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How to Teach Goodness

“What was it like to teach under the Master’s guidance?” I
have been asked many times, so I'll say a little about this. In the
beginning, the school was from 1* to 6™ grade, with boys and
girls together. The American teachers suggested having separate
schools for boys and girls, which is the case with many parochial
schools in the West, but the most important reason was so the
students could concentrate more on their studies and developing
their characters. The boys™ school was then established on the
north campus for 5% to 12 grades. The young boys still attended
K-4 on the south campus, which is now an all-girls school.

I never saw the Master come inside the schools, but when I
was in the Buddha Hall or walking with the children, he would
often ask them to recite the Standards for Students or the Great
Compassion mantra. He emphasized the importance of teaching
the standards, not only for students to memorize them, but to
understand them and put them into practice. He told us, “You
don’t need to teach religion to children, but teach them to love
learning and to be good children.

At that time, we did not have many books and the volunteer
teachers were not as well-trained as now. I had taught in a college,
but teaching 2" and 3" graders was a different matter—at first, it
was trial and error. I remember a story that Terri Nicholson, the
former principal of the girls’ school told. At the age of 17, she
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day, she was sitting in the middle of the floor and crying while
the students ran wild. The Master came in and said, “Why you
crying?” Terri answered, “The students won’t listen to me and do
what I say. Boo hoo!” The Master smiled and said, “Don’t give
up. Try another method. Everything’s okay.”

Once I was teaching this verse from the Standards for Students:

If you recognize faults in your parents,
exhort them to change for the better,
Speak to them kindly and gently

with a pleasant smile on your face.

One child said, “My father smokes. I'm going to recite this
verse for him and for sure, he'll stop smoking.” The next day she
came to school wearing a long face. “It didn’t work,” she said, “I
smiled and told my father in a pleasant voice to quit smoking,
and he told me to mind my own business.”

I wanted the verse to work for her, so I kept looking for a way.
That week, Weekly Reader had an article on lung cancer caused by
smoking, with a vivid diagram of a tobacco tarred set of lungs. I
told my students that their homework was to select one article to
read to their parents and have parents write a comment on what
they had learned. It worked. The father actually wrote a promise
note to quit smoking, and he did. I will never forget the smile
on the girl’s face.

In Doug Power’s university class, we have been discussing the
term “pragmatic.” It basically means taking a practical approach
to a problem. We can talk principle all day, but it is all in what
we do. I have learned that in teaching children, pragmatism plays
a big role.

Last week, an interesting event happened. It was discovered
that the smaller of the two redwoods in front of Jyan Kung
Restaurant at CTTB is splitting open and dying due to exposure
to the hot sun and insufficient moisture. It also had a fungus.
Fortunately, a friend who is a horticulturalist told us what to
do—give it lots of compost, worm castings, and some nickel
sulfate to change the pH. Spray the fungus with a canola oil and
water mixture and install a good sprinkler system. It seems to
work, the tree looks happy.

It so happened that my class was studying a unit on living
Bodhisattvas, real people doing things that are hard to do, such
as the famous naturalists, Rachel Carson and John Muir. Inspired
by their contribution to save the wilderness, the children made
prayer flags out of cloth and drew beautiful pictures on them for
the tree. They said, “We'll do whatever we can to save that tree,
no matter how difficult.” I explained that we needed to give the

tree some compost and worm castings and to water it well. With
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great determination, the students gathered up their water bottles,
ready to rough it. “The water bottles stay behind,” I said and
stuck to my words in spite of the “ahs”

When we got to the piles of compost and worm castings, with
their fragrance permeating the air, some of the girls turned into
“clay” Bodhisattvas. “It stinks. I'm not going to do it! I'll water
instead.” After much encouragement, each took a little bucket
of compost and spread it around the tree, holding their noses
and making awful faces. When I took out my camera, the faces
turned into happy smiles.

Sweaty, tired, and thirsty, we returned to the classroom. The
students said, “It was hard work to be a Bodhisattva and give the
tree that smelly medicine, but I'm glad we did it. The tree will
get well now!”

For various reasons, we haven’t had much rain this winter, so
it looks like it might be a bad year for miner’s lettuce. Miner’s
lettuce is a wild plant that grows in abundance under oak and bay
trees. It got its name because it was sometimes the only food that
the gold miners had to eat in the late winter and spring.

Miner’s lettuce is very delicious and nutritious with lots of
vitamin C and protein. One of its properties is that it restores
poor soil and provides nutrition for trees. It is also food for
animals such as deer, gophers, and migrating birds. When the
animals eat miner’s lettuce, they scatter the seed wherever they go,
so it can reseed and flourish for centuries. But if we keep picking
it for our use and do not replant it, the plants will not reseed and
the balance of nature will be upset. A Cherokee medicine woman
taught me that when gathering herbs and wild plants, we should
not leave a trace—it should look as if we had never taken any at
all. We should leave the grandparents (large plants) to carry on
the generations and the little ones to mature.

The good news is that we can buy miner’s lettuce seeds and
plant it at the vegetable farm, even in the green house. The cost
is two dollars for 200 seeds. I think this is the best way to go,
because I know that we all share the same concern and wish to

protect the environment at CTTB.
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