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I. A Wanderer’s Strange Ex-
periences
Prajna Murdaya: This is an
Oral History Project interview.
We’ re  here  in te r v iewing
Dharma Master Lai. I wanted to
start at the beginning. How did
you come across the Master?
What was your life like back
then?

DM Lai: I never studied
Buddhism at all. I’m not intel-
lectually interested in religions
in general. I used to be Catholic.
I was in the Navy. Before that I
was a cabin boy on a ketch (a
charter sailboat) in the Bahamas;
after that I went into oceano-
graphic work. I was studying for
a master’s certificate so I could
be a ship’s captain. I started
working for Woods Hole
Oceanographic Institution on a
six-month cruise that went to
the Mediterranean and the Black
Sea. This was 1968, although it

doesn’t seem like that long ago.
The nature of  the work was

that you do tests, you do chlo-
rine and you do water samplings,
day after day, month after
month. We did a lot of  watch-
standing, which means you have
to look on the horizon for other

ships so they don’t bump into you. Of  course
I didn’t know at the time, but being at sea for
a long time sets up conditions for a long chan,
really.

At that time, I was going through all this
huatou ( ) thinking. I was thinking: who
am I? What is this all about? What are humans?
Fundamental questions that everybody sort of
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asks if  they ever have time with them-
selves alone. I got more and more into
it, as time went on. I didn’t know it at the
time, but it became more and more like
the “great doubt.” I was wondering, what
is going on? What is this? It was right at
the tip of  my tongue. There was some-
thing that needed to be resolved and I
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just couldn’t quite put my finger on it. It
was getting beyond just thinking; it was
getting beyond just intellectualizing about
it. These four-hour watches, twice a day,
were helping a lot, because you just stood
there; you were not allowed to do
anything. You were not allowed to talk.
You were supposed to be looking for
other ships; you were looking at the ho-
rizon all the time. It’s called watch-
standing. It’s your job. You can’t do other
things and be distracted so you just keep
focused on this problem.

So it was going on and on, finally. . .
about three months into the cruise, we
were in the Gulf  of  Lyon in the
Mediterranean, near south France. It was
the mid-watch. It was the middle of  the
night and it just all came together; every-
thing just fit. . . but it was a physical thing.
It wasn’t an intellectual come-together,
“Ah,” where you have an idea and you
solved it. It had some of  that aspect to
it, but it was physical too. I could actu-
ally feel it. My entire thinking stopped. It
just stopped for a very short time, but it
was enough to really have a profound
effect psychologically and fundamentally,
on the way I perceived everything at that
time. I wanted to run in and grab the
mate; he’s the person who runs the watch.
They have first mate,  a second mate, and
a captain. I was standing with the second
mate and I was going to grab him and
say, “Look, look.” But it was one of  those
things that you just can’t explain to
anybody. It was just for me alone, but
the first impulse I had is go and get ev-
erybody else involved; I wanted them all
to have that experience.

Not knowing what to do after that, I
went through all kinds of  psychic things
happening; it was just very strange. I
couldn’t sleep that night but I was able
to wander all around the ship. I was able
to leave my body; it was almost natural.
It wasn’t odd; it felt very natural just go-
ing from your body. I could go into one

compartment after another  and listen to
people talk and sort of  join in there. I
was more interested in their psychic state
than what they were doing or saying. I
was all over the ship for a couple of
nights.

And then that kind of faded out.
This whole experience lasted maybe a
week. I didn’t see a lot of  fireworks; I
didn’t see any Guanyins coming down
from heaven or anything like that. I didn’t
have any visuals.  But I was very disturbed
by it. I didn’t have anybody to talk to
about it. I didn’t have a Teacher to go to
and sit down with. That was very
unsettling. I didn’t know who to talk to.

The ship had a small library. It was
only a 210 foot long ship, a small oceano-
graphic ship; it was the Atlantis, the one
that found the Titanic. So we had a little
library; it was just a small compartment.
They had some books on religion, psy-
chology and so on. They also had a book
on yoga. I started to read through that. I
wasn’t interested in yoga so much as I
was interested in the philosophy behind
it. In the back of  the book, the teacher
gave some instructions on meditation.

But I didn’t have anybody to talk to
about my experience at all. Now I had a
lot of  intelligent people around of
course, a lot of  scientists, but they were
all oceanographic types and the whole
trip was funded by the National Science
Foundation. These were people from
MIT and places like that. But there was
nobody who could deal with this. So I
knew I had to go find somebody. Then I
read the yoga book, which recommended
that you need to go find a teacher some-
time in your life. So I started doing that.
That’s what got me looking.

I went and visited the usual stuff  that
was going on in the 60’s; all these strange
little things were happening in the hip-
pie days. Some were just waidao ( )
who were just cashing in; some people
were semi-serious cultivators. You just

didn’t know. So I tried various practices,
but I just couldn’t seem to find anybody
that I respected enough to study with.
There were just too many people.

II. That’s My Teacher!
I was going with a girl up north for a
while, who was a friend of  Loni Baur
[the former Bhikshuni Heng Yin]. Loni
had just become a shamini [novice nun]
at that time. They had been friends for a
while at the University of  Washington in
Washington State. Loni kept writing these
letters to Beth, my girlfriend, explaining
how excited she was, and she just went
on and on about Shrfu. I thought, this
kind of  rings true here. Nobody knew
anything about Shrfu or anything that was
going on. Waverly Place was this tiny little
place…just a handful of people knew
about Shrfu; it wasn’t like a guru thing
where you have all this other stuff  going
on around.

I started getting interested and even-
tually got to meet Shrfu through her. We
finally went down to San Francisco and
found Loni and she introduced me to
Shrfu. Even before the visit., I saw Shrfu
standing out on the street. I think Beth
had seen him before and met him at one
time. “There he is.” Shrfu stood there
on the corner, with a big grin on his face,
looking at me. I said, “What’s this?” I
didn’t know what was going on. We were
just driving through Chinatown. A day
or two later, we went up and met the
Master. He just keep grinning at me when
he saw me. As soon as I saw the Master,
all the things I saw on the ship started to
crop up again, started to wake up a little
bit. There was something very real about
this person. There was no phony adver-
tising going on.

I went and listened to the lecture that
night but it didn’t make sense. . .  I don’t
understand Buddhism even to this day.
So I was kind of  in and out. I really
couldn’t get hooked into it; I didn’t un-
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derstand Pureland Buddhism or any kind
of  Buddhism. Of  course everybody that
was there at that time was very smart. All
the new monks were very smart people.
Most of  them were drawn through the
college system; they were drawn in
intellectually. Some through direct spiri-
tual experience too or a combination of
both. So they were really into the sutras;
they were learning as fast as they could.
They were learning Chinese. I couldn’t
pick up any of  it. I was a complete idiot. I
didn’t know what I was doing. But I sat
through it all.

Shrfu would come in and lecture. At
that time, we had these miniature pigeons,
released during a liberating life ceremony.

We were
i n  t h i s
tiny flat
o n  t h e
t h i r d
floor in
Chinatown.
It had a
l i t t l e
p o r c h
and the

bird releasing ceremony was held out there.
But these pigeons hung around. They liked
Shrfu a lot. He was always teasing and play-
ing with them. They were always sitting
on his shoulder; they’d always want some
goodies. And he’d always have them in a
jar but it’d be a long jar, and they’d come
down to try to get the goodies, but they’d
have to really reach down, real far to get
one. He’d always teach with this: look at
how greedy these birds are. Then he ex-
plain why birds become birds. But as he
was doing that and talking to these
pigeons, he’d always be looking at me and
laughing. So I thought, “What’s up with
this?” Then we started having this session.

About two weeks into the session, it
was announced, “Shrfu will accept people
who want to take refuge.” Then they said
that anybody who wants to sign up can
sign up. So I signed up. But then, Heng
Chien, the new monk on the block, said,
“Okay, you people who want to take
refuge, this is serious business. This is for
the rest of  your life.” He talked on and
on about how serious it was. Then I gazed
at this big picture of  Hsu Lao [Ven. Mas-
ter Hsu Yun] on the wall with his missing
finger. I thought: these people are deadly
serious. This isn’t like a hippie game;
they’re out here for life and death. They
seriously want to cultivate. I was getting
really worried. I said, “I think I blew it. I
shouldn’t want to take refuge. They want
your life.” I started getting real nervous,
and finally I went up to Gwo Ning, one
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My Life Was Saved from the Devil’s Hand

American Bhikshuni Heng Yin, written at Gold Mountain Monastery,
September 27, 1973

On September 19, 1973, I met a great
devil and almost lost my life. Fortu-
nately Master Hsuan Hua, with great
compassion, used his boundless pow-
ers to conquer the devil and I took
back my life.

It all started when I was having
lunch at Gold Mountain Monastery.

All of  a sudden, my stomach began to
growl and became so painful that I
could hardly stand up. At the stairs I
fell down and an awful smell burst forth
from my mouth. My whole body felt
cold like ice. My hands and feet became
numb, my eyes could not see and I
could not move. At that point, I thought

I was going to die.
During this lifetime, for the last 20 years of

my life, I have been amazed at meeting the Mas-
ter Hsuan Hua and being taught to be truthful,
to be compassionate and to be kindhearted. To
be born in this world, we should be beneficial
to the world, but I don’t have any virtue. Now I
have met the king of  hell, which I regret, but it

of  the monks, and said, “Look, I have
to withdraw my refuge application.
I’m not really ready yet.” He said,
“Don’t worry about.” He tried to
mellow me out, “It’s not a problem.”
I said, “I’m really sorry.” I sat in medi-
tation for a while. I got more false
thinking going. I jumped up and went
to Shrfu’s room and knocked on his
door, and Heng Xing, the other
monk, said, “What are you doing both-
ering Shrfu for?”

At that point Shrfu opened the
door and said, “Don’t worry, come
in, come in.” He was really friendly.
“Sit down, sit down.” I said, “I
apologize, Shrfu, for bothering you
but I can’t take refuge.” “No
problem, no problem. No need to.
No need to.” Shrfu was just real
nice. “I’m not ready. I don’t have
enough get-go to do it, enough
resolve.” He says, “Don’t worry, no

problem.” He says, “Go take a break.
Come back later. No need to go into
the session.”

I took a break for a while and left.
Then I started going to another center
and listening to lectures. I liked medi-
tation because I didn’t have to do any
reciting, bowing, all these things I didn’t
have any real feeling for. But those
people were just totally the opposite.
They didn’t have any belief; they didn’t

have a good teacher. Their teacher wasn’t
enlightened. I could just feel it. They put on these
airs, like they were masters. I thought, you guys
don’t understand anything. The real masters are
totally natural. They don’t have these phony airs
about them. I liked the layout of  the place and
how simple and clean it was. But the people there
just weren’t doing anything for me. On the out-
side they looked really impressive, and the way
they ran it was almost like a military camp. But
internally they didn’t have it. Shrfu had it all over
him. I knew I had to go back.

At that time, they were moving over to Gold
Mountain on Mission Street, in the old factory.
So I think Loni sent me a note that said, “You’d
better get back here.” That’s what she put on
her note. So I went back and Shrfu made a big
deal out of  it. He was giving a lecture and he
made me sit next to him. He was sitting up here
and he said, “You sit here, you sit here.” It was
really embarrassing but I sat through it anyway.

To be continued


