31 March 2006: 4:15 PM at Jin's house to do a project


I lay down on Jin's couch for a rest after walking there from school. The three guys in my Chinese project group, Alston, Nick, and Jin, decide to also delay starting on the project. They find entertainment on Jin's computers. Nick watches Japanese cartoons online. He laughs hysterically at (what I assume to be) the appropriate moments. Jin downloads movies and skims through them while controlling the music in the room. Alston watches some Japanese cartoons with Nick before using another computer to read online forums. This activity continues, each person talking about their own activity but with little actual conversation occurring, for about half an hour. Finally, I can no longer wait for one of them to commence work on the project. I stand up and announce that we should work. They ask for ten more minutes. I lay back down on the couch and set my alarm to wake me up in twenty minutes.

Each person here is doing what they are used to doing at home. All of us use the computer extensively not only to complete homework but also to provide entertainment. Though three people are together, they act exactly as they would when they arrive at their own homes on a regular day. Because it is still early in the afternoon, no one feels any pressure to work quickly to complete the project. This scene is procrastination at work. It is interesting that no one interacts with each other, even in procrastinating. Perhaps we refuse to recognize the group's presence because that would acknowledge that we are neglecting the reason we are together. In hindsight, had we arrived at Jin's house with a more focused work ethic, even if we had rested for a few minutes, we would have been much more efficient with our time. This scene also epitomizes the "mob mentality." I have experienced working in groups where one person has enough drive to motivate every member of the group to work efficiently. In this group, even when I tried to initiate work (however weakly), I could not will myself to affect the mentality of the entire group.
2 April 2006: 10:40 AM at a Buddhist temple in Chino Hills

I have arrived late to a temple service. The room in which the service is being held is surrounded by glass doors, some of which are open. On a higher platform surrounding the room, monks sit and eat their meal in silence. About twenty people sit on the carpet chanting with their hands together. They range from pre-teens to the grey-haired. A young girl, around 13 years old, alternates between delivering food to the monks and chanting. A middle-aged man and a group of women in the front lead the chanting, their voices loud and confident, guiding the recitations of others. The chant is mostly in some ancient language, perhaps Sanskrit, and it describes the teachings of Buddha. Its exact meaning is impossible for me to decipher; the little I know is pieced together from pieces of past temple services. A group of teenage girls sitting in the middle of the room interests me. They seem to be sitting among their parents, who, unlike those leading the chant, must read from the book to keep up with the chant. The girls, however, do not read from the book at all. Perhaps they do not know how to read the printed Thai quickly enough to chant with the rest of the group. Whatever the case, they simply sit in silence with their hands together, trying to fit in with the rest of the people. The chanting ends when the leader of the chanting calls the people to meditate.


At first sight, this seems like a very positive place. People gather here to serve their religious figures and practice their religion. People of all ages (and indeed all walks of life) are welcome to come and participate. Books are available to those who have not memorized the words of the chanting. The activity is lead by one of the people, not the monks. However, at a closer look, one must wonder why all these people are here. Are they, like the group of teenage girls, just going through the motions to appear the way they should? What is the meaning of the sutras they chant? I wouldn't be surprised if only the front row of people, who probably spent a few years or more in a Buddhist monastery, know the answer to that question. Without knowledge, their actions seem pointless. Then again, isn't that an aspect of religion? Isn't faith something a person believes without proof? These people gather here to practice their religion. Though few of them may know the exact meanings of every action they perform, they have faith that they are doing the right thing, just as many generations of Thai Buddhists have done before them. This gathering at the temple is not an action with a visible outcome in the end; it is done for faith, for religion, and for tradition.

