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The author at the Hong Kong Buddhlst Lecture Hall.
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Re-Encountering the Venerable
Master Hsuan Hua in China

% %42 £ 4 ¢ BY RON EPSTEIN
% P % ¢ 3§ CHINESE TRANSLATION BY XIU MING FENG

In every moment of every day, the Venerable Master showed us by
his example how to be a Bodhisattva. He was more than an abstract
model; he was a down-to-earth, living, breathing person of compassion
and clarity that radically changed for the better my life, those of my
family, and those of countless other beings.

Even now;, ten years after his nirvana, I still have not let go of my
preconceptions of who he was; I have not let go of my beloved images
of him—both in my mind and on the walls of my home. Yet it is not
that I have not let go of him. Because in what was and is truly him,
there was and is nothing that one could possibly grasp and hold on to.
Except of course the Dharma that he embodied and taught, the Dharma
that is ‘like unto a raft’ that can take us to the ‘other shore.’

Several months after first meeting him, while meditating with him
one evening, he infused me, from my deepest inside outward, with the
light of the Buddha, so strong that it temporarily obliterated what I had
until then thought to be me, bringing me in touch with the real me, my
true nature unfettered by individuality, ego-attachment, and any kind
of boundaries. Unfortunately the experience was only temporary, but
that taste was enough for me to resolve to make my way back perma-
nently to that ultimately precious way of being in the world, a journey
which is more important than anything else, even if it takes me many
lifetimes to arrive. Right after that experience, when I'looked at him, as
he meditated on an old sofa, in a dilapidated building, on the edge of
a San Francisco slum, these thoughts spontaneously arose in my mind.
‘He looks like a Buddha. Why a Buddhar Because 1 am experiencing
him right now as empty; I can see nothing inside him but emptiness and
light, utter stillness and peace.” At that moment I knew with complete
certainty that he was my teacher.

A few days later, while sitting on the front steps of his building, 1
marveled at the fact that in this country, with the exception of a handful
of devout Chinese disciples, he was unknown in the sense that no one

recognized who he really was. What different values our contemporary
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society now has, compared to those of the ancient Buddhist world that
widely honored the great enlightened masters and considered them

national treasures!

Highlights of Our Trip

In March of this year my wife Yausen and I went on a pilgrimage tour,
arranged by Madalena Tam Lew (Upasika Guoshi), to important
places connected with lives of the Venerable Master and his lineage
predecessor Chan Patriarch Xuyun. There were fourteen of us, mostly
disciples of the Venerable Master. Having heard and read about the
stories of his life for so many years, we had a wonderful opportunity to
tie the incredible, myth-like events related in his biography to actual places,
and in some cases to hear first hand from Upasika Guoshi about the
events she had personally witnessed while she was growing up around

the Master in Hong Kong.

Here are some of my impressions from our visits to places the
Master had lived.

Dongbei

A view of the countryside near the
village where the Venerable Master

grew up.
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We took a bus south
of Harbin to the small village where the Venerable Master grew up.
It is out in the countryside on a completely flat plain, with cultivated
land stretching every direction to the horizon. There are a few trees
and no hills. We were there at the end of March, and the daily high
temperature was in the low 20s. Even with the sun out, and many lay-
ers of high-tech winter clothing, I felt the strong, freezing wind that
blew across the fields chill me to the bone. We saw stacks of sorghum
stalks piled up by the side of the fields, and I thought of the Vener-
able Master sitting there by the side of his mothet’s grave, with only
three layers of cloth clothing, and of the inadequate protection from
the weather that his crude hut of sorghum stalks must have provided.
I realized how incredibly difficult it must have been for him and how
inconceivable that degree of ascetic practice and resolve still is to me.
A grandnephew of the Venerable Master pointed out to us the general
location of the grave in a field, perhaps a half a mile from his village,

where the Venerable Master meditated during those years. The grave is

gone; his family’s house is gone; Three Conditions Monastery, aboutan
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Cixing Monastery on Lantao Island, Hong Kong
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The travel group in front of Guanyin Cave (photo by John Hall)
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hour’s drive to the north, is gone. There is no physical trace left of

his presence there. Yet some people still remember him, more have
heard of him, and they are proud that he is from Dongbei.

Guanyin Cave

Soon after the Venerable Master arrived in Hong Kong from main-
land China, he went to live in Guanyin Cave. Although the cave
was extensively remodeled after the Venerable Master left there, we
could see how stark it must have been, how small, and how little
shelter from the elements it afforded. There was no wall and door
then, and in the top back of the cave there is still a large opening
through which the wind and rain can still enter. The people we en-
countered there knew nothing of the Venerable Master, and there is

no information available about him there or any physical indication
that he had lived there.

Cixing Monastery

Cixing Monastery on Lantao Island was built by the Venerable
Master on donated land that contained the ruins of an ancient Bud-
dhist monastery. The villa that was on the land was integrated into
the right hand side of the monastery complex. It was a tough hike
for me of about an hour and a half, almost all uphill, to get from
where our bus last left us off to go the monastery. Yet there is a
new path now, and the time it takes now is considerably less than
the approximately 4 hours that it originally took. Upasika Guoshi
told us that the Venerable Master initially often made the journey
doing three steps and one bow the whole way up. In that way he
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The dragon located above the monastery, which was fashioned by the

Venerable Master.
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endeavored to move the hearts of the local workers, so they would
agree to help build the monastery. I now have a new appreciation of
why the project temporarily turned the Venerable Master’s hair gray.
After the monastery was completed, the Venerable Master often held
Chan meditation sessions there. When we got to the monastery, we
heard Dharma talks from the monks in residence and learned that
they do a week of Chan every month. It is quiet there, and there are
few distractions. Of course it was also wonderful to actually see in
person the dragon that the Venerable Master had sculpted on the
rocks above the monastery, even though it entailed an additional
steep climb.

Hong Kong Buddhist Lecture Hall

The Hong Kong Buddhist lecture hall is located on the 11th floor
of a nondescript apartment building in downtown Hong Kong,
across from the racetrack. The apartment in which it is located is
rather small and ordinary, but when I walked through the door I felt
overwhelmed by the power of the energy there. It was stronger than
I experienced anywhere else in China. And it had the same qualities
that I had previously often felt in the presence of the Venerable
Master; it was clear, still, invigorating, and joy-inducing. I felt that I

had come home.

New Opportunities

I don’t claim to understand clearly how the complicated political
situation in China today affects the practice of Buddhism there. I
can report that we did find the Venerable Master’s photo displayed in
some monasteries, and that people are publishing some of his teach-
ings on their own. Some monks told us that they had read his Dharma
talks, revere him, and applaud his influence on the current course of
Chinese Buddhism. Some indicated that there are new opportuni-
ties for giving public lectures on the Buddhist sutras, though such
events are still uncommon, and asked that we send Dharma masters
there to teach. All over we saw major temples being refurbished and
were told that monastic life in them is being reformed somewhat.
I hope that these positive developments will be sustained, and that
there will soon be opportunities for the Dharma Realm Buddhist
Association’s Sangha to participate in the replanting of the seeds of
the right Dharma in China.
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