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Reflecting with Gratitude and Renewing with Vigor (continued)
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Ajahn Amaro(continued):

One of the reasons Master Hsuan Hua was so friendly
and interested in making a connection with Ajahn
Sumedho was because he was very impressed with the
standard of vinaya and discipline that we try to embody
in our community, and he wished to try to introduce
that into the community that he was part of. Master
Hua’s thought then served as a great encouragement to
us to be worthy of being an example.

During that time, also due to the visits of Reverend
Heng Sure and Heng Chao in 1983, a connection built
up. One of the things that really impressed us was that,
shortly after Ajahn Sumedho came back from that trip,
a check arrived in the mail from Master Hsuan Hua,
which contained the largest cash donation that the
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monastery had ever received. We weren't quite sure it was real
at first. We had never seen a check for five thousand dollars
before. We were very poor; we lived in a broken down Victorian
mansion that we were fixing up in slow stages. And so, it was a
very powerful way of Shrfu cementing (no pun intended) the
relationship between us, for it helped us do many repairs on
the building.

During those years, I became very inspired and did a lot of
wolfing down of those teachings published by DRBA, and I
tried to follow many of the standards that were kept within this
community [CTTB] as well as our own dhutanga practices.
This developed over a number of years. I kept the practice of
not lying down for several years and would observe many of
the food restrictions, and so forth. I cultivated these practices
covertly until I found myself becoming a kind of undercover
City of Ten Thousand Buddhas” monk.

During that time I was living up in the north. I had walked
from the monastery in the south of England via a winding route
all the way up to the monastery in the north, near the Scottish
border. And, at that time, I had some dreams of Shrfu, several
very clear, helpful, significant dreams of him. What I remember
of the first dream is this: he appeared very clearly and spoke, in
very good English and with an English accent, and what he said
was, “Bright, loud, and mobile is the false; subtle and indistinct
is the true.” And then I woke up — that is, from the dream, not
from samsara!

That really had an impact on me, I thought: what does that
mean? | reflected on it and had all kinds of ideas about what it
might be pointing to. But it was obviously a clear message. And
so I reflected and pursued the meaning of it. But it must have not
got through to me clearly enough; I say this now in retrospect,
but at the time I could only guess what that particular dream
was about. I now realize that it was pointing out that I was
attaching to the external characteristics of this tradition and
this community and these practices, and I wasn't really noticing
the essence, the subtle, indistinct part of the Dharma itself.

And, so, a little later on, I had another dream. Let me tell you
a story before I talk about the second dream. Ajahn Sumedho
had just come back from a visit to Thailand, and he was talking
about some travels that he had made there, visiting some of
the branch monasteries of northeast Thailand. And he also was
recounting when he'd been to visit the monastery of Luang
Por Kao in earlier years. I think he'd been traveling with Ajahn
Chah at that time.

On that occasion they were visiting a very old and venerable
disciple of Ajahn Mun, Luang Por Kao. He described how
when Luang Por was receiving visitors, he would give them
a wonderful Dharma talk, wonderful teachings on loving-
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kindness and wisdom. At the end of this wonderful Dharma
talk, lay people would ask for his spittoon, into which he
had been spitting his betel-nut juice. Along with this he had
been clipping his fingernails and had dropped them into the
spittoon, along with the saliva, juice from the betel nut, and
other kinds of garbage. He tried to persuade them that it
was much more important that they took the Dharma away
with them, and that this was really the only significant thing,
but they really wanted his garbage, to make it into kind of
mementos or sacred medallions for themselves.

So after the lay-people had left, he made this comment to
Ajahn Chah and Ajahn Sumedho: “You know, it is amazing,
isn’t it, how upside down living beings are. You offer them
these liberating teachings, and all they want are your leavings,
your debris. Aren't people strange?”

That was the story I heard prior to my second dream. I
dreamed of Shrfu again after hearing the story. Apparently, the
first dream was a bit too subtle, making it difficult for me to
get the point. Shrfu perhaps knew that I needed something
louder. So, in the second dream I had, Shrfu appeared, again
very clearly, he looked at me, and said, again in very good
English, “Do you want my toenails?” and then disappeared. I
woke up from that one and I thought, “Ah, right.” I think I am
beginning to get the message here.

I realized that it was a very helpful teaching that I was being
offered, for I was attaching to these external forms and practices,
while overlooking what the heart of these practices leads to and
helps to awaken, which is the only truly significant thing. It
also pointed to the suggestion that it was more important for
me to be true to my own practices, my own traditions, and
my own community rather than trying to have some kind of
surreptitious, secret and alternative monastic life that I had to
keep hidden from everyone else around me. Shrfu’s appearances
in these dreams were saying: “Wake up. What are you doing?
You don’t have to be some kind of undercover monk. Don't
cultivate this stupid attitude of secrecy. Just do what you do as
a monk of the southern school, and you will be fine.”

So in the year after that I had a much more balanced practice.
Also, from 1990 on, I had the chance to visit California; and
we had the idea of opening a branch monastery. Thus, during
those years, I would come from England for a few months,
and travel in the United States and teach. And, during those
times, I was very honored and happy to have the chance to
come and pay respect to Shrfu and to visit here, the City of
Ten Thousand Buddhas and also the other branches of DRBA
that had opened up.

During those years the Bay Area community that was
inviting us gathered together the resources, and established the
organization, to help a branch monastery to open. However,
we had had some difficulties in our community in Britain, in
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the form of people leaving the robes, and so there
was some uncertainty whether we were really ready
to open up a new monastery or not, or whether
people would want to wait until the Sangha got a
bit more settled.

It wasn’t until 1995, when we had a meeting at
Amaravati in England, and the community finally
decided that things seemed to be more settled and
that we could take up the invitation of the lay
community in California. This meant we had the
green light for the project and that we could start
looking for land, in order that we could open up
a new branch monastery there. That meeting took
place on May 31st in 1995.

On the morning of June 1st, the next day, one
of the senior monks called me to his room and
said, “We just got a called from Ajahn Sumedho in
California. He’s been down in Long Beach visiting
Master Hua, who's really sick but, nevertheless, he
just offered us a hundred and twenty acres of land in Northern California.
What do you think of that?”

My first thought was: “Master Hua is pretty quick.” Less than a day after
we got permission to look for land, he provides it — from his deathbed.
Reverend Heng Sure was there at that time, with Ajahn Sumedho, and he
could tell probably a little bit more of the story. [Reverend Heng Sure adds
during translation: Shrfu was in the wardroom, very sick at that time, and
yet he requested Ajahn Sumedho to come to Los Angeles. I accompanied
Ajahn Sumedho to Los Angeles. Shrfu asked Ajahn Sumedho about his
willingness to accept the land. Ajahn Sumedho consented, and was extremely
happy.] It was a wonderful gift from Shrfu to help us to start a monastery
and the outcome was, exactly one year later, on June 1st, 1996, we opened
up Abhayagiri, and we've existed in a close and fruitful friendship with
Wanfocheng, the City of Ten Thousand Buddhas, and the other branch
monasteries, very gratefully ever since. Some people might say, “Oh...
come on!” because they know that 'm somewhat prone to exaggeration
and hyperbole, but it’s absolutely true, that’s the way it was. Master Hsuan
Hua was extremely ill at that time and so it was even more amazing that the
gift was made, right at that very moment.

Today is a day to reflect upon gratitude and renewal. Abhayagiri
Monastery’s presence in our beautiful quiet valley, and the very fact that we
could be here and have established ourselves to the degree that we have is
very much due to the generosity and extraordinary kindness of Venerable
Master Hsuan Hua, and also to the timing of his gift. Towards Shrfu, our
gratitude is immense and we have tried to do our best to repay that gratitude
by doing what left-home people are supposed to do, through living in a way
that Shrfu would be pleased to see, through conducting ourselves according
to the precepts and vinaya, in a way that honors his own faith and generosity,
his kindness in making the gift to our community.

$07To be continued
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Bhikkhus from Abhayagiri Monastery attend a special lecture at Dharma Realm
Buddhist University on 2009.
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