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We all know what it feels like to be insecure. Even for those of us with generally
healthy self-esteem, there seems to be an inordinately long list of things to be
insecure about — our bodies, jobs, relationships, investments, social status, and
so on. Such are the realities of an interconnected and ever changing life.

We do our best anyway. We improve ourselves with education, exercise to
ward off disease, and boost our confidence with the help of nice clothes and
make-up. These strategies work — up to a point. The fact is we can never keep
up.

A friend recently told me she went to school with a really pretty girl
who had since had plastic surgery to improve her looks. This was a topic of
conversation at a gathering with some former classmates. "She already looked
so good," my friend said. "None of us could understand why she did it."

We may have more in common with her than we think; at least | do. | have
not resorted to plastic surgery, but the feeling of "never enough" is an old
friend. And | am not just talking about looks.

It seems foolish to rely solely on plainly unreliable external circumstances
— or even personal attributes, because we never judge these attributes on their
own, but in comparison to someone else - for our peace of mind. We should
ask if we are condemned to live with this nagging sense of discontent, and if
there is another way.

Thus we talk about trust in this issue of the magazine — trust in ourselves, in
others and in all that life brings. If we can rediscover this trust within ourselves,
chances are we can feel more relaxed, whatever life throws at us. We may feel
less of a need to shield ourselves from a bad experience, and become more
willing to accommodate the consequences of our own failings and those of
others. In their own way, each of the articles here touches on the journey to
reconnect with trust.

Facing up to our own insecurities is not just useful for our own well-
being, but also badly needed in societies where trust levels are low. Often, our
insecurity leads us to act in ways that aggravate rather than resolve differences.
Personal insecurities often manifest as aggression, pretence or hypocrisy. It's no
good, too, pointing out these faults in other people. We work with ourselves,
because that is the material with which we are born. And what fine material, too!

"Among all living creatures studied thus far by modem scientists, only
human beings can be said with absolute certainty to have been endowed with
the ability to make deliberate choices about the direction of their lives, and to
discern whether those choices will lead them through the valley of transitory
happiness or into a realm of a lasting peace and well-being," the meditation
master Yongey Mingyur Rinpoche writes in his book, The Joy of Living.

"Though we may be genetically wired for temporary happiness, we've also
been gifted with the ability to recognize within ourselves a more profound and
lasting sense of confidence, peace, and well-being. Among sentient beings,
human beings appear to stand alone in their ability to recognize the necessity
to forge a bond between reason, emotion, and the instinct to survive, and so
doing create a universe... in which we all are able to coexist contentedly and

peaceably."
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T'HE WAY
TO TRUST

Text Jamie Wong Translation Chen Zhijun

Photography Xyza Cruz Bacani

Distrust of ourselves and of others has little to do with

arguments of who's right or wrong. Instead,

it reflects an unwillingness to open our hearts to others.

Social conflicts can be used as a mirror to show us

something about ourselves

"| want true universal suffrage". "Say 'no' to fake
universal suffrage!", "The vote is at hand — do you
really want to veto it?" There has been no end of
sloganeering since last August, when the National
People's Congress in Beijing made its decision on
the framework for electoral reform in Hong Kong.
But which slogan is right? Are any of them entirely
wrong or right?

Everyone is entitled to their own views. Yet,
how can we take a reasonable position when
we know there are limits to our own knowledge,
experience and understanding? And how can
we find a reasonable position when discussion is
so difficult, with trust between people at such a
dispiritingly low level? No one appears willing to
compromise. Many people have staked out their
positions and are sticking to them — no matter
what anyone else says.

| grappled with these dilemmas as | took part
in pro-democracy street demonstrations in Hong
Kong. But I began to doubt my own judgment
even as | tried hard to strike a balance between
justice and the law. | was shocked by some of the
things | did: | protested on the streets, defying
police calls to disperse. | slept on the road along
with the other protesters. | rushed to the protest
site, sometimes in the middle of the night, when
| felt | was needed. And always, | felt guilty about
knowingly breaking the law.

Inside, | was at war with myself. Once, seized
by a fear of being arrested, | left the protest site

to go home. For days afterwards, | did not want to

leave the house and spent hour after hour glued
to the news on television. | was confused: | felt all
my decisions were wrong, but no one could tell me
how to make them right. | was at breaking point.
"What am | doing?" | asked myself.

Recalling the experience of those several
months, | can see how my thoughts and feelings
went on a rollercoaster ride, agitated by everything
that was happening around me. Everyone had an
opinion, and every event and view was amplified in
the echo room of so much social media.

My sense perceptions and judgment were
under assault like never before. It was as if my self-
confidence was being held hostage by my senses
and emotions. | felt anger, fear and a desire to
escape these feelings. Was | fighting to protect
democracy, or something else?

Then something occurred to me. While
searching for the "right" thing to do, | realised, |
was actually trying to prove myself right; | was no
longer searching for my true answer, but trying to
justify my feelings. Despite my confusion, | had
found it hard to accept views that did not naturally
accord with my own. It came down to: why should
I suffer the consequences of other people's
mistaken views? Clearly, if | wish to contribute
to society, | must first regain a sense of mental
balance; regain trust. But what should trust in
people rest on?

| spoke to Lama Sherab, who was at the time
a meditation instructor at the Tergar Meditation

Centre in Hong Kong, and he gave me some

valuable advice: "Trust in ourselves is a quality that
all of us have, yet not all of us recognise it."

Then he told me a story about a remarkable
man, the Indian-born peace advocate Satish
Kumar, who made a peace walk in the 1960s calling
for nuclear disarmament. The Jain monk planned
to walk to the capital cities of four nuclear-armed
countries, carrying his message of peace to their
leaders. His teacher gave him one condition: he
was to carry no money on the journey, taking only
his trust that people would help him. And in fact
he received so much help that he completed his
mission.

Reflecting on the journey later, Satish Kumar
realised that though the walk itself did not
accomplish the goal of nuclear disarmament, it
made him see that true peace starts from the self:
when we are at peace with ourselves, others will
also be willing to help us and walk in peace with
us. True peace does not require us to do anything
except be at peace ourselves.

His teacher knew there was little chance of
Satish Kumar convincing world leaders to change
their minds about nuclear weapons. Yet he did not
stop him from going on the walk. Life handed him
an opportunity for learning, Lama Sherab said. "If
the desire to do something has risen, then, if one
can, one sees it through. It is a lesson the person
needs to learn.”

By paying attention, we will see that
everything that has happened to us in our lifetime

provides us with an opportunity to learn something
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of ourselves. How we relate to others depends on
how we relate to ourselves. Often, we find that our
conflict with others originates from a conflict within
ourselves. When we fail to notice the link, it is easy
to criticise and judge others.

Lama Sherab also said that notions of fairness
and justice do not really exist as independent
entities, and that all good and bad are relative
notions; perfection is elusive. Our upbringing and
education teaches us to judge what is right and
wrong based on rational discussion and evidence,
sometimes to the extent that we forget about
kindness and empathy. When we judge using only
partial understanding, yet believing what we know
to be absolutely right, we become arrogant. This
kind of self-confidence is incomplete, and easily
shaken.

By contrast, real trust in oneself is
unshakeable, Lama Sherab said. "Someone with
complete trust and confidence in himself is never
unhappy." Such a person does not need to live
life wearing a mask. This is because someone who
trusts himself is honest with himself, and does
not mind how others see him, hence there's no
need to pretend in front of others. One example
of a trusting person is Yongey Mingyur Rinpoche,
the meditation master who founded Tergar, Lama
Sherab said. No matter where he finds himself,
Mingyur Rinpoche is able to retain his sense of joy
and peace.

Clinical psychologist Dr Eliza Cheung
agrees. She said while social conflicts arise from a
combination of factors, and go beyond the realm
of psychology, trust is nevertheless something
that improves relationships between people. A
self-confident person is someone who brings
calm and ease to others, under even the worst
circumstances.

Dr Cheung also made the point that all
truly confident people accept themselves as
they are, including their own limits. This kind of
trust in oneself has little to do with how much
money, power or knowledge we have. She
made this observation while working to provide
psychological support to communities that had

been devastated by natural disasters. Even in the

face of tremendous loss, Dr Cheung said, some
people never lose their trust that they can weather
the storm.

Besides, all emotions are useful, even those
we regard as negative emotions, as long as they
are not excessive or debilitating. For example,
we take time out from our regular activities when
grieving for a departed loved one, and this period
of rest gives us time to heal ourselves.

In recent years, many psychologists have
turned to mindfulness practices to help treat
patients with emotional disorders. Dr Cheung said
with some awareness training, we would be able
to develop new habits that allow us to manage
our emotions better. Turning our powers of
observation on ourselves, we begin to see that we
have choice in the way we respond to people and
situations. In Buddhist teachings, such an insight is
the dawning of wisdom.

Dr Cheung said it is important that we trust in
our ability to recover. Our hearts beat faster when
we are happy, excited or nervous, but they will
slow down when we start to calm down, she said.
So if we accept ourselves and the coming and
going of emotions, relating to them as friends, we
will feel we're OK even when unpleasant things
happen. We know we will be able to handle
whatever comes our way.

Meditation practice helps us to discover
these abilities within us. As the Tibetan Buddhist
teacher Mingyur Rinpoche puts it in his book,

The Joy of Living: "At its heart, Buddhism is very
practical... The essence of Buddhist practice is
not so much an effort at changing your thoughts
or your behaviour so that you can become a
better person, but in realising that no matter
what you might think about the circumstances
that define your life, you're already good, whole,
and complete. It's about recognising the inherent
potential of your mind. In other words, Buddhism
is not so much concerned with getting well as with
recognising that you are, right here, right now, as
whole, as good, as essentially well as you could
ever hope to be."

If such goodness is our birthright, how did we

end up forgetting we have it? Tergar's Lama Yadie

said ignorance of our true nature is like clouds that
cover up our awareness, and we need to work at
discovering our compassion and wisdom.

| remember the overpowering emotions that
led me to join the Occupy Central movement. | felt
| needed to do something to help the protesting
students. So | became a part of the volunteer
groups that kept the protest camps running. In
the process, however, | felt lost and confused.
And | repeatedly asked myself: "What exactly am |
doing?"

In the past, | would work hard to find
justifications to support my course of action. But
this time, the justifications did not come as easily
as they did before. | don't know if it was because
of the "Joy of Living" meditation course | took
last year, but | found myself more quickly noticing
my thoughts and feelings. | began to pay more
attention to myself, and often it made me stop —
even for a little while — and reconsider what | was
doing.

This is not to say | am now a person
completely at ease with herself. My meditation
practice is limited, after all. | continue to ride the
rollercoaster of life's ups and downs, and often
feel lost, especially in the face of overpowering
emotions. But of this | am certain: if we remember
to be aware as we experience life, we discover
something precious about ourselves.

It takes time to really understand ourselves,
perhaps a lifetime. Meditation practitioners may
tell us that we are trusting by nature, but it's only
a concept if we don't make the effort to reconnect
with ourselves — through experience, not logic.

Apart from the sitting practice of meditation,
being aware of the rivers of our thoughts and
feelings of daily life is also a useful practice. It's
one step towards rediscovering our basic, natural

self-confidence.
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Text Sweet Potato, as told to Chen Zhijun

Translation Chen Zhijun

His focus on work made him extremely hard on himself and walled him off from his family.

After years of being oblivious to the feelings of his loved ones, he began to see,

for the first time, how he had misunderstood his relationship with his family

| expect a lot of myself. I'm constantly forcing
myself to improve at work because | believe | can
survive the competition only by learning skills that
others don't have. If | want to change my life, |
know | have only myself to rely on.

So | have forced myself to work hard. Take
my first job at a bank. This was over 30 years ago,
and calculators were not at all common; adding
machines were everywhere, of course. I'm right-
handed, so the natural thing to do would be to
use the adding machine with my right hand, but |
chose to train my left hand so that | could use both
hands at the same time — the left hand to work the
machine and the right hand to write. This would let
me work faster than my colleagues. | practised at
every opportunity; after months of drilling, | could
do the sums amazingly quickly.

When a new colleague joined the company,
my boss asked me to teach him to do the same
thing, but he didn't want to learn.

One should never refuse to learn out of habit
—that's my view.

Since | left school, | did not stop studying
to improve myself until | was 53. At my busiest, |
was going to class five days a week. In fact, the
weekends weren't free either: | had music theory
class on Saturdays and guitar class on Sundays. |
got my diploma and bachelor and master degrees
all while working full-time.

It was very tough. When | was young, | wanted
to study in Australia but my family couldn't afford
the fees.

So | started work after completing high
school, and told myself I would have to forge my
own way, whatever it took.

The path was not smooth. | lost my job three
times, and each time was painful.

The first time happened when the bank
where | worked merged with another. | was in my
30s, and, since the bank was small, | already held
a senior position there. | had a housing loan to

service and a family to feed. | was so worried that |

couldn't sleep at night, and a doctor had to put me
on medication.

I lost my job a second time also because of a
merger. | was really upset, thinking, "Why me? Why
is life so unfair to me?" But | forced myself to be
positive.

The third time | lost my job, due to a company
restructuring, | was nearing 50. | felt really wronged;
it wasn't my fault, so why me? It was difficult to
accept. But, again, | forced myself to brace up. |
told myself | was facing a tough battle, and | had
to be battle-ready. | kept to a routine —a swim in
the morning, a good breakfast and then | scoured
the papers and the internet for jobs, and sent out
applications by the tens. | felt as if | was in the army.

I am hard on myself and | tend to take things
too seriously. This character trait makes my mind
extremely restless, and | sometimes can't stop
thinking. As my responsibility at work grew over the
years, so did the pressure. A few years ago, my wife,
worried that | would have a breakdown, encouraged
me to give meditation a try. | did, and soon after, |
joined a life education course that greatly inspired
me.

Thanks to these teachings, | became more
grounded, which helps me to see the world and
myself more clearly than before. | saw for the first
time how | had simply not been there for my family.

The pursuit of my career goals was so single-
minded that | had neglected them. | constantly
worried about how | could improve myself, and
didn't think about how that kind of self-absorption
might have hurt them.

| found out that the way | expressed my care
was in fact not what they needed. That was why they
could not feel my love for them.

Before | attended the life education course, my
wife had told me she felt | was nicer to other people
than to my own family. | only really understood
how serious she was because of something that
happened while | was attending the course.

At the end of the first day at the course, a

volunteer encouraged me to text my wife to tell
her that | love her. | did, and her reply was: "Is

this homework?" The next day, | sent her another
message, saying | hoped we could still be husband
and wife in our next lives. Guess what my wife

said to that? "You just take care of this life first."

At that moment, | understood how bad things
were, and how terrible my wife really felt about our
relationship. | may have achieved something for
myself, but | understood then that | had failed my
family in some way.

At work, people look up to me, but at home...
It had become clear to me that | could not treat my
family like the office.

I had a heart-to-heart talk with my wife. |
admitted that | found it hard to express my love,
and perhaps did not give her the security she
wanted. She pointed out that what | had given her
was not what she wanted. For instance, | thought
buying something nice for my family was good
enough to show them | cared, but it wasn't what
they needed from me.

| am reminded of a little anecdote with my
mother-in-law. She had a major surgery about 10
years ago and came to live with us for over a month
after the surgery while she recovered. One day, she
was very down and had no appetite. | asked her,
"Would you like me to make you some steamed
sweet potatoes?" She said OK, so | cooked the
sweet potatoes and we shared them. For some
reason, that made her very happy. She repeatedly
told others in the family how much she appreciated
my effort, so much so that some of my relatives now
call me the "sweet potato son-in-law". At the time,
her children had bought her many expensive tonics,
but in the end it was the modest sweet potato that
touched her heart.

In the past, | used to put my own needs
first; today, | know that my family's needs are also
important to me. | need a balanced life between
family and work, and when it comes to the crunch,
my family will be my top priority.
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INFINITE

POSSIBILITIES

An excerpt from The Joy of Living Chapter 18
Photography Ducky Tse

When we choose to
recognize our true potential,
we gradually find that

we belittle ourselves less
frequently, our opinion of
ourselves becomes more
positive and wholesome, and
our sheer joy of being alive
increases, Yongey Mingyur
Rinpoche writes

Among all living creatures studied thus far by
modem scientists, only human beings can be said
with absolute certainty to have been endowed
with the ability to make deliberate choices

about the direction of their lives, and to discern
whether those choices will lead them through the
valley of transitory happiness or into a realm of a
lasting peace and well-being. Though we may be
genetically wired for temporary happiness, we've
also been gifted with the ability to recognize within
ourselves a more profound and lasting sense of
confidence, peace, and well-being.

Among sentient beings, human beings
appear to stand alone in their ability to recognize
the necessity to forge a bond between reason,
emotion, and the instinct to survive, and so doing
create a universe — not only for themselves and
the human generations that follow, but also for
all creatures who feel pain, fear, and suffering — in
which we all are able to coexist contentedly and
peaceably.

This universe already exists, even if we
don't realize it at present. The aim of Buddhist
teachings is to develop the capacity to recognize
that this universe — which is really nothing more
or less than the infinite possibility inherent within

our own being - exists in the here and now. In

order to recognize it, however, it is necessary to
learn how to rest the mind. Only through resting
the mind in its natural awareness can we begin

to recognize that we are not our thoughts, not
our feelings, and not our perceptions. Thoughts,
feelings, and perceptions are functions of the
body. And everything I've learned as a Buddhist
and everything I've learned about modern science
tells me that human beings are more than just
their bodies.

The exercises I've presented in this book
represent only the first stage of the path toward
realization of your full potential, your Buddha
nature. On their own, these exercises about
learning to calm your mind, becoming familiar
with it, and developing a sense of loving-kindness
and compassion can effect undreamed-of changes
in your life. Who wouldn't want to feel confident
and calm in the face of difficulties, reduce or
eliminate their sense of isolation, or contribute,
however indirectly, to the happiness and well-
being of others, providing thereby an environment
in which we ourselves, those we love and care
for, and generations as yet unborn can flourish?
All it takes to accomplish these marvels is a little
patience, a little diligence, a little willingness to
let go of conditioned ideas about yourself and the
world around you. All it takes is a bit of practice
in waking up in the middle of the dreamscape
of your life and recognizing that there is no
difference between the experience of the dream
and the mind of the dreamer.

Just as the landscape of a dream is infinite
in scope, so is your Buddha nature. The stories
surrounding Buddhist masters of the past are full
of wonderful tales of men and women who walked
on water, passed through fire unharmed, and
communicated telepathically with their followers
across great distances. My own father was able
to undergo the experience of a surgeon slicing
through the sensitive layers of skin and muscle
around his eye without feeling pain.

| can also share with you a few interesting
stories about a man who lived in the twentieth
century who achieved his full potential as a

sentient being. That man was the Sixteenth

Karmapa, the previous head of the Kagyu lineage
of Tibetan Buddhism. In the wake of the difficulties
that shook Tibet in the late 1950s, he and a large
group of followers resettled in Sikkim, in northern
India, where he founded a large monastery, several
schools, and a variety of institutions to support a
thriving community for exiled Tibetans.

Once the community in Sikkim was securely
established, the Karmapa began traveling
the world, teaching the growing number of
people who at that time were just beginning to
become aware of the special nature of Tibetan
Buddhism. In the course of his travels through
Europe and North America, he performed what
might be described as miracles, such as leaving
his footprints in solid rock, and bringing rain to
drought-stricken areas of the American Southwest.

But it was the manner of the Sixteenth
Karmapa's death that offered those who witnessed
it the most vivid demonstration of the qualities of
natural mind. In 1981 he was treated for cancer
at a hospital outside of Chicago. The course
of his illness bewildered his medical team, as
his symptoms seemed to come and go for no
apparent reason, disappearing altogether at
times, only to reappear later in some previously
unaffected area of his body — as though, according
to one description, "his body were joking with the
machines." Throughout the ordeal, the Karmapa
never complained of pain.

When he died, the lamas and other Tibetans
who'd stayed with him throughout his treatment
asked that his body remain undisturbed for three
days, as is the Tibetan custom after the passage
of a great master. Because the Karmapa had made
such a profound impression on the hospital staff,
the administration granted their request, and,
rather than immediately removing his remains
to the hospital morgue, they allowed his body
to remain in his room, seated in the meditation
posture in which he'd died.

As documented by the doctors who
examined him over the course of those three days,
the Karmapa's body never underwent rigor mortis,
and the area around his heart remained nearly as

warm as that of a living person. More than twenty



JOY OF LIVING @ HEART TO HEART A teaching by Yongey Mingyur Rinpoche

years later, the condition of his body after death
defies medical explanation, and still leaves a
profound impact on those who witnessed it.

| suspect that his decision to be treated and
to leave his body in a Western hospital was the
Sixteenth Karmapa's last, and perhaps greatest,
gift to humanity: a demonstration to the Western
scientific community that we do indeed possess
capacities that cannot be explained in ordinary

terms.

Choosing happiness

Just watch a child playing a video game, obsessed
with pushing buttons to kill enemies and win
points, and you'll see how addictive such games
can be. Then take a step back and see how the
financial, romantic, or other "games" you've been
playing as an adult are just as addictive. The main
difference between an adult and a child is that an
adult has the experience and understanding to
step away from the game. An adult can choose

to look more objectively at his or her mind, and

in doing so develop a sense of compassion for

others who haven't been able to make that choice.

As described throughout the preceding
pages, once you commit yourself to developing
an awareness of your Buddha nature, you'll
inevitably start to see changes in your day-to-
day experience. Things that used to trouble you
gradually lose their power to upset you. You'll
become intuitively wiser, more relaxed, and more
open-hearted. You'll begin to recognize obstacles
as opportunities for further growth. And as your
illusory sense of limitation and vulnerability
gradually fades away, you'll discover deep within
yourself the true grandeur of who and what you
are.

Best of all, as you start to see your own
potential, you'll also begin to recognize it in
everyone around you. Buddha nature is not a
special quality available to a privileged few. The
true mark of recognizing your Buddha nature is
to realize how ordinary it really is - the ability to

see that every living creature shares it, though not

everyone recognizes it in themselves. So instead
of closing your heart to people who yell at you or
act in some other harmful way, you find yourself
becoming more open. You recognize that they
aren't just jerks, but are people who, like you, want
to be happy and peaceful; they're only acting like
jerks because they haven't recognized their true
nature and are overwhelmed by sensations of
vulnerability and fear.

Your practice can begin with the simple
aspiration to do better, to approach all of your
activities with a greater sense of mindfulness,
and to open your heart more deeply toward
others. Motivation is the single most important
factor in determining whether your experience is
conditioned by suffering or by peace. Mindfulness
and compassion actually develop at the same
pace. The more mindful you become, the easier
you'll find it to be compassionate. And the more
you open your heart to others, the more mindful
you become in all your activities.

At any given moment, you can choose to
follow the chain of thoughts, emotions, and
sensations that reinforce a perception of yourself
as vulnerable and limited, or to remember that
your true nature is pure, unconditioned, and
incapable of being harmed. You can remain in the
sleep of ignorance, or remember that you are and
always have been awake. Either way, you're still
expressing the unlimited nature of your true being.
Ignorance, vulnerability, fear, anger, and desire
are expressions of the infinite potential of your
Buddha nature.

There's nothing inherently wrong or right with
making such choices. The fruit of Buddhist practice
is simply the recognition that these and other
mental afflictions are nothing more or less than
choices available to us because our real nature is
infinite in scope.

We choose ignorance because we can. We
choose awareness because we can. Samsara and
nirvana are simply different points of view based
on the choices we make in how to examine and
understand our experience. There's nothing
magical about nirvana and nothing bad or wrong

about samsara. If you're determined to think of

yourself as limited, fearful, vulnerable, or scarred
by past experience, know only that you have
chosen to do so, and that the opportunity to
experience yourself differently is always available.
In essence, the Buddhist path offers a choice
between familiarity and practicality. There is,
without question, a certain comfort and stability
in maintaining familiar patterns of thought and
behavior. Stepping outside that zone of comfort
and familiarity necessarily involves moving into
a realm of unfamiliar experience that may seem
really scary — an uncomfortable in-between realm
like the one | experienced in retreat. You don't
know whether to go back to what was familiar but
frightening or to forge ahead toward what may be

frightening simply because it's unfamiliar.

Ending an abusive relationship

In a sense, the uncertainty surrounding the
choice to recognize your full potential is
similar to what several of my students have
told me about ending an abusive relationship:
There's a certain reluctance or sense of failure
associated with letting go of the relationship.
The primary difference between severing an
abusive relationship and entering the path of
Buddhist practice is that when you enter the path
of Buddhist practice you're ending an abusive
relationship with yourself.

When you choose to recognize your true
potential, you gradually begin to find yourself
belittling yourself less frequently, your opinion of
yourself becomes more positive and wholesome,
and your sense of confidence and the sheer joy
of being alive increases. At the same time, you
begin to recognize that everyone around you
has the same potential, whether they know it or
not. Instead of dealing with them as threats or
adversaries, you'll find yourself able to recognize
and empathize with their fear and unhappiness
and spontaneously respond to them in ways that
emphasize solutions rather than problems.

Ultimately, happiness comes down to

choosing between the discomfort of becoming
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aware of your mental afflictions and the discomfort

of being ruled by them. | can't promise you
that it will always be pleasant to simply rest in
the awareness of your thoughts, feelings, and
perceptions, and to recognize them as interactive
creations between your own mind and body. In
fact, | can pretty much guarantee that looking
at yourself this way will be, at times, extremely
unpleasant.

But the same can be said about beginning
anything new, whether it's going to the gym,
starting a job, or beginning a diet.

The first few months are always difficult. It's

hard to learn all the skills you need to master a
job; it's hard to motivate yourself to exercise; it's
hard to eat healthfully every day. But after a while
the difficulties subside, you start to feel a sense of
pleasure or accomplishment, and your entire sense
of self begins to change.

Meditation works the same way.

The best part of all is that no matter how
long you meditate, or what technique you use,
every technique of Buddhist meditation ultimately
generates compassion, whether we're aware of it
or not. Whenever you look at your mind, you can't

help but recognize your similarity to those around

you. When you see your own desire to be happy,
you can't avoid seeing the same desire in others,
and when you look clearly at your own fear, anger,
or aversion, you can't help but see that everyone
around you feels the same fear, anger, and
aversion. When you look at your own mind, all the
imaginary differences between yourself and others

automatically dissolve.
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COMPANY

Text Tong Choi Ying

Translation Chen Zhijun

Choi Ying and her husband had been trying without success to start a family when the

Indian Ocean tsunami rocked their world in 2004. That disaster affected her deeply, because

the thousands of victims included three members of her sister's family. That loss made Choi

Ying even more determined to have a family of her own, so she and her husband decided

to adopt. In these excerpts from her diary, Choi Ying relates the first time she met her two

adopted daughters and offers a glimpse into their new life together.

2006

One afternoon in early March, | received a call
from Ms Chou, a social worker from the adoption
service. She said they had found a match for our
application to adopt a child - a healthy baby girl
of six weeks.

Life is full of surprises: | thought my parenting
luck had run out for this lifetime, yet here we were,
about to become a mother and father. Even Ms
Chou was stunned that we succeeded in adopting
a child on our first try. This child and | must be
fated to meet.

On March 6, Ms Chou took my husband and
me to visit the baby in Tuen Mun, where she had
been placed in foster care. Mrs Kong, her foster
mother, took us into the room to see her. She was
sleeping — a tiny baby lying in a small bed. Mrs
Kong picked her up, waking her. She opened her
big, bright eyes and looked us over, frowning at
the sight of two strangers, but she did not cry.

She weighed just over five pounds at birth,
below the average weight. | took her in my arms.
She was so puny that | could hold her with just one
arm. | felt her warmth on my skin, and in my heart.

"Oh no, she's spitting up!" Mrs Kong quickly
took out a towel but it was too late, the little
one had made a mess of her shirt. So Mrs Kong
changed her into a new set of clothes.

Mrs Kong said the baby's digestive system
was probably underdeveloped, because she had
been having a hard time keeping the milk down.
She especially loves to be hugged, which is a sign
of insecurity.

Then Ms Ho, a social worker from the foster

care services, arrived and we got busy cleaning up
the mess and attending to the baby.

While we worked, Ms Chou told us more
about the baby's birth mother, a teenage student
who hid her pregnancy from the world. | imagined
her going to class every day in fear. How brave
she must have been, giving this little one the
opportunity to come into the world, now lying in
my arms, full of hope for the future.

It was chance that brought the three of us
together, a miracle of life. Ms Ho told us about
the baby's birth and kept saying what a smart and
pretty baby she was. I'm sure those words were
meant to encourage me, a new mother. Before this
meeting, I'd read in books on adoption that some
adopted children never get over the stigma of
their identity or the sadness that comes with it.

| looked at the baby; she gazed back and
yawned. How would her story turn out?

The apartment had become a hive of activity.
There was much to discuss and documents to
be handed over: birth registration, inoculation
notices, health records and court appointments.
What a lucky baby: so many people were already
working to get her ready for her new life, to make
up for the difficulties of her birth. We played with
her while we worked. | was suddenly moved by
the love and well wishes that seemed to fill the
apartment; there we were, all rooting for her. A
story that could have ended in tragedy had been
given a new beginning of hope.

The little one is a survivor: despite her puny
size, she didn't give up on life. She didn't even cry
from the discomfort of spitting up. There is spine

in this one.

"As the Heaven's movement is ever vigorous,
so must a gentleman ceaselessly strive along."
This line from the I-Ching comes to mind. One so
young, and already so full of life. So | wish her the
ability to live unencumbered by the burden of her
difficult beginnings, to take things as they come
and to enjoy the journey. | named her "Heaven's

movement" — Tin Heng, one who walks the sky.

2010

It was a Friday evening in January. The weather has
turned a little cold from the drizzle.

My family and | made our way separately
to Bowen Road. | went by myself after work; my
husband went home to pick up Tin Tin (short for
Tin Heng) before going; my sister Camilla and her
son Leonard started out from the New Territories.
Three taxies, one destination. As | walked down
the long staircase to the children's home on Bowen
Road, | found my legs shaking a little. | gripped the
handrail to steady myself.

| was nervous.

My family and | waited for a while before we
met Ms Chung, a social worker from the Mother's
Choice children's home, and Ms Tsui, a social
worker from the adoption services, who proceeded
to brief my husband and me on the baby's
background and condition.

"She was born a few weeks before the due
date, weighing only three pounds. When we saw
her in the hospital, she looked just like a little kitten.
Her condition was quite poor, so she spent a long

time in an oxygen tank in the hospital. She had a
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twin who didn't survive. She's now seven months
old — her weight, height and vital statistics are now
all within the average ranges. She's been sick twice
so far... She caught the flu yesterday. A doctor saw
her this morning and put her in an isolation sick
room... Please discuss among yourselves and let
us know when you want to take her home..."

What a hard-working baby!

Many of my friends married late in life,
and most had a hard time getting pregnant.
Miscarriage was common. Most don't even know
what they did wrong; they dried their tears and
tried again. But the babies here are survivors.

No matter how tough the journey, they seem
determined to see the world. How fierce their
courage and will power.

We were about to meet her.

The door opened. | saw a fair-skinned little
girl in a red jacket lying in Ms Chung's arms,
flashing a toothless grin when she saw us. Her
smile was familiar, as if we'd already met.

Was it you who wanted to come into this
world no matter the hardship? You came, even
knowing your birth mother would leave you? Did
you come so that we could meet?

| took her into my arms. She was warm and
soft. Seeing her smiling face, | could not help
planting a kiss on her cheek. She scrunched up her
face and smiled even brighter. | hugged her, and
realised she was no lightweight kitten after all. No
wonder both the social worker and paediatrician
who attended to her called her a hard-working
baby.

| took Tin Tin to meet her. The two sisters
smiled at each other.

Tin Tin stuck her face right next to the baby's
and stared. She rubbed her head against her
sister's and gripped her short baby arms, as if she
did not quite know how to express the emotions
she was feeling inside. The baby looked at Tin
Tin, frowning, perhaps a little embarrassed at the
attention and seemingly unsure of how to react.
Afraid that Tin Tin might unknowingly hurt her
sister, their father quickly separated the two. But
not for long, as Tin Tin soon found her way to her

sister's side again.

Will this be the norm at home? Will the two
sisters get along, or will they grow up to be sworn
enemies?

A friend who knows how to tell fortunes
said though the two sisters are both of the
wood element, based on their birth dates, their
characters could not be more different. If Tin Tin
were a tree, her sister would resemble a little
flower. The two should get along, my friend said. |
can only hope so.

Last night, | was bathing Tin Tin when she
said suddenly: "I'll use the shower from now on, so
she can use the bath tub."

My mind was focused on the task of wiping
her down. "Who?" | asked.

"Little Flower!" So she overheard my
conversations with her father.

Will being a sister help you grow up, Tin
Tin? All I want for you both is to make your own
way in the world, free to be as you are, and to
find a family of your own. Whatever the obstacles
ahead, you'll have each other's listening ear and
unstinting support.

Back in the room, we put "Little Flower" on
a sofa. Surrounded by so many people who were
fussing over her, she seemed to understand that
she was the star of the night, and beamed the
whole time.

It was fun while it lasted — she soon gave us a
"gift". "Oh, so smelly!"

I went with Ms Chung to change her diaper.
Ms Chung said that as soon as she found out
about Little Flower, she had wanted to take her
into the children's home. "Oh, why?" | asked
without thinking, while cleaning her up.

"Because we want to give her lots and lots of
love, of course!" Ms Chung said.

My heart gave a little lurch. | did not dare
look at Ms Chung for fear | would cry. | touched
the little angel's face. While it's true that she and
Tin Tin and the many others who were given up for
adoption came into this life to more than their fair
share of pain, still they do not lack for cheerleaders
around them who wish them well.

Soon it was time to leave. After saying our

goodbyes, | took Little Flower back into the

room and put her on a chair. She began to cry,
demanding a hug. | could feel her eyes on us as
we walked the long corridor on our way out. |

felt her will to live, like a wildflower that grows in
wind and rain, nurtured by the earth's bounty and
shaped by the elements.

Since you chose to come into this world
knowing full well the difficulties that lay ahead, |
will pray that you deal with whatever challenges
you meet with an easy, trusting heart, and live life
to the fullest. | name you Yat Heng, one who walks
with ease. You share a character in your name with
your sister, so like travellers on the same path, may

you take good care of each other.

2012

I've always thought my meeting with Tin Tin was
predestined. Not so with Little Flower; it took the
adoption services longer than | expected to find
us a match. Destiny probably also played no part
in the meeting between the two sisters. Right from
the start, Tin Tin liked to ask me why we adopted
her sister. It must be difficult for Tin Tin to have to
share with another person the time and attention
we once devoted solely to her, not to mention the
toys and snacks.

Even now, she will occasionally announce
to Little Flower: "I really do not like you!" | really
doubt the two were meant to be sisters.

Little Flower came to us a sickly baby, pale-
faced and unable to settle down, always wary
of the environment. She was no troublemaker,
however, always eating and sleeping quietly, often
smiling. It was as if she did not dare make a fuss
for fear of being abandoned. It was heartbreaking
to watch.

Her birth mother was likely not able to take
proper care of herself while she was pregnant,
and Little Flower was born premature. With us,
she soon developed quite the appetite. Her father
often exclaimed at the amount of food she could
eat. At about 18 months old, she was already
feeding herself with gusto. After she started
talking, she sometimes pointed to the food she
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i Little Flower was admitted to hospital
several times for high fever; each time,

Tin Tin asked every day,

'Is Little Flower coming back?’
This elder sister may act tough,
but she has a heart of marshmallow. 7

was eating and said: "This is good!" Will she
become a food critic one day?

Every time | see the effort she puts into
staying alive, | feel anew the miracle of life.

Thanks to her hard work, her weight has finally
caught up, and she now boasts plump legs and
a roundish figure. Tin Tin often calls her "Auntie
Fa" ("fa" being the Cantonese pronunciation for
"flower"), sometimes "Fat Fa", to which Little
Flower would reply: "l am not Fat Fa! | am Chui Yat
Heng!"

The two are chalk and cheese. Tin Tin
loves to sleep but does not like to eat, Little
Flower loves food but not sleep; Tin Tin adores
Superman, Little Flower is partial to princesses;
one loves taekwondo, the other loves to play
house, and is not above threatening tears to get
her way. There're no better illustration of their
different characters than their drawings from art
class: Tin Tin produced a meticulous drawing of
a complicated robot, while Little Flower drew a
hamburger and soda in bright, happy colours. A
friend who saw their works said: "One is a warrior,
and the other is clearly an epicurean." Will two
people who are so different grow more alike one
day? | can't wait to find out.

Perhaps because of these differences, Tin Tin
does not like to play with her little sister, though
Little Flower is always full of curiosity about her big
sister, and likes to tag along wherever she goes.
Even when Tin Tin throws a tantrum and chases
her off, she's back in no time.

Their grandmother could not bear to see

Little Flower bullied. But there's little outsiders can
do — we each have our own lessons to learn, no
one else can help.

There are moments of joy, of course. Tin Tin
sometimes plays by acting the fool. Her sister loves
it, laughing uproariously even while eating, her
mouth full of grease. Sometimes we play a game
of grocery shopping, and Tin Tin will make her
sister the shopkeeper while she goes on a spree.
There are other games: hide and seek, "a bird falls
into the water", "blind chicken" and others. When
they play, the house is full of laughter. At the start,
at least.

Despite the almost daily fights, Tin Tin's love
for her sister comes through. Once, their father
accidentally dislocated Little Flower's arm while
playing, and we had to go to the hospital. Would
we bring Little Flower back? A worried Tin Tin
asked as we were leaving the house. Little Flower
was admitted to hospital several times for high
fever; each time, Tin Tin asked every day, "Is Little
Flower coming back?" This elder sister may act
tough, but she has a heart of marshmallow.

In any family, the younger siblings tend to be
masters at adapting. Once when we were in the
elevator, Little Flower suddenly hugged Tin Tin
by the waist, and leaned on her without saying a
word. Tin Tin was surprised and embarrassed. She
blushed, looked at us and smiled, disarmed by this
sudden attack of affection. Little Flower is plump
and warm, and very huggable. After we got out of
the lift, Tin Tin took Little Flower's hand, and the
two walked hand in hand to the MTR train station.

| walked two steps behind, for fear of breaking the
moment.

One day during the summer holidays, the
sisters spent an afternoon at home playing with
toys. Our Filipino helper saw it all and told them at
dinner time: "Now, isn't it nice to get along?" Tin
Tin immediately took offence. She turned to Little
Flower and said: "I still really dislike you!" To which
Little Flower smiled, moved her face (and greasy
mouth) close to her sister's and said: "But | really
like you!"

Tin Tin was furious. One who likes to act cool
and one who freely expresses her feelings; when
they get together, life can hardly be smooth, but
who says it can't be a great life lesson?

Anyone who grew up with siblings will know
this: there're tears and laughter, and plenty of
fights. Yet, looking back, those may be some of the
best times of our lives.

Today was the first day of primary school
for Tin Tin, while Little Flower was just starting
kindergarten. It's another milestone. This morning
when | took Tin Tin downstairs to wait for the school
bus, Little Flower hugged her sister close and
refused to let go, as if worried about the temporary
separation that a new beginning sometimes brings.

In the morning light, their shadows are
intertwined like lovers. Whether or not they I1ike
it, because of me, their lives are now intertwined.
From now on, they will have to adjust to each other.
There'll be so much learning along the way.

Adopting them may be the best thing I've

done in my life.
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