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Start with Eight Students
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A talk given by Terri Nicholson at CT'TB on May 18, 2018
Chinese translation by Angela Morelli
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I took refuge with the Venerable Master in March of 1973.
I was 19 years old, and had just completed a seven-day Om
Mani Padme Hum Session at Gold Mountain Monastery in
San Francisco. As far as I know, it was the only such session
ever held by Dharma Realm Buddhist Association, which
was then called the Sino-American Buddhist Association.
It was a bit different from the sessions we hold now. First,
the session did not end until midnight each day. Second, we
recited “Om Mani Padme Hum” continuously. While one
side of the hall recited for 30 minutes, the other side was
silent. Then we switched.

For several months before the session I had been trying to
decide whether or not I wanted to be a Buddhist and whether
I wanted to become the Master’s disciple. Participating in the
session was part of that process, but I had not totally made
up my mind. On the final day, the Master announced at
evening lecture that anyone who wanted to take refuge better
do it the following day, because he was going to be leaving
for South America and didn’t know when he would return.

It could be a long time before there was another opportunity.
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“Call everyone who might be interested,” he said. That gave me the
litle nudge I needed and I signed up. And I have never regretted it.
It is the single most important thing I've ever done in my life.

A couple of years later, after graduating from college, I returned
to San Francisco, determined to study the Dharma with Shifu.
I found an apartment and was hired as an Assistant Preschool
Director. In March of 1976, almost exactly three years after I took
refuge. Instilling Goodness Elementary School opened its door in
the basement of The International Institute for the Translation of
Buddhist Texts and home of the Bhikshuni Sangha in San Francisco.
In the beginning, we had eight students ranging in age from four
and half to eleven. Among those first students were Dharma Master
Heng Ch'ib’s son, Aaron (Guo Tong), Shari Epstein, and Carol
Ruth Silver’s son, Steven.

The Master was not a micromanager. He explained the general
principles the school should follow: teach the children to repay
their parents’ kindness, be respectful of their elders and to be good
citizens. Teach them the classics like 7he 24 Stories of Filial Devotion.
But he left most of the decision about curriculum and the running
of school to us. When problems arose we did go to him for advice,
but mostly we learned from our mistakes — I made many — and kept
trying. At the time, none of us had any formal teacher training.

In the beginning, I was still teaching preschool in the mornings
and coming back to teach at Instilling Goodness School in the
afternoons, so many of the bhikshunis helped out, if reluctantly.
When they had left the home life I think most of them felt they had
left child rearing behind. On top of that, some of the students were
quite unruly. One day I came back to find that one young nun from
Taiwan had taken the children to the park and when it was time to

come back they refused to come. They said they were on strike. So
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she left them there. She also said she quit. American children
were too naughty.

I raced down to the park, gathered the children together,
and brought them back to school. After school, I went up
to the Buddha Hall and sat down and cried. What was I
going to do? No one wanted to teach and they didn’t like the
children. I felt like I was a terrible teacher. It was only the first
of many challenges.

That night at lecture, Shifu called me up to the front. He
said, “You can’t just cry. You have to think of a method to get
the children to behave. He handed me a paper bag. “When
the students behave well you can give them a treat. That will
be a start.” In the bag were all kinds of sweets he had collected
for me.

From the very beginning students of all religions were
welcome and the school had not been running long when
Cardinal Yu-bin came to visit from Taiwan. The students
went with the assembly to the airport to greet him with
banners of welcome and a song Shifu wrote in his honor
called Firm Foundation. 1 believe it is the essence of what he

hoped our schools would embody.

Hello! Hello!

Please pay attention.

While you're young is the time to build a firm foundation
Jfor being a humane person.

Kindness to our parents, honoring the president, doing the very
best we can to benefit our country.

First, we must build that deep foundation.

Then, when we grow up we can truly help our land and everybody

in it.
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Until finally, when were all awake again, then we can really benefit,
truly, truly benefit, every single being in the world.

Later, when the school moved to The City of Ten Thousand
Buddhas in the fall of 1978, Shihfu would sometimes come to visit.
In those early days there were twins, a boy and girl whose parents
were fire-worshipping Brahmins. They lived up in the mountains
near Potter Valley in some tents. One time, when Shihfu came to

visit the school he taught a lesson. He wrote on the board:

Animals have four legs,

People have two.

If you want to be a person

Act in Accord with the teachings.

He explained that meant you needed to be filial to your parents
and repay their kindness.

Sarah, one of the twins asked, “What if youre just a little bit
unfilial?”

Shifu smiled and said, “Well that’s probably okay. Maybe you'll
just be a little bit (and he imitated her) off as a person.”

She smiled in relief.

But then Shifu laughed and said, “No big deal. Maybe one of
your eyes will be just a little bit in the wrong place.” He laughed
again and none of us were sure if he was kidding or not. But I
still follow Sarah, and to this day she is an extremely attentive and
devoted daughter.

Another time I was feeling very discouraged. We had moved
to the City of Ten Thousand Buddhas, and the people in the area
didn’t really know us yet, so we didn’t have very many students.
Most of the students we had came with us from San Francisco and
went home on the weekends. That meant I was cooking, teaching
and staying with the students at night as well. It didn’t feel like a
real school. So, I made an appointment to talk to Shifu, hoping for
some encouragement.

I told, him, “I'm feeling really discouraged. I'm not sure I want
to be a teacher any more. I’'m not very good at it. Sometimes I don’t
even want to get up in the morning.”

I was expecting sympathy, but all he said was, “If you don’t
want to teach, then don’t do it.”

My jaw dropped in surprise. But it also made it clear to me that
if I did want to teach I had to do it because I wanted to, not because
Shifu wanted me to. He wouldn’t play that game. And look at us

today with almost 200 students and more who want to come. #
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