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This personal diary that the renowned Dzogchen master Khenpo Sodargye kept for one year gives serious Dharma practitioners a lifetime of inspiring, wise guidance for practicing right conduct on the path. The backdrop is the Tibetan plateau, from which Khenpo invites us to see the world—from local people to a spider, from vast galaxies to a water droplet—as he does, with candor and humor, and with a Dzogchen master’s sharp analysis. He shares with us his perceptions of this world, describing his ups and downs in a way that we can relate to and be inspired by, even if we do not have the fortitude to stand up to the oppression of crustaceans or to ransom yaks from the slaughterhouse. Spontaneous and lively, the entries play out the vicissitudes of his life throughout a challenging year, tracking the passage of his thoughts and actions, leaving footprints for whoever is able to follow.
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Preface

AT LONG LAST, I have finally completed this project. I can’t help letting out a deep sigh of relief. The genesis of this diary came from my reading of Opening the Door to Mind Training by Lodro Gyaltsen Palzang while I was staying in Xiamen. At that time, I was free from heavy responsibilities at Larung Academy and had the leisure to read and savor this outstanding teaching. But to hoard such a Dharma feast selfishly runs against my sense and sensibility. Why not select a few excellent passages daily and share them? It would benefit me and others, getting twice the results with half the effort. Why not go ahead with it? 

Thus, a rudimentary form of this diary started to take shape. Though I initially called it a diary, I did not necessarily make daily entries. Sometimes I had to make up for a few days’ contents because of stagnated thoughts. At other times, when my mind bubbled with ideas that rushed over me like pounding waves or galloping wild horses, my pen, trying to keep up with the torrent of inspiration, jotted down in a flowing and bold style many days’ accounts in one stretch.

In the early phase of this work, I had ample time to finish articles of a few hundred words quickly, with seemingly little effort; this made me very confident and proud of myself. However, after returning to Larung Academy in the second half of the year, I was immediately ensnared by numerous heavy tasks and trivial chores. My thoughts were jumbled, making it almost impossible to think clearly, even for a single entry. I almost threw away my beloved pens but for the encouragement of many Dharma friends. I managed to continue a little, but only ended up putting this incomplete draft in the bottom drawer, sinking into a deep sleep for nearly two years.

Then, on a bitterly cold winter day—January 7, 2004—the Master of the Three Worlds, the Protector of All Beings, our most beloved Guru Wish-Fulfilling Jewel, His Holiness Jigme Phuntsok Rinpoche, left this world. Utterly caught off guard by his sudden departure, all of us were stricken with sorrow, grieving even more than when losing close relatives. My frail body collapsed at this heavy blow, and the sense of total loss repeatedly struck my already aching heart. Long after the cremation ceremony, I could find nothing to fill my hollow and blank mind. Our teacher had shown us impermanence by the stark reality of his death, which carved indelible marks in our blood, bones, and hearts. I was shaken and made keenly aware of the impermanence of all phenomena as never before. 

“Wait no more!” This calling started ringing in my ear, hitting my almost numb heart. It dawned on me that I could not continue making long-term plans and waiting to complete the diary one of these days. Retrieving the dust-covered draft and flipping through the pages absent-mindedly, I caught sight of some teachings from our revered teacher, and then and there, my mind cleared. Now that our teacher had left us, how lucky that I had recorded his instructions, and how precious these entries seemed! If I could make the diary available soon, wouldn’t it help us to struggle through this chilly, dark period? Thus, without much fanfare, I made simple edits and sent it off hurriedly, incomplete as it was in many aspects. What fate awaited this diary? I cannot help but worry about its future.

If assessed from the viewpoint of writing, this humble little diary is nothing when lined up against the works of numerous professional authors worldwide. As to a command of the Chinese language, I cannot compare with even an ordinary Han Chinese, let alone with the great masters who are beyond my reach. On all accounts, this diary can be qualified only as a faithful recorder that takes pictures, frame after frame, of the thinking process and daily encounters of an ordinary Buddhist monk. This diary claims no unprecedented idea, profound or complicated theory, or shocking proclamation. Like a casual musical movement spontaneously assembled from pieces, it plays out the vicissitudes of my life over a year. Like an ordinary footprint, it traces a section of my journey in the boundless wilderness of life’s desert.

For every practitioner, various experiences arise while treading the spiritual path. Some prefer to keep these accounts to themselves, while here I am, prattling like a melon salesman extolling the sweetness of my fruit. The Compendium of Trainings says: “In the bark of sugarcane, there’s no sweetness, no matter how one chews on it.” Yet I, the “melon salesman,” ignoring advice and overrating myself, present this “sugarcane bark” as an offering to readers. If you find it uninteresting, please do not hesitate to leave it on the shelf; I really don’t want to be guilty of wasting others’ time. 

On the other hand, if you like to read something at leisure during practice breaks, leafing through the pages of this diary may be more meaningful than spending time on worldly entertainment that caters to desire, hatred, and delusion. Furthermore, if this little book arouses in you or those around you, even momentarily, respect for the Three Jewels or compassion for sentient beings, all my hard work will not have been in vain.

Here, I make these silent prayers: 

Manifested as a beam of light this diary may be, 

the wild wish for it to match the brilliance of the sun or the moon I do not have.

Only, like an inconspicuous little star in one moonless night, 

may its feeble light shine in the gloomy darkness!


Manifested as soothing coolness this diary may be, 

the wild wish for it to sweep away summer heat as the autumn gale I do not have.

Only, like a nameless little tree on a sweltering hot day, 

may its shade provide cool shelter for beings tormented by heat!

Manifested as a medicine this diary may be, 

the wild wish for it to be a panacea for all diseases I do not have.

Only, like a soothing palliative for the jittery and restless,

may it offer peace and comfort during times of distress!

Oh, wild geese, high in the sky, 

flying back north in the spring,

could you please tell me:

Will my wishes ever come true? 

I dedicate this book to all my Dharma friends who, like me, will forever remember our beloved Supreme Guru!

Written with reverence at Larung Buddhist Academy on the birthday of His Holiness Jigme Phuntsok Rinpoche

January 3, 2004
Sodargye 






Translator’s Introduction

KHENPO SODARGYE of the Larung Buddhist Academy in Sichuan, China, is a Buddhist scholar, teacher, writer, intellectual, and life ethicist. As one of the most erudite and respected Tibetan teachers of our time, he is a lama who transmits the highest Great Perfection at the world’s largest monastic college and, on casual occasions, talks with everyday people about the importance of being kind and upholding worldly ethics. He is a monk equally at home lecturing at top-notch universities worldwide or squatting with scantily-clad aboriginals on the African savannah, learning how to make a fire with two sticks and some dry grass. 

Footprints on the Journey contains excerpts from a diary Khenpo kept for a year in 2002, including the six months he spent recuperating from illnesses. The backdrop of this journal is the Tibetan plateau, with its unique geography and culture far removed from that of most Western countries and modern China. Khenpo invites us to see this realm—from hospital staff to a spider, from vast galaxies to a drop of water—just as he does, with candor and tender humor, and at times with a Dzogchen master’s sharp analysis. He shares with us his perceptions of and reactions to his world, describing his ups and downs in a way that we can relate to and be inspired by, even if we might not have the fortitude to bargain with a slaughterhouse to ransom condemned yaks or to sit through a sky burial. He shows us how he deals with the chanciness of daily life and how to stay composed and calm when life throws us curveballs. 


For instance, one winter in a small Tibetan village Khenpo taught shepherd families in the open air, and when it suddenly started to snow he did not pause or stop. In no time, Khenpo’s body was covered in snow flurries, and the pointed pile that accumulated on his head fittingly resembled a pandita’s hat. His rapt audience, likewise unfazed, stayed put like rows of snowmen.

All wisdom traditions teach that spiritual instructions are not to be read and then shelved; instead, they must be breathed and lived. Footprints on the Journey, created from the diary Khenpo kept from Losar (the Tibetan New Year) through December 11, gives us a glimpse of this theme in Khenpo Sodargye’s own voice; we feel we are sitting next to him as he narrates the chapter of his life when he was blossoming into a great spiritual master. Time and time again, we witness his keen grasp of impermanence and the true nature of all phenomena; his profound reverence for the Buddhadharma and spiritual mentors is palpable.

Khenpo said humbly in the preface of his diary:

Manifested as a beam of light this diary may be,

the wild wish for it to match the brilliance of the sun or the moon, I do not have.

Only, like an inconspicuous little star in one moonless night,

may its feeble light shine in the gloomy darkness! 

May it be so!

Sally
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	Life Liberation
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I WILL soon be forty, an age, according to Confucius, “when one is no longer confused.” With not too many days left, how can I catch the fleeting moments and use them meaningfully? Sages and past spiritual teachers have advised watching one’s mind and conduct. If I can apply even one verse to discipline myself, it definitely will be beneficial. 

Today is the Tibetan New Year’s Day, Losar, and the second day of the Chinese Lunar New Year. An intensely festive mood pervades the streets and neighborhoods, and many people wear traditional stylish Tang outfits to celebrate. Some go to the marketplace to buy holiday treats—live chickens, ducks, fish, shrimp, and birds—for family and friends. But for those poor animals, this festive period is the ultimate doomsday. 

As soon as I walked into the local wet market, I saw a shocking scene. A young man grabbed a little quail in a cage and mercilessly stripped off all its feathers, exposing its naked pink body. The poor bird cried in pain, yet its scream was too meek and brief to stop the butcher. Then, in less than a minute, a sharp knife sliced open its body cavity and cut off its head and feet. The hollowed-out body still quivered faintly; its eyes remained wide open on the lopped-off head as if to protest the utterly brutal treatment: “Why? Why?” 

I could not bear to look at this scene any longer and bought up the remaining quails, 150 in all. Bringing them into the woods next to the Minnan Buddhist Academy, I released them while reciting lifesaving prayers to bless them. I resolved to continue saving the lives of the captured beings for as long as I could. 


Due to a medical condition, I was advised to stay away from the snow-capped Tibetan highland, so I came to the southern city of Xiamen more than a month ago. As a lonely visitor in a strange town, I can’t help feeling like a rootless wanderer traveling to the far ends of the earth. How fondly do I miss the days at Larung! On impulse, I called my brother and asked him to place the phone receiver next to the loudspeaker. Soon the melodious chanting at the academy came through the receiver, filling my heart with a deep yearning. 

I look forward to early spring at Larung with ice melting, flowers blooming, and green buds emerging! How I wish that the snow and ice would melt and that the warm season of green leaves and blossoms would arrive soon. May beautiful Larung soon enjoy the new season! May the sangha members no longer suffer from the bitter winter, may they bask in the warm sunlight and be showered with the Dharma nectar! May such a day arrive soon! Lama chen! 

February 13








	Practice Immediately
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MANY lay practitioners today feel trapped by worldly obligations—parents, children, jobs, family—that cause them constant worry. On the other hand, robe-clad monks and nuns who should be concentrating on Dharma practice are busying themselves with building Dharma centers, erecting Buddha statues, or caring for disciples. Preoccupied with these outward good deeds all day, they have little or no time for inward reflection. I feel this is not a good trend and worry about it. A genuine Dharma practitioner should give up external affairs and look internally to realize the mind’s true nature, which is the successful path many past great siddhas have trodden. 

In the Life Story of Milarepa, there is this passage: Once Jetsun Milarepa was about to leave for his hometown. His teacher, Marpa, reluctantly bidding his student goodbye, imparted this golden advice as spiritual sustenance: 


My heart son! You must renounce the world and discern the supreme Dharma from mundane matters. Otherwise, your practice will be impulsive and useless.

My heart son! You should reflect deeply on the samsaric suffering whose misery I cannot describe completely, even if I grow a hundred tongues and live countless kalpas. 

So please don’t waste the marvelous Dharma that I have taught you. 




Keeping these words firmly in his heart, Milarepa practiced accordingly and finally attained complete enlightenment. 

Not only do great Buddhist masters feel this way, but also worldly sages know that coveting fame and money wastes valuable time and ultimately comes to nothing. In The Roots of Wisdom, it says: 

Striving hard, you seize power and wealth, yet you must give it all up eventually—all gains are but losses.

You may live to be a hundred, yet if you are busy every day, you can scarcely say you’ve lived a single day. 

What we call life hinges on this breath and the next. That’s it. Just learn to let go of attachment!

February 14








	Master’s Birthday
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TODAY is our precious Guru Jigme Phuntsok Rinpoche’s birthday. According to the Tibetan way of counting, he has reached the ripe old age of seventy. 

Any amount of compassion or wisdom that arises in students’ minds, even for an instant, is a blessing bestowed by the teacher’s kind heart. Even without mentioning the incalculable merit our guru has accumulated throughout his numerous lifetimes, he has attracted countless beings onto the Dharma path in this life alone. It would be impossible for me to describe even a mere drop of our guru’s ocean of boundless qualities of having perfect wisdom and compassion, keeping pure precepts, and turning the Dharma wheel far and wide. 

An old Chinese saying goes: “From ancient times, it has been rare for humans to live to the age of seventy.” These days our guru appears to be advancing to senior years and suffering from various illnesses. Yet his efforts to benefit sentient beings, instead of stagnating, are growing stronger. Ignoring his deteriorating health, he still confers blessings on followers from everywhere and continues to plant virtuous seeds in other beings’ minds in all possible ways. 

Disciples in different locations spontaneously release captive animals on this day, praying that our guru will remain long in this world. Through his blessings, countless lives are spared from sharp murderous knives. Had these creatures known the kindness behind their rescue, how would they express their gratitude? Moreover, upon hearing the holy names of buddhas and sacred mantras recited for them, how would they tell of their eagerness to repay the kindness? 

Today, physicians arriving from the United States are treating Rinpoche attentively. I press my palms together in reverence and pray from the bottom of my heart: May our teacher recover swiftly from illness and regain health. May we be blessed with his grace every day. Lama chen!

February 15








	The Nurse
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THE LITTLE NURSE, who seems incapable of putting even a faint smile on her stiff face, just came in. “How many bowel movements did you have yesterday?” she asked. I’ve been hospitalized for over a month, and she has asked the same question every day, offering no other greeting. I felt it was pretty ridiculous and replied, “Same. How about some other greeting?” Tilting her dignified head and glaring at me, she walked away. 

Thoughts rushed through my mind. But what do I expect? 

In the Buddha’s previous life, he assumed the responsibilities of doctors and nurses by taking tender care of patients suffering from prolonged illnesses and offering them medicine. Shantideva, a bodhisattva, makes these aspirations in The Way of the Bodhisattva: “For all those ailing in the world, until their every sickness has been healed, may I myself become for them the doctor, the nurse, the medicine itself.” Many great Buddhist masters have also devoted themselves to benefiting all beings without concern for their own safety or welfare. 

Such altruism is not limited to Buddhists; worldly people with high ideals have also voiced their wish to benefit humanity. Du Fu of the Tang dynasty wrote: 

How can I build thousands of big houses with plenty of rooms? I’ll use them to shelter all the poor scholars and make them smile happily. Even if my thatched hut is the only one destroyed by the elements and I am to die from freezing, I am willing. 


I wish Buddha’s teachings would penetrate people’s minds so that the world will have one ounce more of goodness and one ounce less of ugliness!

February 16








	Internet Surfing
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THE RAPID and continuous advances in scientific fields have brought dramatic changes to human life. Modern technology products such as mobile phones and computers are now accessible to everyday people, even in remote Tibetan areas. The constraints of time and space disappear with new tools. No matter how distant, people can communicate as if they were next to each other; even ancient peoples seem to come alive on web pages. An adage describes this situation well: without even leaving the house, a scholar knows what is happening in the world. 

People are becoming well-informed by using the internet. One after the other, many distinguished Dharma teachers have set up their own websites and discussion forums. Using convenient modern tools, they make Dharma teachings available to lead confused beings onto a path of liberation. Nonetheless, there are also negative influences from the internet that cannot be ignored. The online information is a mixture of good and bad, true and false. Many teenagers, lacking prudent judgment, surf the web all day long. Some Buddhists may even peek into forbidden sites while neglecting their primary task of study, reflection, and meditation on the Dharma. It is worrisome that scientific discoveries are being misused and wasted. 

A wise person applies technology skillfully to benefit self and others. On the other hand, a foolish person uses the same technology to commit misdeeds. Just as the Jewel Heap Sutra says: “The Buddha told Kashyapa, ‘The wise use skillful means to attain liberation, the unwise use clever ways to become shackled.’” This passage applies perfectly to the issue of adopting or abandoning information found on the web.

May people heed this teaching well! 

February 17








	On Retreat
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IT’S BEEN 142 days since I left Larung. Before my departure, 360 practitioners vowed in unison that in the supremely blessed land of Larung, they would devote 142 retreat days to Vajrayana practice, following strictly the retreat manual, which sets at least four to six meditation sessions daily. I had the same aspirations then, but alas, my busy administrative duties and illness thwarted my wishes.

Instead, I have been confined for almost three months in a hospital bed, where I have witnessed the suffering of many patients and heard enough of their miserable shrieks. Some fellow patients of yesterday are escorted away by the Lord of Death today, and who knows how many of today’s roommates will be able to enjoy the spring day tomorrow? Unless we take advantage of our rare opportunity to practice, we will be tossed about by karmic force into the rounds of samsara when dying. There will be no protector whatsoever.

Today the 142-day group retreat is completed. This occasion is a feat to commemorate, far more worthy than those elaborate ceremonies for worldly affairs. When the five degenerations flourish, meditating primarily on the mind’s true nature is rare, even among seasoned practitioners. Whatever accomplishment these retreatants may have achieved, they have already created tremendous merit.

A sutra states: “Shariputra, if there is a practitioner who listens to Dharma teachings and upholds the ten precepts, and if this same person practices meditation on the mind’s nature one-pointedly for just one instant, when comparing the merits of these two activities, the latter is far more superior.” If ordinary people strive for earthly gains relentlessly, then how much more effort should spiritual practitioners exert for the liberation of self and others? May all practitioners continue to apply their training on a broader scope!

February 18








	Sleep Sparingly
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W E SHOULD NOT indulge in oversleeping and laziness. Otherwise, nothing can be accomplished, worldly or spiritual.

Buddha Shakyamuni was reborn as Prince Virtuous Light in one of his previous lives. For many years, to make offerings to the buddhas, he rarely slept and never took breaks except for eating and going to the bathroom.

Geshe Chekawa devoted all his time to Dharma practice and never slept. His master Dromtonpa told him: “You better rest, my son. You’ll make yourself ill if the four elements become imbalanced.” “Yes, it’s nice to be healthy,” Geshe Chekawa replied, “but when I think of how difficult it is to find the freedom and advantages of this human life, I have no time to rest.” In his life, he recited the mantra of Akshobhya Buddha 900 million times. 

Many successful individuals also choose not to waste their priceless time sleeping in bed. The French writer Balzac slept only four hours daily, from 8 pm to midnight. Upon rising, he would write fiercely to use the quiet hours best. With such ongoing diligence, it’s no wonder he composed ninety-six masterpieces of universal acclaim, such as the Human Comedy. 

In Treasury of Good Advice, Sakya Pandita says: “The human life span is short. Half of it is spent in quasi-death sleep at night, and the remaining half, plagued by sickness and old age, is not enjoyable either.” The Way of the Bodhisattva says: 


Take advantage of this human boat,

cross over the mighty river of suffering.

This vessel will be hard to find again, 

don’t be so foolish as to sleep it away! 

As spiritual practitioners, we should remember these fine examples and squander no time in drowsiness and sleep.

February 19








	Becoming Disillusioned
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THIS BUDDHIST ACADEMY is on the outskirts of a coastal city, away from the metropolitan hustle and bustle. It has good weather year round and elegant surroundings full of lush trees, vivid green fields, and flowing brooks. Nameless flowers bloom lavishly on vines and bushes, giving off subtle fragrances. Birds, chirping melodiously in the woods, fly through treetops, reaching the clouds in no time. All these remind me of the sacred places where many Tibetan Buddhist siddhas had practiced. Right here is such a perfect site. 

When Lord Atisha had completed his activities in India and Tibet and was about to leave this world, one of his disciples made this pledge: “Master, I promise to practice diligently.” The master was displeased and answered: “I hope you will give up chores.” The student tried again. “Well then, should I teach?” The teacher responded the same way. The student asked: “How about practicing while teaching?” Again, the same answer. “Then, what should I do?” The master replied: “You should cast aside all the trivialities of this life.” 

Bearing his teacher’s instruction firmly in mind, the disciple cast away all worldly affairs and set off to a quiet forest in Redreng surrounded by magnificent snow-capped mountains. The melting snow sent numerous waterfalls rushing over boulders, nourishing the trees and meadows and sustaining the forest birds and animals. 

In the morning, the sun sent warm light from atop the mountains to greet the practitioner and his animal companions. In the evening, with the wind blowing gently, they retired into the night of profound silence. A cool, sparkling mountain spring gave him sweet drinking water, and fresh, tasty wild fruits sustained him. He made contact with no one, nor did he care about any worldly activities. Persistently, he practiced until the end of his life and finally attained a level unreachable by ordinary people. 

February 20
 Written at the secluded back side of the Minnan Buddhist Academy








	Until Tomorrow
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LAMA CHEN! If we don’t practice the Dharma as soon as possible, when will we get to do it again? No one can confidently say that he will still be living tomorrow. Turning the pages of The Collection of Deliberate Sayings, I found these lines: “Who is sure he will live until tomorrow? Today is the time to be ready, for the legions of Death are not on our side.” 

Stonehouse Qinggong, an ascetic Zen master of the Yuan dynasty, lived in rocky caves for years and had little contact with the outside world. He passed down a collection of mountain poems, each of which diffuses a refreshing valley flair:

My home among the cliffs is like a tomb,

barren of even one worldly thought. 

Although I eat food and wear clothes,

it’s as if I were dead but not yet cremated. 

Life is like the flame of an oil lamp wavering in the wind; at every moment, it is in danger of being blown out. No one is certain what they will encounter in the next moment, and neither can anyone be sure of waking up the following day. Lord Nagarjuna says in Letter to a Friend: 

Life flickers in the flurries of a thousand ills, more fragile than a bubble in a stream. 


In sleep, each breath departs and comes back in; how wondrous that we wake up living still! 

When a yogi named Damcho, a disciple of Mipham Rinpoche, was making a forest retreat, no matter what time he woke up during the night, he would say to himself: “Are you so sure you will live until tomorrow? Do you truly want to go back to sleep?” And immediately, he would get up and start prostrations, circumambulation, and other Dharma practices. 

The wise are also acutely aware of the brevity of life. There is a saying: “Finish today’s task today; you may not see the sunrise again.” In the Song of Tomorrow, Master Wenjia of the Qing dynasty sings: “Tomorrow after tomorrow, too many tomorrows. Waiting always until tomorrow, when will anything be accomplished?” 

Pretentious practitioners like myself and others always procrastinate and waste our precious human lives in distractions. Now, having the masters’ instructions, I must urge myself: Abandon all trifle affairs, practice! 

February 23








	Wisdom and Compassion
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TO SPEAK impressively does not make one an authentic spiritual practitioner; what counts is genuinely turning the mind toward the Dharma while casting away the mundane world. 

The great Zen master Damei realized his mind’s nature, as pointed out by his teacher Mazu. After that, he retreated to a mountain hut for years. An old friend, Officer Qi An, learned of the master’s whereabouts and sent emissaries to cordially invite him out. The Zen master politely declined the offer with these two verses:

To a ruined, dead tree in the chilly forest, 

many spring seasons have brought no revival. 

Even passing woodcutters heed it not. 

What worth is it for you to pursue me? 

And:

Clothing is plenty from the lotus leaves in the pond. 

Food is abundant among pine berries and flowers. 

Into even deeper woods I’m moving my hut,

lest it would be exposed again, like the old one. 

These verses clearly show that Master Damei has firmly renounced the secular world. Let there be spring flowers and autumn moon; nothing will entice his heart into blossoming or yearning again. All his earthly emotions and sensory pleasures are purified, and he is content with wearing lotus leaves and eating pine berries. This is truly the conduct of great yogis, and I feel deeply humbled when reflecting on it.

Khenpo Chogyal of Serthar, Sichuan Province, was exactly like this. He went to Shiqu to receive teachings from his guru. He cared not about fame, wealth, profit, and power; for decades his dwelling was a shabby room made from wood planks. Although his life was tough, he was carefree and practiced until his final day. Once he said, “With wisdom, an authentic practitioner clings to nothing, and his compassion for sentient beings arises effortlessly. With wisdom and compassion, the essence of the sutras and tantras is within reach; without them, one could talk impressively about altruism but will scheme for personal gain at the slightest temptation.” The omniscient Longchenpa also says: “Your training should bring a change in you as noticeable as if you had worn your clothes the wrong way.” Hence, no amount of talk could mean anything without wisdom and compassion. Bear this in mind! 

February 24








	Be Diligent
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THE SUN BEAMS shafts of warm light down through the leaves of a tall arbor tree, and the jasmine tea in my cup exudes a delicate fragrance. Sitting on the balcony in this refreshing setting, I idly hold a book but cannot concentrate. The neighboring Xiamen Middle School opens its new term today. Students wearing bright uniforms pour onto the campus, driving off yesterday’s quietness. My mind, easily distracted by my surroundings, also starts rushing around.

This middle school is well equipped and has modern facilities—brand new buildings, big open sports fields, colorful gardens, and kind and capable teachers. Students conduct physical exercises in unison and play actively and cheerfully during recess. Unexpectedly, my mind drifts back to my lovely days at the Zong Ta Middle School, my alma mater.

At that time, modern facilities were non-existent, and we wore only ragged clothes. Yet we were happy kids all the same. Over time, three out of my seven former roommates and dear friends have passed away. In my dreams, I often revisit our tender youth together, only to wake up finding no trace of those blissful times! Even though I do not know which realms my classmates were reborn in, I sincerely hope they enjoy happiness and peace. Om Mani Padme Hum Hri! 

I am now a man of over forty. Even if I live into my sixties, only twenty rounds of seasons remain. By chance, we came into this world, and sadly our number of years is never long enough. Time moves on silent footsteps and never pauses, even for a moment. To a diligent person, the passage of time brings wisdom and strength; to the indolent, only regrets and an aching void.

If not today, when is the time to be diligent? 

February 25
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