of my 
class.

Professor Cuma Serya

Love can build a house. A million people, ten 
million people, or even billions of people can live 
in this house. Turks, Syrians, and Taiwanese 
can live in it happily.

Muslims believe that without love, a religion 
is not complete. They have discovered that this 
is true for people too. Everyone hopes for a 
world in which everyone respects heaven and 
loves the earth, loves all creatures, and wants to 
bring goodness to everyone around.

Thanks to Tzu Chi volunteers for bringing 
hope to us Syrians. When we see you, we forget 
the pain of war. Thank you for letting us all know 
true goodness.

Editor’s note: In January 2016, the Turkish government 
granted Syrian refugees the right to work legally.
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This refugee family lives in a small room that costs 
them 600 lira (US$204) a month. The rent is a heavy 
burden on them. The influx of refugees has pushed 
up rents.
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A Syrian Father
By You Meng-ya

Translated by Tang Yau-yang
Photo by Huang Shi-ze

Two years ago at an aid distribution for refugees, Adhan 
Muhammed Hamdan bravely stepped forward from the crowd and 
asked the Tzu Chi volunteers for help. He said this was the first 
time he’d ever asked anyone for help. But as a father who loved his 
children, he wanted to say to the volunteers: “Thanks to Tzu Chi 
for letting my children go to school, for letting them smile.”
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In October 2015, I went with a Tzu Chi delega-
tion to Istanbul, Turkey, to help with aid distri-
butions for Syrian refugees there. Though we 

started out from Taiwan, we took with us love 
and care from people all over the world whose 
donations had made Tzu Chi aid to the refugees 
possible. Tzu Chi relief work has always been 
donor-funded.

The word we most often heard at the distri-
bution venues was shukran (“thank you” in 
Arabic), as the speaker pressed their right hand 
on their chest as a gesture of gratitude. Many 
Syrian refugees volunteered to help with the dis-
tributions. Bowing their heads low as they gave 
out aid supplies, they showed respect, gratitude, 
and love to their compatriot recipients. It was a 
very moving sight.

When we visited the El Menahil school, which 
Tzu Chi had helped set up for Syrian children, 
teachers and students greeted us with xiexie 
(“thank you” in Mandarin). Students even shout-
ed in unison: “Thank you, Taiwan! Thank you, 
Tzu Chi! I love Taiwan! I love Tzu Chi!” Those 
top-of-their-lung yells reverberated in my mind. 
The scene and atmosphere both moved and 
ached my heart.

During visits to the homes of some aid recipi-
ents, we witnessed their cramped living quar-
ters. Some of the Syrians’ rentals were located in 
basements, where the environment was pre-
dominately damp. Despite the poor living con-
ditions, they tried to make the best of their lives 
in hopes that they might go home one day.

Adhan Muhammed Hamdan was the head 
of a Syrian refugee family. He suffered from 
polio, so he relied on a walking stick to help him 
move about. He, his wife, and their four children 
had risked their lives and traveled by sea and by 
land, in hunger and under the worst conditions, 
to come to Turkey. That was over three years 
ago. They managed to find a place to live, but 
without any legal status and with his physical 
condition, Adhan had a hard time finding work 
and was thus hard-pressed to pay the rent and 
support his family.

He cried as he told us their story. With him 
out of a job and with so many mouths to feed, 
his children had had to work. He felt very bad 
that he, the head of the family, was unable to 
provide for his own family.

Their rent was raised not long ago, so they 
had to move to a cheaper place. As the refugee 
population in Turkey swelled, so did the rents. 
Landlords were taking full advantage of the sit-
uation. As Adhan shared with us their plight, we 
could only listen sympathetically in silence.

Luckily, things began to look up in 2014. That 
year, Adhan went to a Tzu Chi distribution. 
Though he was not on the list of recipients, he 
asked for help. He said that it was the first time 
in his life that he had ever sought assistance. 
Afterwards, volunteer Faisal Hu visited his 
home, bought him a powered wheelchair, and 
gave his children financial aid so they could 
attend El Menahil.

When we were at Adhan’s home, his wife 
told us that although she was Muslim, she could 
see that her religion and Tzu Chi shared the 
same spirit. She said, “When it comes to doing 
good, we’re one family. We thank Allah.” Adhan 
added, “We also thank Tzu Chi for making 
schooling available to our children. That has 
brought them smiles.”

My heart was a little heavy when the visit 
was over and we stepped outside. I looked up at 
the Turkish sky, my head befuddled with many 
questions.

Many refugees had had good jobs in Syria: 
teachers, lawyers, or physicians. But whatever 
they used to be, they all became refugees almost 
overnight. Innocent children lived in deprivation, 
sometimes not knowing when their next meal 
would be. Many had even become breadwinners, 
working 12-hour shifts. Why was all this happen-
ing? This should not happen to anyone.

Like Adhan’s family, upwards of four million 
Syrians live in affliction, in Turkey, Jordan, and 
other countries. This trip to Istanbul has helped 
me see their suffering up close and helped me 
realize how fortunate I have been. I truly need to 
cherish what I have and do more to help those in 
need. I’m thankful that, through Tzu Chi, even a 
housewife like me can visit a foreign country and 
do something for the less fortunate.

Tzu Chi volunteers hand over scholarships to 
Syrian families to help children stop working and 
start going to school.

NO MORE WAR
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Getting Settled in Turkey
By Xiao Fang-fen

Translated by Tang Yau-yang
Photo by Huang Shi-ze

Seeds of goodness in the minds of Turkish and Syrian chil-
dren may grow with them to help reduce inter-ethnic hos-
tility in the future.
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The Syrian civil war erupted in March 2011, 
but the end of the conflict is still nowhere in 
sight. Whole families have left everything 

behind and risked their lives to escape to other 
countries. When we see the refugees and their 
plight on the TV news, we may feel pangs of sym-
pathy for their suffering and wish we could do 
something for them. We may even shed a few 

tears for them and pray for them. But chances are 
good that a few minutes later, you and I will go 
back to our own lives and carry on as usual.

That was all I knew about the Syrian refugee 
crisis before October 16, 2015. On that day, a 
Tzu Chi delegation left Taiwan for Istanbul, 
Turkey, to care for Syrian refugees there. I was a 
member of the delegation. In the week that fol-
lowed, I had the opportunity to embrace Syrian 
refugees, console them, cry with them, dry their 
tears for them, sing with them, and sometimes 
laugh with them.

We arrived in Istanbul around five in the 
morning of October 17, and we went straight to 
the El Menahil school to prepare for an aid distri-
bution. Everything went smoothly because Faisal 
Hu, his wife, Zhou Ru-yi, and Yu Zhi-cheng, the 
only certified Tzu Chi volunteers residing in 
Istanbul, had mindfully planned everything out.

They had also overcome national, ethnic, and 
religious barriers to help establish a school for 
refugee children.

Cahit Altunay, mayor of the district of Sultan-
gazi in Istanbul, and Ibrahim Demir, district edu-
cation chief, have been strong supporters of Tzu 
Chi’s efforts to make school learning available to 
Syrian children. They provide classrooms in local 
schools, Syrian teachers design the curriculum 
and provide classroom instruction, and Tzu Chi 
provides financial aid to children so they can 
stop working and start going to school.

The distributions
Three types of goods or services were hand-

ed out in the distributions in Turkey.
First, school supplies—including crayons, 

pencils, ballpoint pens, pencil boxes, etc.—were 
given out to the Syrian students at El Menahil. 
Soccer balls, Frisbees, and Lego sets were dis-
tributed to each class.

Second, daily necessities including rice, 
sugar, and cooking oil were distributed to 1,500 
Syrian refugee families, along with a 50-lira 
(US$17) debit card. Another thousand families 
each received a 100-lira debit card.

Third, 152 Syrian children were given finan-
cial aid to replace the wages they had lost for 
giving up their jobs in order to attend school at 
El Menahil. This was indeed unprecedented, and 
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it was such a sweet deal that many Syrian parents 
could not believe it until they witnessed the schol-
arship distribution.

Financial aid recipients were mostly between 
the ages of eight and fourteen. Some of them 
went with their parents on stage to share their 
thoughts on these grants—which were not given 
just this one time, but would continue to be 
given periodically—that would help them 
attend school into the future.

“I used to work 12 hours a day, from eight to 
eight. I was allowed 13 minutes for bathroom 
breaks a day. If I took too long, the boss would 
chew me out or even hit me,” said one recipient. 
“Now Tzu Chi is giving me my lost wages, so I 
don’t need to work. Thank you, Tzu Chi. Thank 
you, Taiwan.”

“We didn’t have money, so I had to work to 
help Dad and Mom,” said another student. “I 
couldn’t go to school as a result, and that made 
me very sad. Now that I can go to school, I’ll 
cherish this opportunity to learn. I’ll work hard 
to be first in my class.”

“My daughter used to have wonderful 
grades at school,” said a parent. “After we came 
to Turkey, she really wanted to go to school but 
couldn’t because we needed her to work to help 
support our family. Now Tzu Chi is giving her 
800 lira [$272] a month, so she can return to 
school. We thank Tzu Chi very much, and we 
thank Allah.”

“For the past two and a half years, my first 
son has had to leave home early in the morning 
for work and return very late. It hurts me just to 
think of that,” another parent told the assembly. 
“Thank you for providing this opportunity for 
him to learn at school. I hope that he grows up 
to be an upright and contributing member of 
society, and I hope that one day he can be like 
you and help others in need.”

“I haven’t been able to find work because I’m 
pregnant, so I had to ask my son to work,” said a 
mother. “Now that you’ve given him this chance 
to attend school, I can rest easier at home. I pray 
that Allah will bless you.”

Tzu Chi volunteers visited the homes of 
some recipients when the distribution was over. 
Though each family had a different story, they 
all have had hard lives.

Gassan Abdullah, 14, one of the aid recipi-
ents, made coffee for us when we were at his 
home. He put on a smile when his mother told 
us about his father’s illness, but his non-stop fin-
ger twiddling betrayed his deep-down fear and 
restlessness. Feeling for him, we asked him to sit 
by us.

Before we left we made a deal with him. We 
asked him to do his best at school and eat more 
so he can become strong enough to pursue his 
dream of becoming an engineer. He wants to 
own a factory and provide for his family.

School visits
In addition to carrying out distributions, we 

visited different Turkish schools each day for 
lunch. Ibrahim Demir, the chief of education, 
arranged these visits for us. After each meal, we 
had a gathering with the students. Mr. Demir 
would introduce us as a volunteer group from 
Taiwan. Then, after a brief history of Tzu Chi 
was shared with the audience, a documentary 
produced by Da Ai TV, a Tzu Chi TV station, 
was shown to help these Turkish students learn 
more about the pain, suffering, and helplessness 
of Syrian refugees.

Mr. Demir would then ask the students what 
they could do to help Syrian children. That 
would always prompt a lot of hands to go up. 
Some students said that they could donate 
clothes that they had outgrown; some said they 
could teach Syrian children to read and write; 
others said they could give them books, toys, 
and more. There was even one who said, “I could 
love them.” With that, everybody held out their 
hands in the shape of a heart.

These dialogues and experiences are like 
seeds of goodness and love planted in the minds 
of the Turkish students. There might be differenc-
es, tensions, and even frictions between Turkish 
and Syrian students as they grow up. But the 
seeds planted in these young minds might help 
diminish or eliminate those tensions.

Only through love and goodness can con-
frontation and hatred be dissolved. I hope that 
we have sown some seeds of love and goodness, 
and I pray that the seeds grow to perpetuate an 
ever-widening circle that will bring more peace 
and tranquility to the world.
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I wake up after three every morning. The first 
thought I have the moment I open my eyes is 
always one of thankfulness. I’m thankful that 

I’ve lived each past second in safety so that I can 
wake up to a new day. Another busy day imme-
diately begins. Before long, noon has come and 
gone; half a day has passed, but there are still 
many things left to do. When nine p.m. rolls 
around, it is bedtime at the Jing Si Abode, and 
it’s time to call it a day. I lament 
that another day is over and 
that my life is one day shorter.

None of us knows how long 
we will live. None of us knows 
if death will come before 
tomorrow. All we can know is 
that time is running out. That’s 
why no matter how tired I am, 
I dare not waste a single sec-
ond. I make the most of every 
second and try to add the most 
value to my life.

Life is made up of seconds. 
So wasting time, even just a 
second, is wasting life. Time 
slips by without leaving a trace 
of sound or smell. Not a single 
second will come back to us. We must truly cher-
ish time and make the best use of it. Our lives 
become precious when we give of ourselves. 
Don’t let your life slip by in vain.

Each day of your life is like a blank sheet of 
paper. What kind of marks do you want to leave 
on it? Remember that what you write on that 
blank sheet of paper every day determines how 
your next life will turn out. It is therefore impor-
tant to pay close attention to what you think and 

do so that you will produce a good script for 
your next life. That’s the way to pave the way 
for a bright, worthwhile future life.

Life is short and valuable. We shouldn’t focus 
on seeking happiness for ourselves, but should 
instead bring happiness to people who are suf-
fering. I am always touched to see real-life 
bodhisattvas giving willingly and sincerely to 
others. “Blessed are those who derive joy from 

doing good deeds; wise are 
those who attain peace by 
being understanding toward 
others.” When you give will-
ingly and expect nothing in 
return, when you create bless-
ings for the world every day, 
you are living the most ground-
ed and valuable life.

Man-made and natural 
disasters

We have left 2015 behind 
and entered 2016. As we look 
back on the past year, we find 
many people suffering. In Iraq, 
violent clashes and terrorist 
attacks took away at least 7,500 

lives. In Lebanon, a million Syrian refugees 
endured a bone-chilling snowy winter in flimsy 
tents. My heart really goes out to the refugee chil-
dren. They have seen and been through so much 
since fleeing from the war in their home country. 
What will the cruelty and relentlessness of war 
do to them? Will rancor or hatred build up in 
their hearts? How will they dissolve it?

Besides man-made disasters, frequent natu-
ral disasters brought on by erratic climates are 
also worrisome. From November 30 to December 
12, 2015, representatives from 195 nations gath-
ered in Paris for the United Nations Climate 

Your Life Becomes Precious 
When You Give

By Dharma Master Cheng Yen
Translated by Teresa Chang

This article is excerpted from a series of speeches delivered 
by Master Cheng Yen from January 1 to 17, 2016.
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Change Conference. The participating countries 
reached a consensus to reduce carbon emissions 
as one of the methods for decreasing greenhouse 
gases. Eating vegetarian was among the mea-
sures proposed by some participants.

In order to satisfy people’s demand for meat, 
humans raise animals on a massive scale, which 
produces substantial greenhouse gases and has-
tens global warming. Like us humans, animals 
are afraid of being killed and may even harbor 
hatred as they are slaughtered. I urge everyone 
to rein in their appetite for meat so that fewer 
animals will need to be raised and killed.

Eating vegetarian not only leads to a cleaner 
Earth, but it also nurtures kindness in us. It 
enables us to form good affinities with all liv-
ing creatures and thus create a cycle of good-
ness. Let us adopt a vegetarian diet and do the 
world a good turn.

In the Lotus Sutra there is the Parable of the 
Burning House, which tells of a father who is 
distraught as his children merrily play, unaware 

that their house is on fire. He urges his chil-
dren to escape, but to no avail. Then the father 
lures them out with the promise that he has a 
sheep-drawn cart, a deer-drawn cart, and an 
ox-drawn cart waiting for them outside. With 
that, the children finally leave the house and 
escape the danger. The world we live in is like 
a house on fire. If we don’t come to our senses 
and change our mindsets and lifestyles, it will 
be difficult to slow down global warming. 
Then how will we avert danger and live in 
safety and peace?

Many people like to go to temples to pray 
for safety, health, and longevity. But in fact, the 
best way to ensure those things is by respect-
ing life and cherishing all things, thus contrib-
uting to the peace and safety of the Earth and 
all that lives on it. Environmental protection 
and vegetarianism can mitigate disasters. I 
hope everyone will lead an eco-friendly life 
and go vegetarian for the sake of the world 
and future generations.
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Pillars featuring national flags stand at the entrance of the 2015 United Nations Climate Change 
Conference in Paris, where representatives from 195 countries gathered to develop a global climate 
agreement.
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School reconstruction
Tzu Chi is currently implementing a project 

to rebuild old buildings at 21 schools in Taidong, 
Hualien, Pingdong, and Kaohsiung, in eastern 
and southern Taiwan.

Sixteen years ago, on September 21, 1999, a 
major earthquake devastated central Taiwan, 
destroying many school buildings. It exposed 
the problem of old, unsafe construction in many 
schools. It was a good thing that the quake hit in 
the middle of the night, when classes were not in 
session; otherwise the consequences could have 
been more severe. After the temblor, Tzu Chi 
launched Project Hope and helped rebuild 51 
schools, using steel-reinforced concrete to 
strengthen the new buildings and make them 
more quake resistant. Although that building 
method pushed the cost to billions of Taiwanese 
dollars, I believed it was necessary because 
schools, like hospitals, are important and must 
withstand all disasters.

The hope of society lies in its children. A safe 
learning environment is essential. That’s why 
Tzu Chi put in so much effort to carry out Project 
Hope. Now we’ve gone one step further and are 

helping to make 21 more campuses safer. We 
hope to be prepared for disasters. Even if we 
can’t stop a natural calamity from happening, we 
can at least take precautions so that injuries, 
casualties, and damage can be reduced to the 
barest minimum, or ideally to zero.

When I traveled to a Tzu Chi office in south-
ern Taiwan two years ago, a commissioner told 
me that many school buildings in Pingdong 
were unsafe for occupancy. I was worried when 
I heard that. Taiwan is located on a seismic belt. 
If a strong tremor should strike during class, the 
damage and loss of lives could be great. When I 
returned to Hualien, I asked staff members from 
our construction department to carry out an 
inspection in Pingdong. They found five schools 
with old buildings that badly needed repair or 
reconstruction. Rebar was exposed in some 
places, and chunks of concrete would fall off at 
a mere touch.

To protect the lives of our younger genera-
tion, Tzu Chi and the Pingdong county govern-
ment signed a contract in 2014 to dismantle dan-
gerous school buildings and build new ones. 
After one and a half years’ work, the construc-

Gaotai Junior High School is one of the five schools in Pingdong County in which old classrooms 
have been rebuilt by Tzu Chi.
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tion is nearly complete. School principals told 
me that teachers and students will be able to 
move into the new buildings after the winter 
break. This has put the minds of teachers and 
parents at ease and made students happy.

This is an instance of how Tzu Chi has helped 
safeguard Taiwan over the past five decades. 
Out of a deep love for Taiwan, we feel a sense of 
mission and responsibility toward caring for this 
piece of the Earth.

Tzu Chi will enter its 51st year on April 30 
(March 24 on the lunar calendar) this year. Since 
the day we were founded, we have paved our 
path with love. Our foundation started with me 
encouraging 30 housewives to each save 50 
Taiwanese cents from their daily grocery money 
and put it in bamboo coin banks to help others. 
Though that wasn’t much money, it enabled those 
early followers of mine to live out Great Love. I 
believe that if every one of us can put our love 
into action and encourage and help each other to 
give, the combined strength will be like that of 
Guan Yin—the bodhisattva with a thousand eyes 
to see the suffering in the world and a thousand 
hands to reach out and help—and we’ll be able to 
spread love to every dark corner of the world.

It doesn’t matter if we are rich or poor. As 
long as we have love in our heart, we can all 
help others. When there are more good people 
in the world, more blessings will be created, and 
our world will enjoy more peace and suffer less 
discord.

Tzu Chi has remained faithful to its original 
commitment for the past 50 years, paving every 
step of its way with love and compassion. 
Originating in Hualien, Taiwan, we have 
reached over 90 countries around the world and 
extended care to countless suffering people. In 
so doing, we have allowed the love of Taiwan to 
be known in many places in the world.

I hope every volunteer continues to diligent-
ly walk the Tzu Chi Path. How can we help our 
foundation to stand strong and pass on the Tzu 
Chi spirit to more people? Each of us must stay 
true to the Buddha’s teachings as well as our 
guiding principles of sincerity, integrity, good 
faith, and honesty. In so doing, the dust of afflic-
tion won’t sully our minds when we go among 
the needy to serve. We must practice moral dis-
cipline, develop an unperturbed mindset, culti-
vate wisdom, and live out the Four Immeas-
urables: loving-kindness, compassion, joy, and 
equanimity. That way, when we try to do good 
for mankind, we also help ourselves improve. 

Then we have the strength to keep going and 
inspire more people to join us.

Recording beauty and goodness
In his 2015 year-end address, Pope Francis 

called on the media to tell more positive, inspi-
rational stories to counterbalance all the evil, 
violence, and hate in the world. Noting what a 
difficult year the world had in 2015, with all the 
“violence, death, [and] unspeakable suffering by 
so many innocent people,” the Pope urged the 
media to reflect on itself and give more space to 
news that is beneficial to the world.

With today’s technology anyone can easily 
post messages on the Internet. But how many 
people who do so take the time to check whether 
the messages are true or fabricated? Do they 
ever ponder if the messages they post are benefi-
cial to society? If people do not verify the mes-
sages they spread, or if they intentionally dis-
seminate inaccurate messages, it can lead to dis-
turbances in society.

The frequent disasters that have beset the 
world are actually triggered by people’s unbal-
anced minds and wayward thoughts. I hope 
everyone harbors good thoughts and tries to do 
the world good instead of harm.

The ignorance and turbidity in people’s minds 
can be cleansed with the purifying water of the 
Buddha’s teachings and the wholesome messag-
es which Tzu Chi’s cultural mission aspires to 
spread. When our Tzu Chi Monthly was launched 
on July 20, 1967, Master Yin Shun [Master Cheng 
Yen’s mentor] wrote an article for it, urging peo-
ple to give to the needy, to “live out the Buddha’s 
compassion and emulate Guan Yin Bodhisattva’s 
virtuous deeds.” It was the beginning of our cul-
tural mission. To further advance our mission, Da 
Ai TV went on the air on January 1, 1998. Over 
the last 18 years, Da Ai TV has been highlighting 
the good that is being done in society and guid-
ing the public to a more informed perspective on 
important issues. It has been striving to bring out 
the love in people by spreading positive messag-
es, such as “Never delay in practicing filial piety 
and doing good deeds.”

I expect our cultural mission to be like a puri-
fying, nourishing stream for the world. The 
responsibility of our work is to transform and 
purify human minds and bring peace and har-
mony to society. I’m grateful to all the staff and 
volunteers of the mission of culture for giving 
the public more exposure to the positive, heart-
warming side of society. They document the 
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beauty and goodness of our times, which can 
also serve as a good moral education for our 
younger generations.

Goodness is innate in all of us. Let us start 
with ourselves by activating our goodness, and 
then inspire those around us to act out theirs 
too. When we do good for the benefit of others 
and encourage each other to do so, our world 
will be blessed indeed.

Three wishes
Half a year has passed since the water park 

explosion in northern Taiwan. Many victims are 
still working hard on rehabilitation, and our vol-
unteers continue to accompany them. Some of 
the victims came to our year-end blessing cere-
monies this year, and a number of them went on 
stage to share what they went through after the 
tragic incident. They also expressed their grati-
tude to the medical teams that had cared for them 
and to the general public that had been so kind to 
them. I found that instead of closing themselves 
up, they were very positive and strong in the face 
of their life’s challenges.

Many people were seriously injured in the 
explosion. The disaster was a big blow to 
Taiwan. But amidst the hardships, our society 
came together to help the survivors, and medi-
cal facilities put in their best efforts to save lives. 
Together, the medical workers pulled off what 
professionals in other countries described as a 
miracle. Our island, rich in goodness and love, is 
truly blessed.

Twenty years ago, I first made these three 
New Year’ wishes: “May people’s minds be 
purified, may society be harmonious, and may 
there be no calamities in the world.” These have 
been my wishes every year since then. As the 
old year is left behind, let’s bid it farewell with a 
heart of gratitude and usher in the new year 
with a heart of pious sincerity.

Let us be sincere in all dealings with people 
and events and strive to get along well with oth-
ers. When we can do that, we’ll help bring har-
mony to society. If everyone is kind and loving, 
every day will be a peaceful day, and we will all 
enjoy a good year filled with blessings and wis-
dom. Let us be ever more mindful.

Participants of a Tzu Chi study group in Japan study the Tzu Chi Monthly. The launch of the periodical 
in 1967 was the beginning of the foundation’s cultural mission.
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Open Wide 
and Say 
AHH!

One must be inordinately patient and loving to 
care for patients with special needs. Even so, 
Lin Hong-jin sees it as his duty to safeguard the 
oral health of people with disabilities.

By Chen Xin-yi
Translated by Tang Yau-yang

Photos by Yang Zi-lei
Used with permission of Rhythms Monthly Magazine

Dr. Lin Hong-jin and assistants work on a 
disabled patient. It often takes more than 

one person to care for such a patient.
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Dentist Lin Hong-jin (林鴻津), 60, drives 
40 minutes every Tuesday morning from 
his home to the Bali Ai-Hsin Home for 

Persons with Disabilities in New Taipei City, 
northern Taiwan. This has been his weekly rou-
tine for the past 11 years. He has an important 
job to do, working “up close and personal” with 
the residents there.

On this day, attendants lifted a resident, 
Meng-meng (盟盟), from his wheelchair onto a 
dental chair. Meng-meng suffered from a severe 
case of cerebral palsy and had limited control over 
his movements. The attendants had to use 
restraining belts to prevent his arms and legs from 
jerking and interfering with his treatment.

Lin proceeded to examine Meng-meng’s 
teeth. “You’ve been snacking more lately, haven’t 
you? Your gums are a little puffy. You might 
want to go easy on the snacks,” Lin said to his 
patient. “Let me clean your teeth. This may make 
your gums a little sore, but bear with me.” Meng-
meng recognized the dentist’s familiar voice and 
shouted “OK!” in reply. Then he opened his 
mouth wide without any drama.

After working on the patient for a while, Lin 
noticed Meng-meng was becoming tense. The 
dentist said, “You’re doing great! You can swal-
low your saliva if you like. Just relax!” Meng-
meng relaxed accordingly.

It was fascinating to see how Dr. Lin was able 
to put Meng-meng at ease. What we were wit-
nessing was not magic, but rather the result of 
Lin’s 11 years of tender loving work with these 
types of patients.

Dr. Lin recalled his first trip to the home 11 
years earlier. He could see that the children were 
well cared for, but there was an odor in the air 
that he knew only too well. “The teachers and 
volunteers might have worked there for so long 
that they’d gotten used to it, but it’s an odor a 
dentist would never miss.” The smell was bad 
breath as a result of periodontitis.

Afterwards, he invited a dozen dentists to 
conduct oral checkups for all the children at the 
institute. They found many dental problems. 
Lin pointed out to the home’s administrators 
that the kids’ oral health problems could be 
best managed at the root just by keeping their 
teeth clean.

That was truly much easier said than done. 
Chen Yu-zhen (陳毓珍), head of health mainte-
nance at the home, recalled the time when they 
attempted to implement Lin’s recommenda-
tions. It was total chaos. “All the children bled 

badly when we brushed their teeth because 
their periodontitis was so bad,” Chen said. 
“Some children just wouldn’t cooperate; they 
screamed and struggled. Sometimes, it took 
several of us to brush one kid’s teeth. Even 
those who obediently let us do the job cried like 
hell. Bystanders would have thought that we 
were torturing them.”

Despite the kids’ initial resistance, Dr. Lin 
and the staff at the nursing home were deter-
mined. Eventually, their persistence, patience, 
and love accomplished the impossible. Now the 
children gladly let their caregivers brush their 
teeth, and some of them even brush and floss 
their own teeth themselves. Like a proud father, 
Lin declared, “Now their teeth are even healthi-
er than those of most other people.”

Site two
On Saturday of that same week, Dr. Lin went 

to Shuang Ho Hospital in Zhonghe, New Taipei 
City, to treat patients at the Oral Care Center for 
People with Special Needs. He goes there every 
other Saturday to carry out his mission.

Bao-gui (寶貴, name fictitious), 37, is severely 
autistic. His parents take him to the center every 
three months to see Dr. Lin.

Bao-gui’s father, Qing-xiang (慶祥), says that 
Bao-gui begins yelling and wiggling in the car as 
soon as he recognizes the road they take to visit 
the oral care center. When they reach the center, 
he and his wife have to patiently cajole him, 
with three hospital staffers helping, to get him 
into the examination chair.

“Bao-gui can’t verbally communicate with 
others, and he gets nervous and edgy very easi-
ly. He may hit and knock people down,” Qing-
xiang explained. “But whatever we do, we can 
never use harnesses on him or he’ll go absolute-
ly berserk.”

Though it is quite a job to get him ready for 
the dentist, the staff at the hospital have always 
been patient and empathetic. Their care is not 
lost on the grateful Qing-xiang and his wife.

They used to take Bao-gui to other hospitals 
for his dental care. “They had to put Bao-gui 
under general anesthesia before they could treat 
him, so each visit usually took two hours. 
Afterwards Bao-gui would feel groggy and quite 
uncomfortable,” Qing-xiang recalled. But things 
greatly improved after they switched to Shuang 
Ho Hospital and chanced upon Dr. Lin.

“When Dr. Lin told us that there would be no 
need for anesthesia, I was honestly a bit dubi-
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At the Bali Ai-Hsin Home for Persons with 
Disabilities, helpers (above) assist a resi-

dent into a dental chair. 
A caregiver (right) brushes a resident’s 

teeth after a meal. 
A resident with cerebral palsy (below) 

brushes his teeth with his foot.
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ous,” Qing-xiang admitted. “But then we saw 
him massaging Bao-gui to relax him, and before 
long the whole mouth-cleaning procedure was 
complete. He’s just awesome.”

Cracking a hard nut
Data from the Ministry of the Interior shows 

that there are about 1.14 million people with 
disabilities in Taiwan, approximately 4.88 per-
cent of the population. A 2005 survey conduct-
ed by the Health Promotion Administration 
indicates that 91 percent of the disabled had 
cavities, far more prevalent than the 69 percent 
in the general population. Furthermore, only 
31 percent of the disabled had had their cavi-
ties filled, compared with 74 percent of the 
general population.

Dental health is apparently a big problem for 
the disabled population, but it does not have to 
be. If they practice good oral hygiene, they are 
doing much more than just fighting against cav-
ities and periodontitis. They also help them-

selves ward off germs and viruses, lower their 
risk of respiratory infections, reduce oral hyper-
sensitivity, eliminate bad breath, boost self-con-
fidence, and improve their relationships with 
others. If brushing their teeth becomes part of 
their daily routine, they will also be less fright-
ened during dental visits. Furthermore, the act 
of brushing their teeth trains their hands to 
carry out precision movements and improves 
their hand-eye coordination.

If there is so much to gain, why don’t more 
disabled people brush or have their teeth 
brushed?

Though brushing one’s teeth is easy for 
most people to do, it may be extremely difficult 
for some of the disabled. They may not have 
sufficient physical control over their own bod-
ies to execute this simple act. Their caregivers 
may not recognize the importance of dental 
hygiene and so may overlook their need for 
proper dental care.

But even worse is that though Taiwan has a 
plethora of dental clinics, many dentists refuse 
to treat disabled people. For one thing, treating 
persons with special needs requires a lot more 
patience than treating able-bodied persons. For 

A scene at a free dental clinic that Dr. Lin once 
organized to serve people in Kiribati, an island 

country in the central Pacific.
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another, some dentists are worried about being 
accidentally hurt by disabled patients should 
they struggle or have uncontrolled movements 
while being treated. These roadblocks have con-
tributed to the dental problems that plague 
many disabled people, and to the stereotype that 
it is difficult for such people to possess good 
teeth. However, Dr. Lin has successfully 
debunked that stereotype with the good work 
that he started at the Bali home in 2004.

Because of his successful experience, in 2006 
the Ministry of Health and Welfare commis-
sioned the Taiwan Dental Association to imple-
ment for the disabled population a nationwide 
program for dental care based on the model that 
Dr. Lin had established at the Bali home. In 2008, 
the ministry commissioned Shuang Ho Hospital 
to establish an oral care center for the disabled—
the first of its kind in the nation. That was fol-

lowed by six specialty dental treatment demon-
stration centers throughout Taiwan. Many dis-
abled people have benefited as a result. The 
driving force behind all these government initia-
tives has been Dr. Lin.

The driving force
Dr. Lin leads a busy life. Aside from serving 

at the Bali and Shuang Ho sites every Tuesday 
morning and every other Saturday morning 
respectively, he spends his weekends lecturing 
or training personnel at hospitals or nursing 
homes throughout the country. He is usually 
booked solid two months into the future. He 
reserves only Thursday mornings for his per-
sonal use, when he can sleep late or enjoy some 
free time. “I was diagnosed with high blood 
pressure a few years ago, so I occasionally need 
to see my doctor too,” he said.

Dr. Lin teaches oral hygiene to children in Cambodia.

coUrTesY of lin hong-jin
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Though his schedule is packed, he greatly 
enjoys what he is doing for the disabled. “I keep 
a private practice to make a living so I can pur-
sue my dream of caring for the dental health of 
the disabled,” Lin said. “Working at Bali and 
Shuang Ho actually gives me a chance to have a 
needed breath of fresh air and to get me out of 
my groove.”

Dr. Lin’s do-good spirit has been on full dis-
play since his youth. He cut his teeth in social 
service when he was a freshman at Taipei 
Medical University by joining a club that served 
needy children. In his senior year, he and his 
schoolmates formed an oral hygiene service 
team. They went to backwater towns in north-
ern Taiwan, such as Pingxi and Bitoujiao, to 
promote oral hygiene. However, their enthusi-
asm did not amount to much in the end because 
they lacked experience to execute such a cam-
paign. Bruised but undeterred, these young 
people pledged to organize a professional medi-
cal service team after they began work and had 
gained more experience.

This pledge remained unfulfilled for quite a 
long time; the young dentists naturally became 
preoccupied with their own families and work. 
However, that changed in 1990 when Lin, at 35 
years of age, joined his former classmates Drs. 
Xiao Yu-ren (蕭於仁) and Huang Chun-feng 
(黃醇豐) in establishing the “415 Oral Care 
Service Team.” One day a month, members of 
this team would visit a remote town to provide 
free dental care and oral hygiene education. 
Such service—delivering both care and educa-
tion at the same time—was the first of its kind 
in Taiwan.

Lin later helped the Tzu Chi Foundation 
organize its free clinic teams and establish the 
Tzu Chi International Medical Association. He 
has been active in free dental clinics inside and 
outside Taiwan.

Unlike other specialties, dentistry requires a 
full complement of equipment, lighting, and 
dental chairs. These are all very bulky and not 
particularly mobile. “We used to order lighter 
and more mobile equipment for our earlier free 
clinics,” Lin said, “but they didn’t always work 
well at the site. We often had to improvise as 
we went.”

In the mid 1990s, a universal health insur-
ance program came into force in Taiwan. 
Access to medical care has also become more 
convenient over the years. These factors have 
made mobile dental clinics such as those 

offered by Lin’s group largely unnecessary. 
Nonetheless, those clinics gave Lin unique 
opportunities to observe the lives of his 
patients, which led him to be more firmly con-
vinced that prevention is always better than 
cure, that education on oral hygiene is always 
more effective than treatment.

“No matter how hard we try, no matter how 
many resources we put in, there are always more 
cavities than can be filled,” Lin said. “Helping 
children form proper oral care habits early on is 
a much more efficient and lasting way to solve 
the problem.”

The awakening
How did Dr. Lin find his calling to care for 

the dental health of disabled people? That can be 
traced back to a trip to Japan.

When he was close to 50 years of age, he 
joined a Taipei Medical University delegation on 
a visit to Fukuoka, Japan, to see how that coun-
try provided dental care for the disabled.

“It was a total shock,” said Lin of that trip.
Lin and the other delegation members learned 

that Japan had begun implementing a model of 
dental care introduced from Scandinavian nations 
as early as 1976. Based on that model, a three-tier 
dental care network was established in Japan that 
involved neighborhood dental clinics as well as 
medical centers.

Dental hygienists played a key role in this 
network. When they received notifications 
from neighborhood dentists, they took over the 
care of the patients. They helped disabled or 
elderly people get dental care, and they visited 
them at home to clean their teeth, conduct oral 
hygiene education, and offer dietary guidelines 
to help prevent cavities. Health insurance paid 
for their services.

The implementation of this policy led to a 
marked reduction in the incidence of cavities 
among the disabled, so much so that it stood at 
close to zero cavities. Since almost none of these 
patients had cavities or periodontitis, they went 
to their dentists only for routine checkups.

The trip really opened Lin’s eyes, and it also 
gave him a new mission in life. From then on he 
would do whatever he could to contribute to the 
dental health of Taiwan’s disabled population.

He recalled that in the same year he visited 
Japan, a medical malpractice lawsuit unfolded 
in Taiwan. A ten-year-old boy suffering from a 
rare and complex congenital heart defect had 
so many cavities that he had to undergo a 
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Though his motor coordination has been weakened by cerebral palsy, this 
resident at the Bali home spends more than ten minutes brushing his teeth 

after each meal. “I like brushing my teeth, and I like Dr. Lin,” he said.
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whole-mouth reconstruction operation under 
general anesthesia. The surgery went well, and 
the boy was sent to a pediatric intensive care 
unit for observation afterwards. Nothing 
seemed to be out of the ordinary, but when the 
pediatrician removed his endotracheal intuba-
tion the next morning, the boy went into a 
coma, followed by pneumothorax, hemorrhag-
ic shock, and then death. A protracted civil suit 
ensued, which easily gave dentists another rea-
son to shun disabled patients.

When Lin discussed this case with Japanese 
doctors during his trip, one of them asked him 
three questions: “How could the boy’s parents 
have allowed his teeth to deteriorate to that 
extent? How could the Taiwanese government 
have overlooked the oral health of disabled chil-
dren? Why were there no disabled groups in 
Taiwan lending support to dentists?

“His questions made me realize that Taiwan 
was absolutely still a barbarian state when it 
came to dental care for the disabled,” Lin said. 
He returned to Taiwan heavy-hearted, but also 
determined to address this issue.

The calling
Soon after his return, Lin happened to visit 

the Bali Ai-Hsin Home for Persons with 
Disabilities. That led to the tooth-cleaning proj-
ect there.

The Bali Ai-Hsin Home for Persons with 
Disabilities is the only public nursing facility in 
New Taipei City for physically challenged peo-
ple. It serves severely disabled people between 
two and 18 years of age who are immobile and 
who cannot take care of themselves. About 150 
of them live in the home.

To carry out this project, Lin stepped up his 
efforts to learn from the experiences and knowl-
edge of his mentors in Japan. Tokyo Dental 
College gave him a lot of help in this respect.

Lin was quick to admit that he was unsure 
whether the tooth-cleaning project at the home 
would succeed. For one thing, he was uncertain 
if the staff at the home, busy as they already 
were, would be eager to buy into an effort that 
would significantly add to their workload. “But 
if we didn’t do it, there would be no end to 
treating their bad teeth later,” Lin said of the 
trade-off.

To ensure that the project would be more 
effective, he laid down three conditions for the 
then superintendent of the nursing home, Guo 
Mei-que (郭美雀). First, since the tooth surface on 

the side closer to the cheek was easier to brush, 
that surface of the teeth of all the children had to 
become clean in four months. Second, the surface 
on the side closer to the tongue had to become 
clean in ten months. Third, all first-line caregivers 
had to diligently help the children brush their 
teeth. If even one person was unwilling to do 
that, it would be grounds for Lin to leave.

That was a tall order, but Guo agreed right 
away. “If we hold to those conditions, you must 
hold to your promise to stay with us,” she coun-
tered, and Lin concurred. Thus, the fight against 
bad oral hygiene in the Bali Ai-Hsin Home got 
underway in earnest.

Learning to brush
According to Dai Ming-qiu (戴明秋), a senior 

teacher at the home, they went through quite a 
trial-and-error process before they finally got the 
knack of brushing the residents’ teeth properly. 
When they first applied the techniques they had 
learned from Dr. Lin to the kids, who were often 
understandably frightened and uncooperative, 
they found out in a hurry that they still had a lot 
to learn. “At first, we often thought we were 
brushing, but we weren’t actually even making 
contact with the teeth. Then we learned that we 
needed to use our fingers to push the cheeks 
outward. Only when the teeth were in our direct 
sight could we actually brush them,” Dai said. 
Brushing too hard was a problem too, as it 
caused some of the residents’ gums to recede or 
develop ulcers. “We caregivers eventually put 
aside our dignity and brushed each other’s teeth 
to practice.”

Fighting against bad oral hygiene was the 
business of everyone at the home. Even the kitch-
en staff got in on the act. They developed recipes 
that would yield less sticky food, and they kept 
close tabs on the serving of snacks.

With patience and practice, the caregivers at 
the home eventually mastered the art of brush-
ing teeth for the children. They are now very 
capable of having the children, even those 
more easily agitated, go through the process 
without struggle.

To ease the more nervous children into brush-
ing, the adults first massage their shoulders, 
cheeks, and then, with gloved fingers, their 
gums. When the children are relaxed enough, 
the caregivers deftly hold the children’s heads 
against their chest, use the inside of their wrist 
to support and stabilize their faces, and begin to 
brush their teeth.
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The caregivers have been so diligent in this 
undertaking partly because they have been 
impressed by Dr. Lin’s dedication to this proj-
ect. “How can we not work hard at this when 
Dr. Lin, an outsider in a sense, is so commit-
ted?” Dai remarked. “He makes unannounced 
visits and inspections from time to time, and he 
pays out of his own pocket for supplies and 
things needed for tooth cleaning. He really 
treats us like family.”

To really keep the children’s teeth clean 
requires more than the efforts of the adults. The 
children have a role to play as well. It is impor-
tant that they feel comfortable about having 
someone brush their teeth, and it is even better 
if they learn to do the brushing themselves. 
That prompted Dr. Lin to start a toothbrushing 
class for residents who had enough functional 
control over themselves that they could brush 
their own teeth.

“We weren’t sure at first how well the chil-
dren could grasp our instruction, but after a 
few sessions of the class, they asked if they 
could have a toothbrushing competition,” said 
Chen Yu-zhen, the head of health maintenance 
at the home.

That prompted the institute to hold its first 
ever toothbrushing competition, and it even 
staged skits on tooth cleaning. The children were 
electrified by this new wave of activities, and the 
interest in toothbrushing surged.

Dr. Lin added more excitement to the mix 
for the second competition. He announced that 
the reward for this competition would be a visit 
to Japan. Fifteen children who did well at the 
competition, 30 caregivers, and 13 administra-
tors would be allowed to join a delegation of 
the Taiwan Dental Association on its tour to 
Japan to learn about the nation’s dental care 
system. And better yet, there would be a trip to 
Tokyo Disneyland too! That really got the chil-
dren excited.

Now, every meal at the home is followed by a 
toothbrushing session; this has become a set rou-
tine. Each caregiver spends about 50 minutes 
after each meal to help five children brush their 
teeth. They are not after speed; instead they seek 
to do the job thoroughly.

Expanded
In 2008, Taiwan’s Ministry of Health and 

Welfare contracted with Taipei Medical 
University, Lin’s alma mater, to manage Shuang 
Ho Hospital.

Dr. Lin convinced Li Zu-de (李祖德), chair-
man of the board of the university, and Qiu 
Wen-da (邱文達), university president, to estab-
lish an oral care center for the disabled, the first 
such facility in the nation. Specialty treatment 
rooms, operating rooms, and areas dedicated to 
oral hygiene education serve patients in the 
3,560-square-foot center. The center has one dis-
tinguishing trait: It places as much focus on 
patient education as on treatment. Another 
arguably more important distinction is its 
emphasis on dealing with each patient as an 
individual, a living person, instead of a lifeless 
patient number.

Ye Bi-xin (葉必信), a practicing dentist who 
also serves at the center, pointed out that a den-
tist does not need to master any particularly 
difficult techniques to serve disabled patients, 
but he or she needs to regard a patient as a 
human being. “You talk to them and interact 
with them warmly,” Ye said. “You don’t just ask 
them to crack their mouths open and begin to 
drill. You yourself need to make mental adjust-
ments, relax, and make allowances for the chil-
dren. When you treat them well, they’ll treat 
you well.”

Huang Mao-shuan (黃茂栓), chief of the den-
tistry department at Shuang Ho Hospital, appre-
ciates the efforts Dr. Lin has put in for this oral 
care center. Huang specifically pointed out that 
Lin recruited some dentists to volunteer at the 
center during the first year of its operation. Their 
free service really helped the center take off and 
establish a firm footing.

“Now our center has won much praise,” 
Huang said. “We serve about 8,000 patient visits 
a year. Our program has even led the govern-
ment to establish a national dental care network 
for people with special needs. The inexorable 
driving force of Dr. Lin has made this wonderful 
development possible.”

As a precursor of dental care for the dis-
abled in Taiwan, Lin is always ready to learn 
new things, and not just about dentistry. 
Recently, the National Taiwan University 
Hospital dental clinic dedicated to serving peo-
ple with special needs held a workshop for its 
employees. Lin attended too—not just as a 
speaker but also as a learner: He listened to lec-
tures on autism and dementia.

He is also quite a perfectionist. For at least 
an hour each day, he reads published papers 
and polishes presentation materials for his next 
talk. “My wife said that she didn’t understand 
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why I needed to put so much effort into revis-
ing my presentations since I’ve given similar 
talks hundreds of times” Lin said. “But I believe 
that I need to tailor my talks so they’ll be appro-
priate for the audience. I also need to keep up 
with the latest advances so I can inspire more 
people to join in and bring about changes in 
dental care.”

His next step is to expand his care to include 
more disadvantaged people, such as the elderly, 
people in vegetative states, and the mentally ill.

Since he realizes that an ounce of prevention 
is worth a pound of cure, he has been raising 
awareness for good dental hygiene. In recent 
years, he has noticed political candidates prom-
ising free dentures for the elderly in their elec-
tion campaigns. He takes issue with that. He 
explains: “For one thing, subsidized dentures 
are necessarily low-priced and cannot be of any 
decent quality. But such a project could still 
easily cost over NT$100 million [US$3.3 mil-
lion] in public funds. It would be far better to 
focus on oral health education, which, at NT$30 
million [US$1 million] a year, produces steady 
and lasting results.”

He talked to government officials about it, 
but they simply brushed his objections aside. 
Lin believes that they were being bureaucratic 
and shirking responsibility. Implementing den-
tal hygiene programs would take time and 
effort and add to their workloads, whereas giv-
ing money away for dentures would be a lot 
easier.

In 2010, Lin won a government award for his 
long-time dedication to dental care for the dis-
abled. During the award ceremony, Lin took the 
opportunity to present to President Ma Ying-
jeou his concept of dental care for the elderly: 
Providing preventive care as early as possible 
and keeping teeth clean will reduce the demand 
for dentures. However, his attempt has not 
yielded any meaningful changes to oral health 
care among the elderly, the inadequacy of which 
remains to be addressed.

Roadblocks notwithstanding, Lin stands firm-
ly shoulder to shoulder with the disabled and the 
underserved, their families, and their caregivers. 
He continues to deliver warmth to them, and he 
continues to help keep their teeth clean. With 
that, they can all smile with confidence and show 
off their teeth—cavity-free.

Dr. Lin stands shoulder to shoulder with the 
disabled and the underserved.
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Between 
Hospital 

and 
Prison

To the hospital team, he is a patient, not 
an inmate.

Text and photos by Wei Wei-ting
Translated by Tang Yau-yang

His groans of pain were accompanied by 
occasional clanks from his chain. The 
elaborate tattoo on his body indicated a 

checkered past. The long, dangling chain and a 
guard sitting near the foot of his bed showed 
that he was not just a regular patient in a hospi-
tal in Hualien, eastern Taiwan.

A-shui, 73, was a cancer patient at Hualien 
Tzu Chi Hospital, but he was also an inmate at 
Hualien Prison for drug offenses. He had been 
in and out of prison many times. This time, he 
was serving a 13-year sentence.

Prison medicine
Taiwan’s national health insurance was 

extended to prison inmates in 2013. That was 
when Hualien Tzu Chi Hospital began its involve-
ment in the first phase of a national insurance 
project to provide medical services to inmates in 
Hualien Prison. Hospital staff members from 18 
specialties have taken turns going to the prison 
each day to offer outpatient services.

A-shui started feeling unwell early in 2015. 
He felt as if food was getting stuck in and block-
ing his digestive tract after each meal. He put up 
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with the discomfort for a few months, but then 
the condition grew worse. When the pain got 
really bad, he could not even walk.

In early June, he made an appointment to be 
seen at the prison clinic. Dr. Hung Jui-sheng 
(洪睿勝), a gastroenterologist, examined him 
and found that something was very wrong 
with him. The doctor immediately arranged to 
have him sent to the Tzu Chi hospital for CT 
scans and other tests. They confirmed that 
A-shui had prostate cancer and that it had 
spread to his bones.

A-shui was immediately admitted to the hos-
pital, and specialists from the oncology, urology, 
and other departments joined forces to care for 
him. His condition was sometimes up and some-
times down. He was in and out of the hospital a 
couple of times.

When he returned to the prison, Dr. Huang 
Liang-kai (黃亮凱) of family medicine was in 
charge of his care. One day in early September, 
Dr. Huang was notified that A-shui was rapidly 
going downhill, so he went to the prison to 
check on him. After his examination, he recom-

80.84.indd   81 2016/3/9   下午2:35



Tzu Chi Quarterly82

mended that A-shui be moved to the palliative 
care ward at Hualien Tzu Chi Hospital so he 
could receive better care.

The cancer in A-shui’s bones caused extreme 
pains in his waist and back, and he moaned all 
day long. He could not get out of bed or walk, 
let alone tend to his own daily needs. Pain man-
agement and symptom treatment became the 
primary objectives of the care team. Due to his 

feeble condition, the nursing staff had to feed 
and sponge-bathe him.

After he had survived the first couple of 
weeks in critical condition, he gradually stabi-
lized. He began to be able to eat on his own, 
albeit slowly. He could even take a shower with 
some help from the nursing staff. “The doctors 
and nurses in the palliative ward took really 
good care of me,” he said.

Since A-shui had regained strength in the 
hospital, he was sent back to the prison in 
mid-September.

Dr. Hsieh Jyh-gang, right, and home care nurse 
Liu Jia-zhen visit A-shui in Hualien Prison.
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Though the palliative 
team had discharged him 
from the hospital, it had not 
taken him off its list of 
patients. In fact, before dis-
charging him, Dr. Wang 
Ying-wei (王英偉), director 
of the palliative ward, con-
ferred with the care team 
on how best to continue 
caring for A-shui. They 
decided to apply to the 
prison to take their pallia-
tive care into his jail cell.

Wang’s team routinely 
goes to patients’ homes 
after they are discharged 
to provide palliative care, 
but they had never gone to 
a jail cell. Wang’s insis-
tence on doing what was 
best for the patient 
impelled the team to navi-
gate the uncharted waters 
of providing palliative 
care in prison.

A patient is a patient
To the medical team a 

patient is a patient, wher-
ever they are or whoever 
they may be. It does not 
matter to them that A-shui 
is a prison inmate.

“True, they’re inmates, 
but they’re paying for their 
past wrongs,” said Dr. 
Hsieh Jyh-gang (謝至罡), a 
family medicine doctor at 
the Tzu Chi hospital who 
conducted the first “home 
visit” for A-shui. “Being 

inmates doesn’t mean that they are less enti-
tled to medical care,” the physician said. He 
added that though convicts are deprived of 
certain rights, such as the right to move about 
freely in society, they should not be denied the 
right to medical care. It is a fact that in a pris-
on, where medical service is highly restricted, 
inmates already have less access to it than the 
general population. Therefore, additional 
restrictions to such access should be reduced 
as much as possible in a humanitarian spirit. If 
Tzu Chi doctors can visit discharged palliative 

care patients at their homes, perhaps they can 
also visit such patients in their jail cells. “To 
me, when an inmate is sick, he is just a patient,” 
Dr. Hsieh stressed.

Thus the hospital decided to apply for per-
mission to visit A-shui. Prison administration 
officials—including Liu Shi-tian (劉世添), the 
warden, and Chen Wen-yin (陳文銀), the direc-
tor of health— concurred with that line of rea-
soning and wholeheartedly supported the Tzu 
Chi hospital in their endeavor. With their help, 
the project began.

A palliative care team from Hualien Tzu Chi 
Hospital made its initial visit to A-shui in prison 
on September 24, 2015. Dr. Hsieh and home care 
nurse Liu Jia-zhen (劉嘉臻) went through a 
series of metal doors to reach the infirmary, 
where A-shui was locked up with about 20 oth-
ers. Unlike regular cells where inmates slept on 
mats on the floor, this unit had a bed for each 
inmate. At the end of the room was a partitioned 
space for toilets, washing, and clotheslines.

A-shui was curled up in pain when the doc-
tor and nurse reached his bed. Dr. Hsieh ginger-
ly examined him, but even the slightest move-
ment pained the patient to tears. His tattoos of 
dragons and phoenixes gave a glimpse into his 
past, which seemed totally remote. Now thin 
and gaunt, he was just another terminally ill 
patient needing care and empathy.

“A-shui, may I massage you? Maybe it’ll 
make you a little more comfortable,” Liu asked. 
She sat by him and began to work on the painful 
spots on his back and waist.

“Inhale deeply. Exhale. Relax. Right, just like 
that,” Liu instructed him. “A-shui, you’re doing 
great.” The nurse could feel A-shui beginning 
to relax.

Other infirmary inmates were curious about 
what was going on. They looked at the medical 
professionals from the Tzu Chi hospital working 
on A-shui, and some of them began to volunteer 
bits of information about him. That gave Hsieh 
and Liu a better idea of what A-shui’s life had 
been like after his discharge from the hospital.

Actually, A-shui was eligible for medical 
parole. The prison administration and hospital 
staff had tried to contact A-shui’s family for 
that purpose, but no family member was will-
ing to come forward and help him set the pro-
ceedings in motion. He therefore had to remain 
in prison.

The “home visit” was soon over, but the care 
was not. Every week after that, A-shui made 
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appointments with doctors on duty at the outpa-
tient clinic, who would make adjustments to his 
medications or help with other needs.

Going way back
Liu has regularly visited A-shui every week 

since that first visit, providing him with therapies 
for pain relief and mental relaxation, including 
essential oil massages, abdomen massages, and 
painting therapy. After a few sessions, A-shui no 
longer wore a constant frown. He began to open 
up to Liu, and to talk more about his past. He 
seemed more at peace now that he was under the 
good care of the palliative team.

Tzu Chi’s connection with the prison was 
formed long before the National Health 
Insurance project kicked off in 2013. The Tzu 
Chi International Medical Association began 
offering free clinics at the prison many years 
ago, and volunteer Yan Hui-mei (顏惠美) has 

also visited inmates regularly for a long time. 
Then, starting in 2009, hospital personnel went 
into the prison four times a week to staff clinics 
for inmates.

When A-shui was hospitalized in the pallia-
tive ward, Yan Hui-mei visited him often. She 
promised him that she would visit him after his 
discharge.

On the eve of the Mid-Autumn Festival in 
2015, Yan did just that. A team of volunteers 
went with her. “I knew all along that you would 
come,” A-shui said when he saw Yan.

Though he would have very much liked to 
sample the moon cakes that Yan had brought in, 
he was too weak to sit up in his bed to have a 
taste. Yan bent forward and delivered a small 
bite of the cake into his mouth, then another. 
Judging from the satisfied smile that lingered on 
his face, it must have been scrumptious.

In early November, A-shui was admitted 
back to the palliative ward to manage his pain. 
The collaboration between the prison and the 
hospital continues to unfold.

Volunteers visited inmates at Hualien Prison on 
the eve of the Mid-Autumn Festival in 2015.

Yang guo-bin
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cat, a dog, and an old man, in a remote 
mountain village in China.

The times are such that coastal cities in the 
nation are enjoying economic booms, luring 
people away from countryside villages such as 
this one. The village is located in a barren area, 
and no matter how hard you work to till your 
land, you can only lead a hand-to-mouth exis-
tence. Therefore, young people there have no 
choice but to leave their hometown and seek a 
better future in a prosperous city. Older folks 
are left behind to hold down the fort.

With the younger people gone, an ambience of 
loneliness and desolation dominate the village.

Sometimes people have no choice but to rec-
oncile themselves to reality. Will things change 
for the better? The cat and dog don’t have a 
clue, and the old man remains silent.

The three of them sit quietly before the old 
house, keeping each other company and wait-
ing for hope to return.

Zhuliu Village, Guizhou Province, China, 
December 27, 2008

Waiting for Hope
Text and photo by Hsiao Yiu-hwa

Translated by Wu Hsiao-ting

A
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Two
Make
a
Better
Whole
By Huang Xiao-zhe and Cai Yu-xuan     Translated by Tang Yau-yang     Photos by Huang Xiao-zhe

A grateful daughter
“I’m grateful to my father for allowing me 

to use the second floor of his property,” said 
Tzu Chi volunteer Liao Su-qin (廖素琴). “I 
wouldn’t have been able to recycle so many 
plastic bags without this space.” In one 
breath, she allowed us to know the person 
she had felt most indebted to in more than ten 
years of recycling.

The plastic bags she has collected—of vari-
ous colors and materials—fill many large 
plastic bags. They are bulky and cumber-
some, and they take up quite a bit of storage 
space—something of a premium in her neck 
of the woods in Xindian, New Taipei City, 
northern Taiwan.

The 215-square-foot storage space is as 
sentimental to Liao as it is utilitarian because 
she grew up there. By allowing her to store 

things there, her father has forgone the rent 
that he could have otherwise collected for the 
space. He supports his daughter with a con-
crete act of love.

Not far away is Renai Market, where stalls 
and stores packed side by side attract large 
crowds of shoppers. Liao visits the market 
nearly every day to collect recyclable garbage 
from the shopkeepers there. She has been 
doing this for a long time now and has earned 
the shop owners’ trust and friendship. In 
recent years, she has noticed an alarming 
spike in the number of discarded plastic bags. 
Plastic bags are less cost-effective to recycle 
when compared to plastic bottles and paper, 
but simply tossing them out takes a toll on 
the environment. Her strength is limited, so 
she urges people to join the ranks of recycling 
volunteers to help keep the Earth clean.
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Helping each other
Liao is dedicated to helping the Earth, but 

she is quick to help people too. One day three 
years ago, she saw a woman picking up recy-
clables near the market. The woman moved 
slowly with a limp in the midst of shoppers 
and busy traffic. Concerned about her safety, 
Liao went over and talked to her.

The woman’s name was Li-hua (麗華). A 
bad fever when she was a child had dimin-
ished her mental capacity, leaving her unable 
to do things most people take for granted. 
Despite her disability, she diligently collected 
recyclables at the market every day to earn a 
little money.

Liao felt for her and wanted to help. She 
thought to herself: “Why don’t I give her the 
paper, plastic bottles, and metal containers 
that I pick up so that she doesn’t have to 
work so hard?”

The two of them have worked together 
ever since. Liao shares recycling tips with 
Li-hua. She also introduced her to the shop-
keepers she knows, explained her situation to 
them, and asked them to give their recycla-
bles to her instead.

As a result, Li-hua has been able to collect 
recyclables at those shops, and she gives the 
plastic bags that she collects to Liao. The two 
of them have been like sisters. Liao said, 
“Instead of competing against each other, we 
complement each other.”

A grateful hug
Li-hua lives with her father, who is 82. 

Though he is reluctant to see her go out and 
work alone every day, he knows that he can-
not accompany her or take care of her forever. 
It is for her own good that she learns to be 
independent and support herself. 
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When Li-hua returns home, he answers 
the doorbell with a smile and welcomes her 
home. Together, they sort out the things that 
she brings back. Regardless of the size of the 
loads she brings home, he always takes com-
fort in his daughter’s smiles. These are their 
happy moments together.

When Li-hua first began patrolling the 
streets for things to gather and take home, she 
ran into people who looked down on her and 
made her work difficult. Her father could 
only do his best to comfort her. Only after 
Liao showed up in his daughter’s life did he 
start to feel less worried about her.

One day we went with Liao to visit Li-hua 
at her home. We began a conversation, and 
we asked her if she had anything to say to 
Liao. Reserved and inarticulate, she thought 

for a while, and then suddenly she threw her 
arms around Liao and embraced her tightly, 
using actions instead of words to show her 
gratitude to Liao.

Both of them help reclaim discarded 
resources, one as a means to support herself 
and the other as a way to cherish the Earth. 
While their motives for recycling differ, their 
work nevertheless makes the world a cleaner 
and better place. They both take garbage that 
otherwise would go on to clog up landfills, 
ditches, sewers, or the digestive tracts of 
marine life, and they turn that garbage into 
usable resources again.

But that is not all: In the process of help-
ing the Earth, the two of them have found 
trust, friendship, and companionship in 
each other.
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JING SI APHORISMS
The Illustrated

At most temples in Taiwan, people burn incense and worship deities. Why don’t Tzu Chi members 
do this?

Those who burn incense and worship deities are not necessarily proper Buddhists. True Bud-
dhism emphasizes the spiritual life and reveals the innate buddha-nature in all people.

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

 
IN eveRytHING yOu 

SAy ANd dO, yOu MuSt 
cONceNtRAte ANd 

PeRSeveRe.

WHeNeveR yOu 
dO SOMetHING, yOu 
SHOuld ONly tHINk 

AbOut tHAt tHING. WItH 
AN uNdIStRActed MINd, 

yOu cAN PeRSeveRe ANd 
MAke PROGReSS.

The Buddha says:
My disciples!
You must always hear, ponder, and practice the 
Dharma that I have taught you. Never abandon it.
If you cultivate yourselves the way I taught you,
you will gain good fortune and happiness.
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USA
Tornadoes tore through northeast Texas on 

December 26, 2015, killing at least 11 people in 
the Dallas area. Roofs were blown off, vehicles 
destroyed, and power lines and trees downed. 
The cities of Garland and Rowlett suffered 
severe damage.

Volunteers from Tzu Chi Dallas quickly 
mobilized to bring aid to victims. They handed 
out cash cards, each worth $100, to ten families 
on December 29. From December 31 to January 
4, they distributed aid to about 350 families at 
the Granger Recreation Center in Garland. 
Families with one to three members each 
received a $200 cash card; larger families 
received a $300 cash card.

Volunteers told victims that though there 
was not much money on the cash cards, it repre-
sented the love from many kind-hearted people 
around the world, and that they were not alone 
in this hard time because Tzu Chi volunteers 
were there for them.

Many survivors were moved to tears when 
they received the cash cards from Tzu Chi. Many 
of them had repressed their emotions after the 
traumatic event, but those pent-up emotions 
were released as volunteers extended such 
warm care to them. Volunteers introduced the 
purpose of Tzu Chi and shared Master Cheng 
Yen’s teachings with them, hoping that the 
teachings could give them strength to face this 
painful event in their lives.

One victim, Michael Murphy, had lived and 
worked in Taiwan for some time. When he 
learned that Tzu Chi is based in Taiwan, he felt 
as if he were meeting family. He said that he 
would pass on the love he had received to other 
people. He also obtained a Tzu Chi coin bank, 
and he promised that he would bring the money 
he saved in the container back to help others in 
future disasters.

Garland Mayor Douglas Athas visited the 
distribution venue and thanked Tzu Chi for 
extending help to the city’s citizens. The mayor 

The city of Garland, Texas, was hit by tornadoes on December 26. Volunteers from Tzu Chi Dallas dis-
tributed cash cards and blankets to help victims through the difficult times.
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had visited Taiwan before, because Garland and 
Luzhu, in northern Taiwan, are sister cities. The 
mayor said, “We have a lot of people that were 
affected by the tornado that happened the day 
after Christmas. We have very strong residents, 
but all of them need help right now. The contri-
butions that we are receiving have just made a 
huge difference. I’m very proud of all the people 
that survived the tornado, and I’m very proud 
of all our good friends who came to help. I want 
to say, ‘Thank you very much.’”

Taiwan
An earthquake measuring 6.4 on the Richter 

scale rocked southern Taiwan at 3:57 a.m. on 
February 6, 2016, just before Chinese New Year, 
a time when most people go home for family 
reunions. The calamity caused devastating dam-
age and killed 117 people. Almost all of the 
deaths occurred in a collapsed 16-story residen-
tial complex located in Yongkang, Tainan. The 
temblor was the deadliest earthquake on the 
island since the 921 Earthquake in 1999.

Tzu Chi volunteer Li Zi-rong (李咨蓉), who 
lives in Yongkang, arrived at the collapsed 
building complex at 5 a.m. She met several other 
volunteers who had also come on their own ini-
tiative to render assistance, and together they set 
up a Tzu Chi service center. Li stationed herself 
at the center, coordinating other volunteers and 
managing items donated by local residents. At 
6:20 a.m., Tzu Chi established a coordination 
center at its Tainan office.

Volunteer Li Qing-yang (李慶揚) rushed to 
the Tainan office soon after the disaster. He and 
other volunteers used Tzu Chi instant rice to fix 
enough breakfast for several hundred people, 
and they promptly had the food delivered to 
the disaster areas. Many stores and market 

stalls had already closed for the Chinese New 
Year holiday, making it difficult to purchase 
vegetables and other ingredients. Fortunately, 
many kind-hearted people donated vegetables 
to the Tzu Chi office within a few hours of the 
disaster, just in time for volunteers to prepare 
about 700 boxed meals for the first lunch after 
the earthquake.

At the site of the collapsed building, some 
survivors, though injured, stuck around waiting 
for news of their family members still trapped 
under the debris. Some rescue workers, weaving 
in and out of the ruins, sustained injuries too. To 
care for these people, medical workers from Tzu 
Chi hospitals and the Tzu Chi International 
Medical Association volunteered at the site from 
February 6 to 14. These medical professionals 
put in 174 person-times and served over 400 
patient visits.

Rescue worker Yao Jun-de (姚俊得) was hit by 
a large piece of falling debris while he was sav-
ing the lives of others. Volunteer Chen Wei-ren 
(陳韋任), a Chinese medicine doctor, cleaned and 
dressed his wound for him. The doctor then told 
Yao to be sure to go to a hospital for further 
examination. “I’m so grateful that there are doc-
tors around today giving free medical service,” 
Yao remarked. After a short rest, he decided to 
return to his rescue work. “If I went home now, I 
wouldn’t be able to rest anyway. My mind would 

A Tzu Chi doctor treats a patient in the aftermath 
of an earthquake that hit southern Taiwan in 
February 2016.

li b
i-zh

i

Tzu Chi volunteers comfort earthquake survivors.

zh
a

n
g

 w
e

n
-x

ia
n

g

93.96.indd   94 2016/3/9   下午2:49

Spring 2016 95

be filled with thoughts about the rescue work. I 
might as well finish my work here before I go to 
a hospital.”

A seven-story building in Guiren was tilted 
by the earthquake. Some people looked at their 
collapsed homes and, with tears rolling down 
their faces, said, “I haven’t even paid off my 
mortgage yet. Now what should I do?” Some 
survivors turned to Tzu Chi volunteers for 
help. “We didn’t have time to get our children’s 
clothes and baby formula in our rush to escape, 
and we don’t have any money on us. Could 
you help?” Volunteers immediately gave the 
needed help.

On February 11, Tzu Chi kicked off a home-
visit program. Volunteers broke into groups and 
visited families affected by the earthquake in 
Yongkang, Annan, Yujing, Xinhua, Guiren, and 
other areas. They expressed their care to the 
families and presented to them a condolence let-
ter from Master Cheng Yen and food items pro-
duced by Tzu Chi. They also assessed needs for 
further assistance. Mr. Huang, 80, thanked vol-
unteers for visiting him and his family. His 
three-story home had tilted in the earthquake 
and had been deemed unsafe for living. “It’s 

really kind of you to brave the cold winds and 
visit us,” said the old man. “Seeing you all, I feel 
so much better now. Thank you.”

Volunteers also visited injured survivors at 
hospitals and gave out emergency cash. They 
will continue to offer emotional and material 
support to the victims to help heal the wounds 
inflicted by the calamity.

Guatemala
Tzu Chi volunteers in Guatemala held an 

event on January 17, 2016, in which they distrib-
uted school supplies and awarded scholarships 
to needy students. A total of 572 elementary stu-
dents and 30 middle school students benefited. 
The event was held in San José Pinula, located 
21 kilometers (13 miles) from the capital, 
Guatemala City. This was the fifth such distribu-
tion of school supplies Tzu Chi had held for stu-
dents in San José Pinula.

Many loving people helped make the event 
possible. Some donated money, which went for 
the scholarships or to buy the school supplies. 
Some donated goods from their stores to enrich 
the distribution items. Some even mobilized 
their employees to help pack the items.

Tzu Chi volunteers in Guatemala distributed school supplies and scholarships to needy students in 
San José Pinula on January 17, 2016.
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By 8 a.m. on January 17, many students and 
parents had already gathered outside the venue, 
a city government activity center which had 
already been set up for the occasion by staff 
from the city government. Volunteers admitted 
students and parents into the activity center 
after checking their names against a list.

Miguel Ángel Solares, the mayor of San José 
Pinula, expressed his appreciation to the foun-
dation in a speech. He thanked Tzu Chi volun-
teers for distributing school supplies and aid 
supplies and holding free clinics in the city. He 
also urged the students to cherish the distribut-
ed items, and he encouraged them to study 
hard. He then appealed to the parents to do their 
best to help their children stay in school.

Scholarships were awarded to 67 students 
whose semester GPA was above 90 percent. 
Each student received 100 quetzales (US$13). 
One recipient, Josue Daniel, was grateful to his 
mother for keeping him company when he 
studied. He said he would give the money to 
his mother.

Students lined up to receive school supplies, 
including school bags, pencils, pens, pencil 
sharpeners, erasers, crayons, color pens, and 
homework notebooks. Parents who had several 
children were very happy because the distribu-
tion helped ease their financial burdens.

One single mom who had six children 
thanked Tzu Chi for holding the event. Two of 
her children received scholarships as well as 
school supplies. She said she would use the 
scholarship money to buy uniforms and shoes 
for her children.

The event ended satisfactorily in under two 
hours. Volunteers were happy to help the stu-
dents along in their educational journey.

Singapore
On January 17, Tzu Chi Singapore held a 

spring distribution at its office. About 200 fami-
lies that were under Tzu Chi’s care attended the 
activity. Many brought money they had saved in 
their coin banks to donate to the foundation.

Volunteers with umbrellas waited outside in 
the parking lot as a light drizzle fell. When peo-
ple arrived for the event, the volunteers escorted 
them to the shelter of some canopies, where 
other volunteers took over and guided the 
guests inside the building.

Mr. Goh and his wife arrived with a coin 
bank. “We love coming here. Tzu Chi has given 
us so much help. If it weren’t for Tzu Chi, our 

life would be so hard.” This couple has received 
care from the foundation for two years. Though 
their life is not easy, they save money in a coin 
bank and donate it to Tzu Chi to help other 
needy people. They also volunteer regularly at a 
recycling station.

Mohamed, a care recipient who works as a 
cleaner, brought a coin bank filled with coins he 
had picked up from the floor at work. He said 
that some people had it worse than he did, and 
he felt good that the money he had saved could 
be used to help them.

Mr. Ng saves the money he could have other-
wise spent on cigarettes. “A pack of cigarettes 
costs over ten dollars. That money serves a far 
better purpose if donated to help the needy.”

A lively lion dance kicked off the programs 
for the day. Then a volunteer appeared dressed 
up as the God of Fortune, bringing more merri-
ment and excitement to the venue.

Among the programs were riddle-guessing 
games, singing, and performances of Chinese 
musical instruments. Ms. Goh, 83, sang and 
clapped along happily. Her joy was contagious. 
“I’ve been here many times. I love to attend your 
events. There’s food to eat and games to play. 
It’s so much fun!”

Volunteers prepared a four-course meal and 
desserts for the guests. Due to the high atten-
dance, over 30 tables had to be set out to accom-
modate all the guests.

The attendees went home with gift bags that 
volunteers had prepared for them. Each bag 
contained multi-grain powder, instant rice, bis-
cuits, assorted nuts, and other items. Volunteers 
saw the guests off as they left, bringing the event 
to a happy close.

A volunteer dressed up as the God of Fortune (in 
front of a lion dancer) brings merriment to an aid 
distribution event held by Tzu Chi Singapore.
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Dedicated Tzu Chi volunteers 
Josephine (left) and her daugh-
ter, Grace PHOTO COURTESY OF JOSEPHINE LEE
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Through altruistic acts, we gain true wealth.
—Master Cheng Yen
PHOTO BY Li Bai-sHi
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