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44. Young Disciples
(3) Always Follow and Learn from the Master

The Venerable Master, with great wisdom and compassion,
had a thorough knowledge of ancient Chinese history, literature,
poetry, and calligraphy. Every weekend, young disciples would go
up the mountain, and the Venerable Master taught them ancient
Chinese, writing poetry and calligraphy. He also encouraged them
to learn foreign languages. Not only did the Venerable Master teach
them the Buddhadharma, but he also introduced ancient Chinese
culture, moral values, and self-cultivation. The Venerable Master
was worthy of the following and respect from his young disciples

as their loving “father” and beloved teacher.

The Venerable Master’s words:

When you study Chinese literature, you need to practice
calligraphy. You must meticulously be careful in every stroke,
with the brushstrokes of the characters positioned properly. Do
not write a character in one sloppy stroke. Do not be careless. In
China, regardless of how good you are at writing essays, so long as
your calligraphy is not good, you cannot be nominated as Number

One in the Imperial Civil Service exam. As such, properly practice
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your handwriting in Chinese. You could write regular small and large
characters with a Chinese brush. “Fly-head sized small characters” means
every character is just as big as the head of a fly, but every stroke in
every character is meticulously, clearly, and tidily written. I would also
be happy if you learned many languages. I regret not knowing many
languages. When I was in Australia, Australian kids tricked me, and now
in America, American kids also trick me. Wherever I went, people would

tend to deceive me for not speaking their language. It is truly a shame.

[Postscript 1] Upasika Tan Guozheng (Stella):

On weekends, the Venerable Master taught us ancient literature,
such as the Book of Mencius and Lao-Tzu’s Tao Te Ching. When someone
was not listening attentively, the Venerable Master would write a poem
on the blackboard and make the person realize that the said poem was
about them. Reciting a verse from memory is different from reading it
aloud. Memorizing a verse is like chanting a poem. At school in the old
days, people would sway their heads in time with the poem’s rhythm.
The Venerable Master would not rhythmically sway his head, but his
recitation had a similar beat. Eventually, he stopped using this rhythmic
tone as well. Every time I went to see the Venerable Master, he would
give me a book to take home and read. Most of the books were about
Buddhism, though not all of them. I still remember the first book the
Venerable Master gave me was on the Collection of Poems in the Style
of Hanshan by layman Zhang Shouyue with a literary name “Meicun”
(Plum Village). The Venerable Master used to write verses on old
newspapers. We also followed his way of composing. I still have a few old
papers with the Venerable Master’s handwriting. Once, the Venerable

Master made the following verse:

With the nature in Samadhi, demons subdued, you are happy everyday.
When false thoughts do not arise, you are at peace with yourself everywhere.
Flowers splendid, moon full, you do not grow old.

Mind settled, spirit complete, your body is more solid.

Reaching your hand out, you pluck the moon on the horizon.

With eyes closed, you clearly see the sky reflected in the water.

Lines of a good poem are sung where there is no one.

The true mind of birthlessness is revealed.

[Postscript 2] Upasika Tan Guoshi (Madalena):
On Saturdays, we learned about ancient Chinese, Japanese, and

calligraphy. When the Venerable Master was young, his handwriting was
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outstandingly good. So now, he would write on the blackboard
first to show Guoshu, Guosong, Guojun, and myself how to
handle a brush. The Chinese of my sister was good because my
father asked a private tutor to teach her and my brother about
ancient Chinese. Their calligraphy was not bad either. I went to
a Christian school in Hong Kong, where they placed more value
on English, so I did not study much Chinese. We also studied
Japanese from one of the Venerable Master’s disciples, Mr. Pei,

from Manchuria. My sister had been studying Japanese for a
while before she left for the United States.

[Postscript 3] Upasika Tan Guozheng (Stella) (in 1995):

The Venerable Master placed a lot of effort into educating us.
He tried every possible way to teach a group of teenagers who
were quite a handful to turn into good citizens. The Venerable
Master was good at teaching and treated each of us accordingly.
He steered us away from the vices and the dazzling lifestyle
of Hong Kong with all its temptations, making us stand firm
without faltering in our belief in Buddhism. It was not an easy
job.

Sparing no pains, the Venerable Master devoted himself to
educating the young generation. He would talk to us all through
the night, kept the best pine nuts for us, and explained the koans
to us, even to the point of overlooking his other valued guests.
The Venerable Master pulled a serious face all day long without
taking any food or drink to make us behave properly. He would
also punish us severely for taking the wrong steps. Yet, until now,
we had not understood what he (an older adult) did for us.

Wherever the Venerable Master went, he would always have
a group of kids following him. He used all possible efforts to
educate the younger generation. He never bothered to calculate
losses or gains. He would not be disappointed even if nine out of
ten disciples were not as promising. He planned to pass down the
connotation and essence of Buddhism. Accordingly, the teaching
of the Buddha would spread to the next generation and beyond,
even if only one of his disciples would evolve into a Dharma
Vessel. The Venerable Master asked us to learn from practice by
observing precepts and through cultivation. A lax attitude was

forbidden, but a mindful, true heart was recommended.

53 To be continued
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