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Searching and Learning
  SPOKEN BY BHIKSHU HENG SHUN

CHINESE TRANSLATED BY  LING CHANG CHING, PhD.

Tina Yang: What was the difference between the forest tradition, 
where you go to the mountains or forest to immerse yourself, and 
the monastic lifestyle here in the City?
DM Shun: Gold Mountain Monastery was originally a converted 
mattress factory right in the heart of the Mission District in San 
Francisco, with the hustle and bustle of city life. When you walked 
into the monastery, it was like you were totally isolated from 
the outside world. Even though the monastery was in the midst 
of the city, within that environment of the monastery, you were 
actually living in seclusion from the city life. Personally, I don’t see 
a tremendous difference between that kind of setup and a forest 
monastery that has a location that is separate from the world. 

For example, when I was in Bangkok, I lived in a monastery 
right next to the Sunday market (Wat Mahatat), and that monastery 
seemed quite caught up in the world. However, in all the branch 
monasteries established by Shifu that I’ve resided in, especially, the 
old Gold Mountain Monastery, you really felt that you were in 
another world, an environment for pure cultivation. So I don’t feel 
that there is a difference from that situation and being in a forest 
apart from the world. 

The City of Ten Thousand Buddhas is very much like a forest 
monastery. This is a pretty rural environment, compared to San 
Francisco. But again even in Thailand itself, there are exceptions. 
The monastery I trained in was very similar to the City of Ten 
Thousand Buddhas; it had very extensive monastic grounds, with 
ponds, turtles, and trees, all those in the heart of Bangkok. So when 
you walked into the monastery, Wat Bovornives, you really felt 
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that you were in another world. In Thailand, there is a difference 
between the monastic life in the city and the life in the forest. 
However, this difference is not so much the physical environment, 
but whether the monks are focused on study or meditation. I think 
that’s the major division. In Thailand, there are those monks who 
focus on studying and those who focus on meditation. Usually a 
person who’s doing meditation has already gone through a period 
of study –– usually several years of study. And it does tend to be 
an urban environment for studying, and a forest environment for 
meditation. But it doesn’t necessarily have to be one or the other; 
there are exceptions to this. 
Tina: Why is it necessary to be in a monastery to cultivate instead 
of at home? 
DM Shun: When I was in Chicago and started studying Buddhism, 
I read translations by Khantipalo Bhikkhu from England and 
I ended up studying in Bangkok. He had several 60 to 80 page 
booklets on what the monastic life was like (With Robes and Bowl 
& The Buddhist Monk’s Discipline), the life that he was living in 
Thailand and how it was the way of life followed by the Buddha. 
In many Buddhist texts, the Buddha said that if you really want 
to live the religious life, the Buddha’s way of life in its fullness and 
completeness, with as much purity as possible, the monastic lifestyle 
is the way to do it. 

The Buddha says in sutra after sutra, that a person who wants 
to make signifi cant spiritual progress ought to offer their entire life 
to the Buddhist path. If I had a family–– let’s say I was married and 
had children –– my duty to them would come fi rst. I could not 
neglect my responsibility to them. Being a monk, I don’t have these 
concerns, so I can focus on cultivation. Let me give an example. 
The Buddha said that whenever a monk or nun is about to get 
angry or get caught up in anger, he or she should always think of 
the Parable of the Saw. In this parable, the Buddha said that if a 
person were to use a double-edged saw to cut off the limbs of a 
monastic (each limb being cut off in succession), the monk cannot 
even have a thought of anger. If you have a thought of anger, you’ve 
gone against the Buddha’s teaching. The criteria for a monk or a 
nun is that one cannot even get angry at or hurt somebody who 
does something like that to you. That’s the ideal.

Now, what if a thief or murderer attacks me? What am I going 
to do in that situation? If I’m a Buddhist monk and that’s my karma-
vipaka (karmic retribution), then I just have to accept that it’s going 
to happen. If not, that’s fi ne as well. However, if I am a householder 
and have a wife and children, then I have to take action to protect 
them. The Buddha said very clearly that you have two separate 
kinds of happiness. You cannot get involved in or be attached to the 
happiness of the world and attain the happiness of the monastic life. 
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So to the degree that you are involved in worldly pleasures, that’s 
going to be a hindrance. It is dhyana meditation that is the happiness 
of the monastic, which by nature means being separate from the 
pleasures of the fi ve senses. To enter dhyana samadhi concentration, 
these states of meditation, you have to fi rst get rid of your desire 
for the pleasures of the fi ve senses. However, the ultimate goal of 
Buddhism is not to just attain meditative happiness. If you become 
attached to the happiness of dhyana, it becomes a hindrance, 
and then you cannot attain true liberation. The ultimate goal of 
cultivation is to see the true nature of samsara (the cycle of birth, 
death, and rebirth). That is to see that all things in samsara have the 
three characteristics of impermanence, duhkha (usually translated 
as suffering, but meaning “unsatisfactoriness” or “imperfection”), 
and not-self. When you see these three characteristics on a very 
profound level, with prajna wisdom supported by true meditative 
skill and moral virtue, then you realize the unconditioned reality 
of Nirvana. 

The reality that we experience, which is called samsara and 
includes all the many heavens and hells, all the phenomena of 
the universe, within all these different planes of existence––is 
ultimately a misexperience of Nirvana. The true, ultimate reality is 
Nirvana, which has no appearance, no beginning, no end, no space, 
no time, and is unformed, unborn, indestructible, etc. Because of 
ignorance, we misexperience Nirvana as samsara. This ignorance 
is not seeing the true nature of Samsara (the three characteristics 
of samsara mentioned above). So the purpose of Buddhism is just 
to remove that ignorance and then to realize the unconditioned 
reality of Nirvana. 

It’s important to keep in mind that for all of us monastics, 
the ultimate goal is to realize Nirvana. In the Mahayana we also 
want to help living beings. But Shifu has said many times that if 
a Bodhisattva himself hasn’t realized or experienced some degree 
of enlightenment (which means realizing Nirvana)––hasn’t really 
developed genuine prajna wisdom, then how can he truly save 
other living beings or other people? We’re like clay Bodhisattvas, 
who jump into the water to help somebody who’s drowning; 
because we’re made of clay we just melt or disappear because we 
don’t have any real ability to save anyone. Therefore, Shifu said 
that until you attain some genuine level of enlightenment, you 
really can’t teach the true Dharma. We have to have the experience 
of Nirvana. That’s a really big distinction from mere intellectual 
understanding, which is what I have. 

To be continued


