The Enduring Love of Medical Volunteers

By Lin Chin-Lon, CEO, Buddhist Tzu Chi Medical Foundation

Every Mid-Autumn Festival is a time
when our global medical volunteer partners
gather with Dharma Master Cheng Yen. The
Tzu Chi International Medical Association
(TIMA) has now been in existence for
twenty-eight years, since 1996. | am
delighted that for the past two years, we
are no longer hindered by the COVID-19
pandemic, and participants from different
countries and regions can meet in Hualien,
sharing the joys and challenges of helping
others.

The Dharma Master has recently often
reminded us to take stock of our life’s
value. Recalling the process of preparing
and establishing the free clinic center
in California, USA, in 1992 and 1993 —
challenging yet incredibly fulfilling—the
memories remain vivid and unforgettable.

Let me share a small story that inspired
kindness.

The “Tzu Chi Free Clinic” located at
1000 Garfield Avenue in Alhambra was
originally a gathering place for Tzu Chi
volunteers. As the number of Tzu Chi
volunteers in the United States grew, the
space became too small and was vacated —
perfectly suitable for establishing a free
clinic. To set up the clinic, we needed to
comply with local regulations and obtain a
California license. Being newcomers to the
process, we hired a consulting firm to handle
the application, with initial costs around two
thousand US dollars. The owner said, “Since

you’re a non-profit organization, I'll charge

you eighteen hundred.” We negotiated, and
he reluctantly reduced the price to twelve
hundred dollars.

When the license was issued, he
walked into our free clinic and saw the “free
clinic” sign. He asked me what it meant. |
said, “We don’t charge money.” He asked,
“Free medical consultations?” “Yes.” “What
about X-rays?” | explained, “There’s a
specialized X-ray company next door. We've
arranged to collaborate at no cost. Oh, and
blood tests are free t00.”

He thought for a moment and asked,
“You provide free consultations and
X-rays, but surely you must charge for
medications?” | replied, “We’ve partnered
with pharmaceutical companies who
donate medicines near their expiration
date—six months from expiring. We receive
large packages of 1,000 pills, which our
pharmacists break down into 3-5 day
supplies for patients to use within the time
limit. All at no cost.” Previously unwilling to
reduce his fees and always emphasizing the
costs of labor and rent, he was so moved
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that he decided not to charge us at all.

[t turns out that everyone has such a heart
of love, but often lacks opportunities to give. Tzu
Chi provides that opportunity. | believe this is
the most important reason why so many people
are touched and participate, and why TIMA
members have continued to dedicate themselves
to alleviating suffering in different places over the
years.

The Dharma Master instructed us to review
the past while looking toward the future. When
discussing the medical volunteers’ annual
conference theme with Dr. Chien Sou-Hsin
from Taichung Tzu Chi Hospital, we realized
that looking back over nearly thirty years and
then gazing forward, the only constant is love.
Interestingly, “love” in Roman pinyin is “ai,” and
“Al” stands for Artificial Intelligence—the current
hottest technology. This year’s theme became
“Reflecting Back, Love Unchanged,” creatively
combining “Al” and “love” through the director’s
ingenious thinking.

Dr. Chien spent months before the
conference happily designing courses, hoping
to create lasting memories for the TIMA
volunteers that they could bring back to their
respective countries—our shared expectation.
The Dharma Master often says that what we
see leaves memories, what we walk through
leaves footprints, but the joy of participation is
unforgettable.

I’m grateful for Dr. Chien’s dedication,
artfully integrating humanity and the multifaceted
aspects of medicine in the courses. The medical
volunteer documentary section, accompanied
by Great Love Television’s “Under the Same
Sky” videos from various countries, showcased
medical volunteers’ services in Jordan, Turkey,

Cambodia, and other locations—delivering care
and love through consultations, home visits, and
health education.

Another feature of this year’s TIMA
conference was Al-related courses, allowing
everyone to experience innovative technology.
Medicine is an ancient profession, and
the doctor-patient relationship remains
unchanged for thousands of years, as
does a medical professional’s love. Medical
practices continuously advance, incorporating
sophisticated technologies to assist treatment.
The current pinnacle of technology is Al—
hospitals already extensively use CT scans,
MRI, da Vinci surgical robots, and have digitized
medical records and numerous operational
processes, saving time, ensuring accuracy,
speed, and simplification. Though medicine
is an ancient profession, it can integrate new
technologies to enhance medical quality while
maintaining the unchanged compassion and love
for patients.

I’'m delighted to see new medical volunteers
joining each year and reassured that experienced
seniors remain in our ranks. For the earth to be
sustainable, humanity must also be sustainable.
Senior members invite new participants, guiding
TIMA towards continuity.

| am grateful to the Dharma Master, the
diciples of Jing Si Abode, and the global Tzu
Chi community, and | thank the staff of Taipei,
Taichung, Dalin, and Hualien Tzu Chi Hospitals
for their support. My wish is that all TIMA
volunteers carry this love and care, along with
the technologies and experiences they’ve
learned, back to their communities, and invite
more volunteers to next year’s conference.
Gratitude and blessings to everyone.
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