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¢ By Nu Chuan Zhang on Jan. 31, 2013 in the Buddha Hall at CTTB
English Translation by Iris Zhao

I am Chin Chuan from Taiwan. I arrived at CTTB to assume a volunteer
teaching position at the end of August of 2012.

As a volunteer teacher, my primary responsibilities are to teach Chinese to
the students of the advanced class of CTTB. There are two topics I would like
to cover in tonights talk. They are my affinities to become a member of the
volunteer teachers and my interactions with the students so far. Having only
lived for a short five months in CTTB, my comments could be short of being
objective. I therefore ask for your generosity to help point out and correct me.

I took refuge in the Three Jewels in 1998. Besides reading the monthly
journal of Sowurce of Wisdom, 1 had no strong motivation to study Buddhism
due to my busy teaching schedule. I periodically visited the way place to merely
seek basic inner peace. I was not determined to fully involve in learning the
sea-vast oceans of Dharma, let alone understanding the purpose of cultivation.
Just felt that Venerable Master Hua was very real, and I had an urge to be part

of his community. Unsure of the specifics of my involvement, I joined a student
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summer camp to visit CTTB in 2001 to explore possibilities.

At CTTB, a casual arising of cause and conditions lent the opportunity for me
to meet with Dharma Master Heng Jen and we discussed at length matters related
to the school. My main objective was to gain some insights into the students and
their backgrounds, as well as requirements for teacher qualifications. I could see
myself becoming a member of the teaching staff as part of my post-retirement
occupation.

My plan then was to continue my own education. The reason was not to pursue
additional degrees but to learn more from a wise teacher I came to meet. What is
good about him? His lectures in fact led me to realize that the knowledge that I
studied during my four years of undergraduate and four years of graduate school
was such that as if T have not studied anything at all.

With his strict and disciplined style of researching, he helped me understand
the potential higher excellence in academic research. Thus I decided to split my
time between being a teacher and a student so I could follow his classes as time
permitted. I attended all his lectures ranging from undergraduate to post-graduate
levels. I restarted my learning journey and have not given up since, rain or shine
for the last ten years.

Ten years have come and gone. In contrast, my learning in Buddhadharma is
relatively less-motivated and without a well-structured system. Interestingly, when
I look back, not only did this imperfect system bear no negative consequences, it
instead came with inconceivable benefits. In a single thought, I felt all my research
work was no longer relevant. I stopped insisting on pursuing further academically
and dropping all my years of research work in this instance could not have been
any easier. I decided to take early retirement. Nothing pressed me more than to
move on at this moment with what I have always wanted to do, and that included
coming to CTTB to materialize my initial promise.

From last August to today, the short past five months of interacting with the
high school students revealed they have a demanding yet still manageable course
load that additional tutoring is not necessary. Despite being surrounded in a pure
and straightforward learning environment, the school insists that the students
to live a rigorous residential life and also participate in a life beyond classroom
involving routine community labor and extracurricular activities with rich flavor
of heritage. This busy schedule intends to wear off those youth’s extra time and
energy outside of curriculum. In comparison with Taiwan where the students rely
on intensive tutoring at critical moments, I find that the model of the CTTB
school program is a better fit for students both at the physical and intellectual
levels.

As the Chinese language is not the core subject, my teaching schedule at CTTB
is quite relaxed. Where the challenge rises is from the diverse backgrounds of the
students. For culturally (western and Asia) and ethnically (between China and
Taiwan), the level of Chinese understanding can be very different for students of
the same age. This urges me to quickly find the appropriate and middle-ground
teaching materials suitable for all of them.

So, I decided to use a letter by Wang Wei, a well-known poet from the Tang
Dynasty, as a test to validate my understanding about these students’ Chinese level

of the boy school.
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Many ancient Chinese literatures are records of lifetime expressions,
ambitions, and experiences of the authors. Most frequently, the authors
emphasize more on reality than on fiction in their work thus blurring the line
between their life and their master pieces. It is therefore recommended to be
first acquainted with the author’s background prior to interpreting the work.

With the diverse background of the students, the best approach to ease them
into understanding an ancient piece of literature was to use straightforward and
simple terms in my explanation. With that in mind, I drafted the following

simple paragraph to introduce the biography of Wang Wei.

Wang Wei, a multi-talented poer in the Tang dynasty of the ancient China, was
a gifted individual in the Tang Dynasty “modern style” poetry composition and a
master in Chinese music, painting, and calligraphy. Midway through his life, he
developed an interest in Buddbist philosophy and later partially withdrew to the
Zhong Nan Mountains to live a semi-retired life while carrying out his official
duties. In other words, he enjoyed a life of part officialdom and part seclusion’
Known for his simple, lofty and peaceful writing, he is often referred to as the
‘Buddha of poetry.

I was quite confident that this introduction was straightforward and simple
until a student proved me wrong. He raised his hand and asked “what is meant
by ‘part officialdom and part seclusion’?” That reaction caught me by surprise
as I felt the meaning of the phrase was quite obvious. I now struggled for an
answer.

Wang Wei grew up in a Buddhist tradition. His mother was a devoted
Buddhist who lived in strict accordance to the precepts and who practiced
meditation all year-long. A young and energetic Wang Wei then was quite the
opposite; rather keen to fame and official rank at the beginning of his career
but later found himself entangled in a very agitated and political life. Added
to the political turbulence was the event of the ‘An Shi rebellion’. This incident
was a catalyst to his decision to trade in his public profile for a secluded one
by living in the Zhong Nan Mountains where he remained semi active only to
fulfill his official obligations.

Was this heartfelt, momentous life journey not interesting enough to retain
the attention of these fifteen year old boys or was their Chinese not sufficient
to understand the basic of this piece of work particularly the figurative and
abstract explanation of the phrase ‘Part officialdom and part seclusion’? This
abstract aspect importantly represents a psychological state of mind and can be
taken or manifested in various forms.

A student from the crowd shouted out an answer. “That phrase simply
means dividing your day in half. The morning half is driving to work, the latter
half is spent in the Buddha hall’. It is a surprising but very creative answer,
nevertheless.

I wish there was more accuracy to the answer but I am already appreciative
of the student’s candidness. These classroom interactions actually shed a lot

of light for me on the students’ thought processes and allow me to work with
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them to improve their areas of difficulties as well as to develop their potential.

The same assessment goes to the parents. Rushing to the answer may not be
the best solution. Instead, giving the children some extra time will help them
sort through the problem in their own mind, to work on their patience and
agility each time they face problems. I believe that we all have the ability to walk
our own path.

Finally, I would like to offer my words of advice to the students. ‘Knowledge
has no limi¢. ‘Arrogance destroys, humbleness benefits’. I would also like to
express my gratitude to all in-house personnel, Dharma Masters and laities
included, for consistently providing many hearty meals on a day to day basis.

Since becoming a long-term resident at CTTB, my primary difficulty was to
overcome the challenge of the early attendance of the morning recitation. Soon,
I quickly learned that rising early at four in the morning brings out a better and
healthier way of living.

The other good impression I like to share is the communal aspect of CTTB.
This community includes monastics, single laymen as well as lay families. Being
a teacher in this mixed environment, I have a lot of opportunities to meet and
speak with the parents. I come to understand the high expectation they have of
the child’s education. It was clear and obvious to me that they want their child to
excel and exceed. They therefore place a great emphasis on the Chinese language

subject and hope their child will take full advantage of the program.

50 To be continued
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