
38   

Bodhi Field

Searching and Learning
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Tina Yang: Some people say that to be 
a monastic is not only to deny yourself 
comforts, but also to deny facing 
reality. What’s your response to that?
DM Shun: The Buddha teaches us 
very clearly that there are two kinds 
of happiness: the happiness of the 
householder’s life and the happiness of 
the monk’s life. And since happiness 
(Sanskrit: priti) is considered to be one 
of the seven factors of enlightenment 
(bodhyanga), that means you have to 
have that as part of the spiritual path 
in Buddhism.

So, I think it’s a mistake to say 
you’re giving up happiness. There is 
happiness within the monastic lifestyle. 
But that happiness is connected 
with developing skill in meditation, 
studying the sutras, and so it is its 
own unique form of happiness. It’s 
not giving up happiness completely 
at all. You’re just taking on another 
form of happiness, the happiness of 
the monastic life, which includes 
the happiness that is connected with 
meditation. The important task for 
any monastic is to develop skill in 
Dhyana meditation. 

In our Meal Offering Ceremony 
that we do here everyday it says we “take 
Dhyana bliss as food.” Developing skill 
in meditation, you get the unique kind 
of happiness that is not connected with 
worldly happiness. 

In terms of escaping the world, 
when you cultivate in the monastery, 
you are continuously facing the reality 
of your thoughts and mind. It’s facing 
the reality that people in the world 
don’t want to face. So, from the 
monastic point of view, people in the 
world are continuously escaping reality 
by getting engaged and involved with 
the external pleasures of the world. 
So, I would say it’s quite the opposite. 
The monastic life is actually an intense 
facing of reality; we’re not escaping 
reality.
Tina:  How did you convince your 
parents to let you be a monastic?
DM Shun: My mother was originally 
raised as Greek Orthodox. She is 84 
now. She was born in a very conservative 
family. My grandparents were from 
a rather poor agricultural village in 
southwestern Greece. My father was a 
very strict and moral Polish Catholic. 
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They were both born in America after 
their parents came over from Europe. 
So, I am a third generation American.

Let me fi rst go back a little bit 
and give some context for my wish to 
become a monk. I’m originally from 
the west side of Chicago. I went to a 
very large public university, Northern 
Illinois University (NIU). At that time, 
in 1971, there was a pretty well-known 
Buddhist professor (Lucien Stryck) in 
our university who had just published 
a book called Buddhism in Translation. 
There were relatively few resources in 
English on Buddhism at that time. 
I got to meet and talk to him on a 
personal level and listen to his lectures. 
NIU had an innovative program where 
some classes were held in the dormitory 
where the students lived so there 
could be more personal contact with 
the professors. That’s when I realized 
that the way that scholars approached 
Buddhism was purely intellectual. I 
wanted to live the life of a Buddhist, 
particularly the monastic life. So I 
dropped out of college and got a job 
to save money to go to Thailand. My 
parents were not all that excited about 
me going to the other side the planet 
to study Buddhism.
Tina: Why Thailand?
DM Shun: I didn’t know of any place 
in the United States where people 
were living a traditional monastic life. 
Virtually all of the Buddhist groups 
were lay groups. I had this idea of 
wanting to live a way of life as close as 
possible to the way the Buddha lived 
during his time. Originally, I contacted 
Sri Lanka and they said: “Well, we 
have that traditional monastic lifestyle, 
but we don’t have English-speaking 
monks who could train and teach 
Americans.” They recommended that 
I go to Thailand, where there were 
many Western monastics at the time. 

So I ended up going to Thailand 
and meeting a lot of European and 
American monks. 

After three months, I had to 
make a decision whether to become 
a monk. I had a visa problem. You 
could renew your visa in Thailand 
two times (a month each time). Then 
you had to either go back to your 
home country, or make the decision 
of becoming a monk. This was in 
1973. I wasn’t ready to do that. Since 
Thailand, and Asia in general, was a 
totally different culture, I wasn’t ready 
to make that commitment. I couldn’t 
think of myself being in Thailand for 
the rest of my life at that point. So, 
after three months in which I stayed 
at three different monasteries, meeting 
some very good teachers and some 
very good Western monks, I came 
back to America. However, as soon 
as I got back to America, I remember 
very clearly walking through the door 
of my parents’ house and immediately 
feeling that I should go back and 
take advantage of the opportunity of 
becoming a monk.

In reality if I were to have looked 
more carefully, I would have discovered 
that there was one monastery [in 
the U.S.] that had existed since 
1968 (Gold Mountain Monastery). 
Anyway, I ended up going back to 
Thailand. That was diffi cult because I 
wanted to ask my father and mother 
for their permission to become a 
Buddhist monk. I was pretty young, 
22 years old. I want to make sure that 
they approved of it. I didn’t want to 
do something that would be against 
their wishes. I had to tell my father 
and mother, before going back, “You 
probably won’t see me again, ever. 
Unless you go to Thailand.” They 
both reluctantly said okay. And so, I 
went back to Thailand. 

Tina: You convinced them?
DM Shun: It’s interesting. My father, 
being a very conservative, traditional 
Roman Catholic, believed that if you 
have a son who’s a Catholic priest, that’s 
really good. You’re very, very proud of 
that. He identifi ed my becoming a 
monk as being similar to becoming a 
Catholic priest. So, he felt a little bit 
of pride that I wanted to devote myself 
to the religious life. My mother was a 
different story. She didn’t really want 
me to do it at all. She wanted me to 
marry and have a family. The second 
time I went to Thailand, I started the 
training to become a novice in a temple 
called Wat Bovornives. It’s one of the 
best urban monasteries in Thailand. 
It’s called the king’s temple because 
the king of Thailand became a monk 
there. And it’s part of the reformed 
school of Buddhism (the Dhammayut 
School) started by the protagonist of 
the movie “The King and I”. The king 
depicted in the movie lived about 150 
years ago, and as a monk had created 
this reformed sect of Buddhism in 
Thailand, which is very strict. Later, 
after his brother the king died, he 
gave up his monastic vows to take the 
throne. Later, I also visited some forest 
monasteries. I studied under a woman 
in Thailand. She’s still alive (Sujin 
Boriharnwaniket). She’s in her 70s. 
She’s probably, in my opinion, one of 
the foremost scholars in Abhidharma 
or Buddhist psychology. She has an 
incredible, encyclopedic knowledge 
of Buddhist psychology. She is an 
exceptional speaker and used to have 
her own radio program in Thailand in 
which she explained the teachings of 
the Abhidharma. 

I planned to study for a year or 
two in Bangkok and then spend the 
rest of my life in the forest as a very 
strict forest monk. The city where the 
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forest monastery is located is called 
Udorn Thani in northern Thailand, 
not too far from Vientiane, Laos. The 
monk I was going to be studying with 
was Ajahn Maha Boowa. He’s in his 
90’s now. In his monastery, there was 
an English monk, who had already 
been a monk at that time in 1974, 
for about 15 years. His name is Ajahn 
Pannavaddho. He is the most senior 
Western monk in the world (note: 
since this interview he has passed 
away). 

But everything changed. While I 
was still a novice in the urban monastery 
in Bangkok, there were several Western 
monks in my monastery and I studied 
with one of the foremost scholars 
in Pali, also from England, a monk 
named Phra Khantipalo. The monk 
Khantipalo, being a world renowned 
scholar, would get all the publications 
from all the different Buddhist groups 
in Europe and America, including 
Gold Mountain, so he received 
everything that Gold Mountain 
Monastery published, including the 
fi rst translation of Shifu’s (Venerable 
Master Hsuan Hua’s) biography. 

After I read Shifu’s biography, 
I instantly knew that he was my 
teacher, the spiritual guide that I had 
been searching for. So, all my plans 
changed. I decided to come back to 
America to study under Shifu. Right 
before I read Shifu’s biography, I had 
read the Lotus Sutra, which is one 
of the most important scriptures in 
Buddhism in the Mahayana tradition. 
Thailand is a country of the Theravada 
tradition. I was really moved when I 
read the Lotus Sutra, which started 
to change my vision of Buddhism 
from the Theravada to the Mahayana. 
I became enthralled with the idea 
in the Mahayana that we want to 
enlighten ourselves and enlighten 
others, to vastly benefi t living beings, 
and to share whatever knowledge and 
understanding we have with other 
people. The Theravada focuses on 
attaining personal enlightenment. So 
after reading the Lotus Sutra and then 
the Master’s biography, my whole 
orientation changed to Mahayana and 
I came back to study with Shifu.

To be continued
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