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Epstein: You studied with Buddhist and Hindu teachers
already; what was it about Shr Fu, what was your impression
of Shr Fu that made you want to stay and take refuge with
him?

Josephson: That’s a really good question and I think it has
to do with whom we have conditions with. It’s like the way
you always recognize who your mother is, no matter how
many other people are kind to you. As you pass through in
life you meet many people and you meet very kind people
and people who love you a lot, yet you still know who your
mother is. And I met some great yogis, some of the best
minds in the world, and you know who you're seeing is
really enlightened or has great knowledge and wisdom, but
at the same time, you may realize that that’s not where your
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conditions are and that’s not going to unlock things for you.
Because if we read about the lives of many monks who have
called on many great Chan masters, the Chan master will
sometimes tell the monk, “I can’t really help you, because
we don’t have conditions. But if you go to such and such
a temple or place, you'll meet such and such a master with
whom you have conditions and there you should stay.”

I knew the writing on the wall; my conditions were there
with the Master. It was confirmed and never changed. I left
Shrfu 25 years ago and I met many teachers since, but the
Master was always like a mother, very nurturing and caring,
as well as a teacher. I come from a teacher; I have a teacher. I
received other teachings but I never separate . . . in my mind,
there’s a strong sense of identity with my teacher.

Epstein: So in those early days, did you get any pointers on
what direction you should be going from Shrfu, nonverbally,
about what you should be doing at the monastery?

Josephson: I had meditated many, many hours all day in
Hawaii, then went to India and meditated all day there too
fora couple of years. Coming to Gold Mountain, I meditated
a little bit there too. My first really important instructions
came not from Shrfu or some enlightened person, but from
somebody who said one sentence that turned my whole world
upside down and made me realize right away in an instant,
that all my practice was completely wrong; I had the wrong
view and the wrong motivation. I remember the incident
very well. I was in a small basement at Gold Mountain. I
was in the wood-working room polishing a coconut bowl,
or cutting it or something, because I was going to eat one
bowl of food a day so I decided, well, let me make a coconut
bowl. I thought that was a good idea. I was down there with
my coconut bowl. Guo Gui (Alan Nicholson) was there. I
had only been there a few days. I don’t even think Shrfu had
arrived yet. This was very early on when I had only been
there three or four days I guess, maybe a week. I said to him,
“Why are you here?” He said to me, “I'm here to end birth
and death.”

I thought it was all about becoming a great yogi,
becoming enlightened, about being a fantastic meditator
and yogi and everything. I had read in texts about getting
off the wheel and everything. But somehow it never sunk
in until he said, “I'm here to end birth and death.” It wasn’t
anything glamorous. I wasn’t gonna be a star or anything.
I never associated enlightenment with birth and death; I
just associated enlightenment with being a great yogi and
really feeling cool about it. Somehow when he said, “I'm
here to end birth and death,” it was so dry; there was no
ego behind it, no sense of recognition or anything. It was so
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humble and so earthy and so positive, so much deeper than
anything I had thought about because I was more like an
arrow shooting, going very fast but without a target at all,
developing maybe some concentration skills but not really
having any direction. Alan really had a direction. He was
there to end birth and death. I realized right then that that
was more profound than anything I'd heard from anyone I'd
met, any practitioner or yoga bum or meditator. No one had
ever said anything that made as much sense to me. I realized
that actually my practice, my motivation, wasn't right. It all
kind of clicked into place. When I was in the Himalayas I
was meditating all day. The lama with whom I was having
discussions every night knew that I was meditating every day
and he used to say, “balu gom” which means bear meditation.
“Youre just hibernating like a Himalayan bear.” It never
struck me, you know, that I was too much wrapped into
accomplishing something; becoming enlightened without
really understanding what enlightenment really is.

What Guo Gui (Alan Nicholson) said was simple
and profound. He helped me to realize that the path to
enlightenment is serious business, about ending birth and
death, and erased my picture of being a great yogi. I saw that
my ambition of being a yogi was a big ego trip and that the
motivation I had was upside down and blocking my chances
of achieving that goal.

I think that’s the most important teaching I received at
Gold Mountain in those early days, in those few words: “I
am here to end birth and death.” What came after that was
Shrfu revealing how you do that, a complete path. Alan had
the direction; it was Shrfu that showed how to do it. But of
course, there’s a big difference between hearing a teaching
and doing it. How do you end birth and death? One thing
is for certain, that being around the Master who has such
great accomplishment made me realize that the goal was
achievable. Before I met Shrfu I seized the goal of becoming
a yogi, but a yogi without substance. After living with the
Master I wanted to become a true yogi of substance. Shrfu’s
example made me realize that I could accomplish that.
I think that if I had been studying with anyone else but
Shrfu, I would not have thought of the goal as attainable.
If I had been at the San Francisco Zen Center with Suzuki
Roshi or Baker Roshi, it would’ve just seemed unattainable
and I would’ve continued some kind of deluded meditation.
So Shrfu taught in ways much more than what he says, his
actions and his way of being, every movement he made spoke
Buddhism, spoke the Dharma.



