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A Dharma talk by Dharma Master Heng Sure at Longquan Monastery
in China on December 11, 2009

X —# 3% Translated into English by Wang Yidan

I am a Westerner. In the West, Buddhism is new. Most people already have
a religion with a different set of beliefs. So the question is, "How do you
introduce Buddhism to Westerners?" I live in a branch monastery near
the City of Ten Thousand Buddhas. In addition to doing the morning
and evening recitations and other activities in the temple everyday like all
monks do, I am also a university professor. I teach a course called Buddhist
Christian Dialogue. How can Buddhism be introduced through inter-
religious dialogue? First, the goal of the dialogue cannot be to convert
everybody to identical beliefs. Making everybody believe completely the
same thing is impossible. Look at the serene and beautiful scenery on the
mountain of Longquan Monastery. On the mountain, the trees are not of
one kind. There are morning cypresses, pine trees, Chinese scholar trees,
oak trees and so on. They grow prosperously because they mix and match.
Religions are the same way. If we can be friendly neighbors — if we can
communicate well and share a mutual respect — then we've achieved our
goal. This is part of the progress toward world peace.

I was originally a Christian and I grew up in a Christian family. Many
people have asked me how a Westerner with blue eyes came to know about
Buddhism. I started to learn Chinese by studying the basic characters.
When I was 13 years old, my aunt was a journalist in Washington, D.C.
She is my mother's oldest sister. Her work was to get involved with all
the Asian performances and expositions in the Washington area and
afterward write an article about her experience. At one point a Chinese
painter held an exhibition in Washington. The museum printed a catalog
of all his paintings and included his inscriptions written with a Chinese
writing brush. My aunt sent the catalog to me in Ohio as a birthday gift.
When I opened the catalog and saw the Chinese characters, my heart was
captivated, fascinated. Surprisingly, the characters seemed familiar to me.

As a 13-year-old, I watched television every day, played baseball and
sang along with the songs on the radio. I had not had the opportunity
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to experience any Chinese culture. But when I saw these characters, I felt
strangely attracted to the language. Though I did not fully understand, I
knew different strokes had different meanings. I looked horizontally and
vertically. I did not understand, but I still wanted to look. I told myself I
ought to learn about them.

I went to the public library close to my house. The library had books on
Asian religion. It had Laozi's Daodejing and The Sixth Patriarch’s Dharma
Jewel Platform Sutra. The books were in Chinese with English translations.
When I opened them, I felt suddenly happy. One side was Chinese and
on the other side was the English translation, so I could compare the two
languages. There was the character A for ‘person’, there was the character
— for ‘one’. It was great! I felt thrilled. Of course I would read the words in
English and then compare them with the Chinese. When I read 7he Sixth
Patriarch’s Dharma Jewel Platform Sutra, 1 felt as though the Sixth Patriarch
was someone I had known. It was marvelous. How could it be real? I simply
had never heard about Buddhism. Why did I feel like I'd known the Sixth
Patriarch? Why did the sutra feel so familiar? It was an unbelievable feeling.
I felt like I had just had a conversation over the telephone. In any case, I felt
the sutra and Chinese were worth studying. And I started studying from
that point forward.

I got to know Master Hua and began studying under him while I was
working on a Master’s degree in Chinese and Buddhist Studies at the
University of California, Berkeley. I first visited Gold Mountain Monastery
in 1972, and there I met Westerners who were already ordained. The
sound of the wooden fish and the smell of incense felt familiar to me. Gold
Mountain had been reconstructed from an old broken-down factory. It
was not like Longquan Monastery with its big Liao Dynasty temple and its
thousand-year history.

Gold Mountain didn't really resemble a Buddhist temple, but when I
heard the bells ringing and the monks and nuns chanting, it felt like home.
So I took the Three Refuges in 1973. Then I participated in Buddhist
summer courses in 1974. I shaved my head in 1975 and was ordained in
1976. It has already been 33 years.

Master Hua gave Dharma talks every night. On Saturdays and Sundays,
he lectured twice. So you could listen to his talks nine times a week.
All the talks had to be translated into English because there are many
English speakers here. So I studied Chinese in America by listening to
his Manchurian accent. Someone asked me once, "Dharma Master Sure,
it's unbelievable! Why do you have a Manchurian accent when you speak
Chinese? Sometimes you sound Eastern, sometimes you sound Western;
you have a mixture of accents." Anyway, that was when I first got to know
Guanyin Bodhisattva.

Today I'll talk about how religions in the West and religions in the East
are all kind and compassionate in different ways.

Take a look at who is in this photo. Is that Guanyin Bodhisattva? Does
that child look like Sudhana? You might say they look a little bit alike and
they look different. Who are they? That’s Jesus and that’s the Virgin Mary.
Take a look at Mary’s right hand. Do those look like prayer beads? Yes, very
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similar. What does the child have in his hand? It looks like another set of
prayer beads. Mary appears to be very benevolent.

The Catholic Church in the photo has a history of fulfilling people’s
wishes for the past 1,300 years. If your relatives are sick, you can light a
candle for them here. If you live far away from the church and you can
go yourself, you can send a letter and ask the priest to light a candle for
you. Candles are lit in the church every day of the year. Around one
million people go to pray in this church each year. You can send a letter
even if you are overseas. Or if you're stranded on an island, you can write
your wish on a piece of paper, put it into a bottle, and throw the bottle
into the sea. You have the hope the bottle will flow to the church. And
what’s the latest method? E-mail. The church receives a large amount
of e-mails every day. When people are lighting the candles and praying
inside the church, the atmosphere is filled with compassion, awe and
hope for mercy. When I was in there, I felt that Guanyin Bodhisattva and
the Virgin Mary possessed the same compassionate heart.

So are they going to steal our Bodhisattva, or are we going to claim
their Saint? We can’t approach it like that. The point is every person’s
heart has a need for kindness and compassion. Mother Mary, the Holy
Blessed Virgin, is a reflection of kindness and compassion, as is Guanyin
Bodhisattva. Know who we are, our hearts are seeking the same thing--
compassion and the feeling of connection, or empathy. We don't need to
nit-pick and dispute over the minor details.

Guanyin Bodhisattva was called “Thus Come One Light of Proper
Dharma’ in the past. Although he had already attained Buddhahood,
he actually did not want living beings to suffer, so he appeared as a
Bodhisattva and returned to this world with his past vows. He rescues
those who suffer when he hears their sounds. Guanyin Bodhisattva, while
still a Buddha, knows if he appeared as a Buddha with thirty-two major
physical characteristics and eighty minor characteristics, then people
could not approach him easily. So he shows up as a Bodhisattva who
resembles a loving and kind mother to save all living things. Therefore,
Guanyin Bodhisattva is like our friend.

Do you know there are many names of Guanyin Bodhisattva? What
is the name in Sanskrit? In Tibetan? In Vietnamese? Does anyone know
in Korean? How about Vietnamese? I can almost say the Vietnamese
correctly because I practice. In Cantonese? In Taiwanese? In Japanese? Or
in English? Most of the names are “Guanyin," which is easy to pronounce
in English. Guanyin Bodhisattva has other names: the Bodhisattva Who
Observes the Sounds of the World, Goddess of Mercy, Goddess of Mercy
Buddha, Mother Goddess, Amitabha Buddha's Foremost Disciple among
the Western Three Sages, Guanyin Bodhisattva with a Thousand Hands
and a Thousand Eyes, and also, Guanyin Bodhisattva with the Power to
Bestow Children. How many of you were sent by Guanyin Bodhisattva?
Yes, right! Do not forget to be thankful to the one who brought you to
this world. Other names are: Avalokiteshvara Bodhisattva, Fish-Basket
Guanyin and Giver of Courage Bodhisattva — many, many names.

$0To be continued



