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The Teacher Who Saved Me from a Ship Gone Astray (III)

TRAGRRT Ik
A R

Prajna: Did Shifu ever tell you about
the stories, sort of recollect what
happened on the boat with you?

D. M. Lai: No, but he used to have
me tell the story. He would never tell
the story himself. He would once in a
while during a lecture have me come
up and tell a story like that. He never
touts his own horn; he would never
do thag; it’s against the precepts to do
that for a crowd-pleasing thing. Shifu
always taught, even in a large crowd.
He'd tune into everybody; that’s what
he always tell us, “You know, when I
look at people, they are all looking at
other things. But the first thing I look
at is their Buddha nature.” That’s the
first thing he does. He looks at their
Buddha nature, and then he sees how
far away from their Buddha nature
they are in their current state. His
whole job is to get them to go back to
that. That’s his whole thing.

A real Bodhisattva does things
simultaneously and is always multi-
tasking, doing a million things at
once. For example, when he’s lecturing
to the whole assembly, he'll say things
that hit several people simultaneously:
“Oh, he’s talking to me.” You dont
understand, he’s tuning into all of
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them. He’s like an orchestra leader. He's
watching, which instrument to bring
up? Its just like a symphony orchestra
when you watch something like that;
if you knew what’s going on a little bit.
I have no idea myself. I just got a little
sense of it. But it was amazing to see
all that going on. People whod just
come the first time or were fairly new
would say, “I think Shifu was talking
to me.” Yeah, you and everybody else.
He was tuned into all of you. He'd do
that, that’s what a real cultivator, a real
sage, can do.

The chance to meet somebody
like that in the world is like, one in
four billion. I mean, its a really small
chance to meet somebody like that,
who has that kind of ability and is pure
about it. You'll see different people at
different levels in this area because
everybody has this ability at some
stage. They can all open up naturally.
There’ll be people who have the ability
to heal other people; other people have
psychic abilities. They may really have
these abilities, but they’re like. . . the
way I look at it is that somebody’s
been taught how to fly the plane
a litde bit but they havent gotten
their license yet. Now they think

they’re master astronauts. They’re not
astronauts, they've got many many
more hours to go before they are
astronauts. That’s the problem. That’s
what the Shurangama Sutra addresses
constantly. That’s the first pitfall on
the road to enlightenment: to think
that you've already gotten there when
you just barely started. It takes a long
time before you are qualified to go out
and teach and transform living beings
as a Bodhisattva. It takes an enormous
amount of time and skill.

Prajna: So do you feel like leaving
home is a good decision?

D.M. Lai: That was incidental
to me. The good decision is whether
you want to cultivate or not; that’s the
decision. It has nothing to do with
leaving home. Leaving home is a good
tool to help you. The big decision you
make is whether you cultivate. You
don’t even think about leaving home.
If people are thinking about, “Should
I leave home?” it means they're still
not cultivating; they’re still shopping
around, which is totally natural. But
sooner or later, you're going to realize:
hey, I'm gonna die. This is a very short
time and this body is quickly going.
I'm almost 60, I'm not gonna last
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much longer in this body for sure.
It’s just getting older and grodier as it
goes. There’s nothing to cling to. Its
just an outflow.

The body is nothing but an
outflow of your true nature; if any of
you have studied medicine or talked
to people who are excited about
medicine, theyre totally amazed by
the body because when you start
taking it apart, they start seeing all
these intricate little things in it. It has
nerves; it has these tiny little blood
vessels in there as if designed by a
master, an incredibly smart being.
They think God made this body.
It’s just so incredibly sophisticated.
Actually, all that is is an outgrowth
of your own true nature; it’s just an
outflow of your false thought. So you
can imagine what your true nature is
like. It’s just more so. I mean it’s just
more so of what the universe is, what

we all are.

IV. Shifu: A Very Special Person
Prajna: I have a question. So were you
and Shifu pretty much a natural fie?
Were there a lot of doubts? Could you
talk about that at all?

D.M. Lai: You got all kinds of
doubts constantly. Doubts are just
part of the package; if you don’t have
anything going for you in terms
of getting the direct penetrating
experience of some kind, doubts I
imagine are very strong. Then you
have all kinds of doubts; you have
what's called fox doubts, which are very
sophisticated, intellectual thoughts
that go: “That cant be right because
of ABCD and E......” It just goes on
and on; it’s called fox doubting.

Letting go of doubts. Doubts can
be good and they can be bad. They

can totally obstruct you if you let

them. Its like getting on an airplane.
We'll go back to the airplane analogy.
If you get on a 747, more than likely
the pilot knows what he’s doing and
more than likely that plane will get you
where you're going. Now you may be
hijacked, fly into a building; all kinds
of horrible things can happen. But
more than likely, you will get where
you're going. So it’s good to have some
doubt, but you need to balance it.

To me the sutras are like instruction
manuals on how to do things, how to
cultivate. If you take them too literally,
you get in trouble. If you don’t take
them seriously at all, you'll also lose out.
So there’s a middle way in dealing with
the sutras; that’s why with Mahayana
Buddhism, they’re always certified by
good knowing advisors, somebody who
has the wisdom who can certify them.
That's why these commentaries were
done by great masters over/ the years
who had some wisdom, who could
interpret the sutras. In most other
religions, there’s the text and that’s it.
It’s in black and white and you can'
change it. And you just go numbly
down that road.

I didn’t have to make up my mind.
I was lucky in my case because I already
had enough experience with that kind
of thing. I met a couple of people.
I wasnt really searching, “knock,
knock, can you be my teacher?” kind
of stuff. I was just searching for some
kind of practice, somebody who knew
something. I didn't care who they were.
I didn’t care if they were a religious
person or what. I'm used to working in
that. I was 13 or so when I got this job
on the boat and started working for a
skipper who was really good. That was
a master-disciple kind of relationship.

Ever since then, I've always been
drawn towards that kind of thing.

The whole world functions that way.
Everything used to work that way.
There’s always a master of the trade. If
you want to be a carpenter, youd find
this person who’s really good at it and
youd work for him. I started looking
around and I went to different places,
but I didnt tune in to the people at
all. This was a feeling kind of thing;
it wasn’t intellectual at all. T just didnt
get the feeling that these people were
genuine. That’s all. It’s just a feeling;
it’s not like they didn’t know AB&C,
and they didn’t answer this question
right. I didn’t care. I paid attention to
the feeling of the whole atmosphere
of the place, to whether the person
is really enlightened or not. I could
just feel it. I was lucky in that regard.
With Shifu, it wasn’t even questioned.
It was immediate. You walked in and
instantly felt, “This person is very
special.”

When 1 first met Shifu, his eyes
seemed like they weren’t connected
to his body. They just seemed to be
doing something else; it was very
strange. I said, “Wow.” He just had
this body there as a temporary thing
so it wouldn’t freak everybody out. It
was just like this manifestation that
he’s putting out there for people. Just
so that there’s a person there; but you
could see underneath that there’s this
incredible Bodhisattva tuned in. The
body was just something he could take
or leave quickly.

At that time, to be honest, that was
the feeling. I couldn’t voice it. Thats
the feeling I got right away. There
was no question about that. That was
because I had this experience behind
me. I was lucky in that regard; I had
something to go on. I wouldn’t even be
there otherwise. 'm not interested in

anything religious at all, forget it. Ever
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since I was forced to go to Catechism
every week, I never wanted to see
another religion again. I was totally
not interested in it until I realized the
real religion is a real spiritual quest; it
has nothing to do with that. He was
trying to get to the bottom of truth
itself. It takes time, it takes something
that’s going to make you do it. It does
take a physical practice, it’s not just
a mental thing; it’s a physical thing
too. In my case, I didn’t know what
was going on. But I was basically in a
Chan, I just didn’t know it.

That's why a Chan session is so
difficult for people. Shifu always said,
“Chan is the most difficult; it’s the
purest door but it’s most direct.” It’s
most direct and most difficult, it’s by
far the most difficult door. Its like
astronaut training; it’s like you're being
trained for the Mercury program.
Most of us really aren’t up to it, thats
why we have these other doors.

V. The City that Manufactures
10,000 Buddhas

Everything around Shifu had to do

with Buddhism. That’s the way it was.

He was totally into making people

Buddhas. That was his thing; there

was nothing else. Everybody thinks

there’s something else going on with
the Abbot, never. His whole thing
was making people Buddhas. When
he meets people, anyone, he doesn’t
care who they were, no matter what.
He was trying to make them Buddhas,
trying to wake them up to their true
nature. That was his major thing.
That was what he was interested in,
and sdll is. Ics all that he wants to
do. That’s his whole modus operandi.
There’s nothing deviant, secret or
anything going on there. It was just
straightforward; he wanted everybody
to become Buddhas and wake up to
their true nature.

So he just looked at people’s
conditions. He looked at mine and he
treated it differently than somebody
else. He was always teaching people.
For example, when we were at Gold
Mountain, fixing that place up,
everybody was getting taught at one
time. They were getting over their
attachments. Because everybody has
attachments, so that’s the/first thing
to get a hold of and start releasing.
Everybody had to get over that.

Sandy: What was Shifu’s vision
for the City of 10,000/Buddhas and
what do you think,that’s about?

D.M. Lai: To me, its always been
pretty simple. It’s just an expedient
place for people to cultivate. Many
people have like$ and dislike’s. It’s
a great place for-ipeoplesto come
together and cultivate together. That’s
why we're. trying to build a great big
hall because he always wanted that.
Because you get that many people
together,-all that energy gets them to
concentrate and get rid of all that false
thinking. He wanted to make Buddhas
out of everybody. He wanted the City
of 10,000 Buddhas, thats what he
meant literally, that’s what it was for.

He wanted to make 10,000 Buddhas.
This is not the 10,000 Buddhas that
blessed the place, this is the city that
manufactures 10,000 Buddhas. That
was Shifus idea. It wasnt a place
blessed by 10,000 Buddhas; this is the
factory and were going to generate
10,000 Buddhas.

Prajna: What was his mission for
you? Did he have one? What were you
going to do?

D.M. Lai: He wasnt like that.
It’s back to the old thing, to become
a Buddha and a Bodhisattva. That’s
the real mission. Everybody has their
function in it. The only time he’s ever
said something to me was when we
were coming back from Taiwan, from
our trip in the early 80’s for the World
Sangha Council. On the way back, he
said I was a Chinese in the last life and
I had made a vow to help him out,
that's why I'm here this time. I said,
“Okay, Shifu, I dont remember.” He
said, “Yeah, it’s all right.”

Everything with Shifu, I'll tell you,
every single thing he did, that’s all he
was on earth for. He wasn’t interested
in anything; he said it was like living
in the toilet bowl; [if it weren’t to save
living beings,] he wouldn’t be in this
world at all. Nothing in it was the least
bit desirable.” (The End)
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I’'m very stubborn—Shifu knew it, too.
In the first 20 years after I left the home-
life, I did not see my parents, and for
17 years, I did not see my son. Today I
will speak about my relationship with
my family as a left-home person.

What Are You Thinking?

I was at the Buddhist Lecture Hall in
San Francisco Chinatown on Waverly
Street. During that time Shifu spoke
the Heart Sutra, the Vajra Sutra, the
Dharma Lotus Flower Sutra, and
other sutras. I don’t remember what
homework we were doing on that

particular day. In the middle of the
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“You Are Not Supposed to Be a
Mother This Life!”
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day, there was a resting period. At that
time, people who came to the temple
were all Americans; we were all basking
in the sun on the balcony, so it was very
lively. Because the fourth floor’sbalcony
faced Chinatown, we could hear the
Chinese opera, hollering peddlers
trying to sell their wares, and other
noises in the background. There was a
lot of noise on the balcony. Because it
was a break time, everyone was talking
to each other. At that time, I was deep
in thought—perhaps you didn’t know
that then I was already married and
had one son—I was thinking, “I'm
already a mother, already a wife—to
change careers now, that’s kind of...?”
At that time, I didn’t know the concept
of “karma”, although I had already
listened to sutras, but I didnt quite
understand then why I myself became
a wife and then a mother.

At that time, I couldn’t let go of

that thought: I should have made a
decision quickly that I must really be a
mother. Who would have known that
Shifu walked over—he had a small
room in the back. Normally when we
took breaks, he wouldnt necessarily
come out; but that day, he came out
of the room and walked over to me.
No one noticed because there were
many people on the balcony and the
place was very lively. At that time,
I couldnt speak Chinese, and Shifu
never revealed his English skills to us,
so I didn’t know if he knew English.
But on that day, he spoke two English
words, “What thinking?”—what are
you thinking?

It was a critical moment: I was
about to retreat from the resolve to
cultivate. When Shifu asked me, I
couldn’t open my mouth, so Shifu said
in English, “You are not supposed to
be a mother this life.” It is precisely
this statement: You are not supposed
to be a mother this life—in this life,
you shouldnt be a mother. With that
one statement, | became a Bhikshuni,
for 33 years now. It was not easy! I
cared very much for my child and he
was still quite young. That was the first

time.

How I Missed My Younger Sister’s
Visit

The second time was at the City of Ten
Thousand Buddhas. I think people all
have the same notion, which is to cross
over and rescue our own family and
friends. So I also thought so too. My
younger sister, her husband, and their
daughter at the time lived at CTTB’s
cottage for lay people. Over there,
her daughter often played with Terri’s
(Nicholson’s) daughter. On the day that
my sister was moving in but before she
arrived, Shifu said to me, “Guo Xiu!



