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Master first started teaching
Americans,
told him that this is an

someone

impossible task. I am an
American, born and raised
in the San Francisco Bay
Area. Although I have made
many serious and not-so-
serious mistakes in the past
and will make many more
in the future, I can firmly
and confidently say that
the Venerable Master has
taught and transformed me
in many ways. He has been
my teacher in the past and
in the present, and he will be
my teacher throughout all of
future time until I myself
embody  the  Wonderful
Dharma Lotus Flower Sutra
and the power of Guan Shi
Yin Bodhisattva. Only then
will T truly be able to help
him in his work.
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The Story of Buddhist Council in 1980’s

A talk given by Roger Kellermen in the Buddha Hall at CTTB on June 19, 2010
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We are here this weekend for
the 15th anniversary of the
Venerable Master’s Nirvana,
which will be celebrated
tomorrow. Tonight I would
like to talk about the origins
of the Buddhist Council,
which could never have come
about without the Venerable
Master’s guidance.

First let's go back to 1979:
in those days the population
of CTTB was about 40.
One day at the meeting, the
Venerable Master mentioned
that he had heard that
Vietnamese boat people who
were escaping from Vietnam
as refugees had been denied
safe landing off the coast of
Malaysia. They were being
told to turn their boats
around and head back into
the ocean, and that they
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were undergoing too much suffering--suffering within suffering. These
people had lost all their possessions, their families, and their country, and
now they had to continue to search for a safe place to take asylum. The
Venerable Master said: "Look! We have such a huge place here--we should
be able to do something to help these poor people.”

At that time in America, there were twelve volunteer organizations that
could bring such people as refugees into America. Most of them were
Christian organizations--both Protestant and Catholic. Within what
seemed to be a short period of time, we became the thirteenth volunteer
organization to apply to the government for a permit to do this work.
We called our organization the Buddhist Council for the Rescue and
Resettlement of Refugees.

The theory was really simple: we could rotate the families. The families
would stay at the City for about four months. We brought the refugees to
CTTB and gave the parents job training. There were two main areas that
we offered training in--gardening and janitorial work. Then we settled
them in another part of the country where we had offices, so that they
wouldn’t impact California. While they were here, the children attended
our schools and learned some English. Each family moved from CTTB
to the job they had been trained for, and then their place was filled by
another family. And so they kept rotating through. The building that is
just west of here, Bodhi House, where lay women are staying now, was
the Buddhist Council Building. At any one time we had as many as 140
people living there, both children and adults.

I was meant to be the director of the ESL (English as a Second Language)
program. The only trouble was that I had never taught ESL before. This
was indicative of the Venerable Master's way of doing things. With the
Venerable Master, everything was on-the-job training. We didn’t know
how to do alot of things--but when you're thrown into the deep end of the

swimming pool, you learn to swim very quickly. “You don’t know how to

teach English?
Well, just try
your best.”

I can still
remember
when the
first refugees
came, because
their arrival
started really
slowly  with
at first only
one or two
families.
The amazing
thing to me
was that they
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had all their possessions in one plastic bag. The first family came through
a refugee camp in Thailand. After escaping Vietnam, they had gone to
that Refugee Camp, and the Red Cross has given them a few things there.
Basically, these people had lost everything. All they had in the world was
now in one plastic bag.

This reveals another aspect of the Venerable Master's way of doing
things. You want to learn about suffering? Well, you don’t have to go out
to see it, he will bring it here--and for the first time you will see what
suffering really is. We heard really horrible stories about how these families
escaped their home country where they had possessions, houses, and jobs,
all of which disappeared in the blink of an eye. Then they arrived here at
our doorstep with nothing.

The program got going quite slowly--first there was one family, then
two, then three. The third to come was the Khanh family. The whole
family came. I remember teaching English to all of them--to Mr. Khanh
Giang, his wife, and his children--back in 1980. He has been here at the
City of the Ten Thousand Buddhas ever since. Because we had limited
resources in the adult division, we sent the kids to our boys and gitls
school where there was more room for them to have English classes.

As I mentioned earlier, we taught the adults janitorial and gardening
skills. This training was arranged through the county, which provided us
with instructors. Little by little the program developed. We started to take
in not only Vietnamese but also Cambodian and Laotian people--and
they all brought with them their tales of suffering, their tales of how they
lost everything. It was particularly difficult for the Cambodian people: to
get there they had to walk across the country. I remember one child both
of whose parents had been murdered. He had lost them and was all alone
in the world. All he had was the City of The Thousand Buddhas.

This refugee program was made possible by the Venerable Master’s
kind-heartedness. I don’t think any of us would have come up with it on
our own, because in the beginning there were about 40 people running
CTTB, and we were not equipped to care for refugees without reallocating
our resources. While the refugees were staying here, we tried to teach
them about Buddhism. We taught them how to recite the name of Guan
Yin Bodhisattva, who rescues all living beings. These poor people had lost
everything and through our blessings, through the blessings of CTTB,
they were able to receive some comfort before they started out on a new
life in America.
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