Lifetime Chinese Class
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A talk given by Bhikshuni Jin Rou on April 30, 2011

in the Buddha Hall at CTTB

b & Bk 3% Translated into Chinese by Bhikshuni Jin Cang

Tonight, I will talk about my experience with the Venerable
Master that changed my life. When I first came to CTTB,
the Master was teaching the Nirvana Sutra. He told
everyone, “I won’t be here much longer, so I'm going into
retreat. I don't want anyone to talk to me on the road or
bow to me, because I have things to do. I've been training
all you monks and nuns for years, now I want you to
take care of the new people and train them. If anyone has
questions, you answer them.” The only time I talked with
the Master was in class.

There wasn’t one Chinese class at CTTB at that time, so
the Master told the nuns, “You should have a Chinese class
and teach Gwo Bei Chinese.” My very first teacher, after a
week, said, “You'll never learn Chinese. I'm going to quit.”
And she did. My second teacher said, “I'm going to teach
you a program called Learn to Speak Chinese Perfectly in
10 Easy Lessons. 1f you don’t learn to speak Chinese in 10
lessons, I have other things to do.”

She recited like a bullet, and I recited after her. Her
hands flashed like lightning across the blackboard dusting
it with hundreds of Chinese characters. No matter how
hard I tried, my characters looked like chicken scratches
compared to hers. She told me to write all the characters
10 times for homework and memorize them. Well, I wrote
characters day and night and truly liked it, but I never
learned the tones. After ten lessons, she was off to better
things, and every new female who came to CTTB was my
Chinese teacher.

No matter what kind of book I was studying or what
method the previous teacher was teaching, the new teacher
would say, “Oh, that book you have is no good. You have
to get a new book. That method is old fashioned. I have a
new method.” And so I would start chapter one with a new
teacher, and when she would quit, the new teacher would
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have me buy a new book and start with chapter one again.
This went on for years, until I finally got to chapter two. By
then, I was short on money but rich in Beginner’s Chinese
books. If you need a beginning Chinese book, ask me. I have
a huge stack. Some are certainly collector’s items by now.

Getting bored with studying chapter one over and over, I
stopped going to Chinese class. But then one night during
lecture, the Master said, “Gwo Bei, how’s your Chinese?
You're too greedy doing other things and not studying.” My
mind split open like a book. I'd never had felt so shattered
and transparent. All my greed was exposed to everyone. I
quickly tried to cover it up, but couldn’t. The Master’s words
went deep and left a groove in my life for change. For the first
time in my life, I admitted how selfish and lazy I was, not
only for not studying Chinese, but for everything. Seeing
myself in this way was like waking up from a dream, because
of one thing the Master said. He had a way of doing that,
saying one tiny something, but pointing at the whole.

By the way, 'm now on chapter four in Chinese, making
great progress.

People ask me how I survive in a Chinese community. Here
is a little story to give you a clue. When I was a novice at the
branch temple in West Sacramento, I was assigned to work
in the kitchen. One day the novice I was working with told
me to peel some apples. She picked up a Chinese cleaver and
began to peel her apple, and I picked up a tiny paring knife
and begin to peel my apple. I peeled my apple in a perfect
ring and held it up for her to see. It was beautiful. She held
her apple up too and it was perfect and beautiful as mine.

Quickly, she grabbed my apple and scrutinized it, turning
it round and round and looking at it upside-down. Then
she said, “Bu hao,” which means “no good”. I asked, “What
do you mean? It looks the same as yours.” She handed me
a Chinese cleaver, laid an apple on a cutting board and
motioned for me to peel it with that cleaver. By that time,
everyone was looking at me, so I swallowed my pride and
started to chop off the peel, like the Chinese do. Chop!
Chop! When I finished, there were apple peels on the floor
and apple sauce stuck to the wall, and a tiny bit of an apple
left. The novice picked it up, and after inspecting it, gave me
a big smile. “Hen Hao!” (Very good.)

At one time, I was asked to be kitchen manager at CTTB,
which was a great surprise to me and a greater surprise to
the Chinese cooks. Actually, it turned out fine. I quickly
learned to do what everyone else told me to do. The staff even
had kitchen meetings without inviting me, so I didn’t have to
make any decisions. How richer could my life be without the
give and take of living in a community with other cultures?
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