Marty’s Journal
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Excerpted from Lots of Time Left by Martin Verhoeven, Ph.D.
hHEF1H L F2% Translated into Chinese by Charng-Ching Lin, Ph.D.

When newcomers come to Gold Mountain Dhyana Monastery
in San Francisco and encounter the teaching and practice of the
genuine Buddhadharma, it is not only unfamiliar sights and sounds
that they are likely to experience. Unusual events are likely to take
place within them themselves. In each case, whether intense or
mild, gradual or sudden, these inner responses can lead to a turning
toward the good, a growth in vigor and peace of mind, and a resolve
to realize enlightenment.

Born in Wisconsin in 1946, Marty grew up in a close-knit Catholic
tamily. His parents were as sensitive, decent, and happy adults who
inspired their children to investigate the world of the mind. As
for his high school years, they were outstanding. He was an honor
student, a star athlete, and the student council president. He was
on the highway to success in professional society. But even then
he made it clear that walking the unquestioned, ordinary road was
not to be his destiny. After high school, he nearly entered novice
training under the Christian Brothers, only changing his mind at
the last minute.

At the University of Wisconsin, Marty earned a B.A. and M.A.
in History and won a Ford Foundation Fellowship for further
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graduate studies. While a student, he began to experiment
with alternative lifestyles and engage in different realities. He
became proficient in martial arts, traveled to Japan and Korea,
and earned a black belt in Korean karate. In addition, he offered
his time and compassion as a friend and counselor to mentally
ill and emotionally disturbed children.

Marty’s dissatisfaction with surface-level life and his decision
to abandon his degree and dissolve his eight-year-old marriage
reflected the depth of his need to discover the source of his
own thoughts and to know the reasons behind the suffering he
saw in the world. Increasing restlessness compelled him toward
fast motorcycle rides, backpacking trips alone in the mountains,
and other dangerous experiments. “I death-tripped for a time,”
he described himself at that time, “pushing myselt' closer
and closer to the edge of sanity and reality. [ was trying to
reduce my ego and find my true self-nature at any cost. Thank
goodness I had the sense to stop this self-destructive nonsense
before I did any permanent damage to my body.”

In 1975 and 1976, Marty lived in Berkeley, where he taught
Taijiquan at the Wen Wu School and worked in a day care
center. An announcement of a Great Compassion Mantra
recitation session drew him to Gold Mountain Monastery, and
this was where his cultivation of the Way would truly begin.

Decision to go to Gold Mountain

March, 1976

I had just returned to the Taiji studio after an hour of standing
meditation in a nearby field. While drinking a cup of tea, I noticed
anannouncement poster fora Great Compassion Mantra Recitation
Session at San Francisco’s Gold Mountain Monastery. When I came
to the part that said “a thousand eyes observe, a thousand ears hear
all, a thousands hands help and support living beings everywhere,”
I started to shake and tremble. It felt like shivers, but all over, the
kind that make your nose and eyes burn and sting just before tears
come. Surprised and thrown off a bit, I decided to read it again.
Same thing happened at the exact same lines. I decided to attend
the session, knowing nothing of sitting meditation, chanting, and
Chan, and despite the strange and austere looking monks and nuns
on the poster. All that week before the session, those lines from
the poster were stuck in the mind. I found myself unconsciously
hearing them and consciously echoing them.

Great Compassion Session

April 9, 1976

The day I scheduled to go to Gold Mountain, three women
friends (including my former wife) call with invitations for events
happening at the same time. I turn them down, but wonder at
the coincidence. I arrive at the monastery and balk, afraid to go
in (see weird-looking, shaven-headed Sangha members and the
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stark simplicity of the building — a converted mattress factory.) I
remember the shaking while reading the poster, and I enter the
door and sign in. Almost immediately the déja vus begin. First, I
experience them with the people there, and then with the colors,
the ceremonies, the smells, and so forth. I feel at home, familiar.
April 10, 1976

See shining blue lotus flower while meditating after chanting.
Resist all the bowing, especially to the Abbot. Seems too guru-ish

and acquiescent.

April 12, 1976

Sutra lecture: I feel as if the Abbot is talking directly to me. The
lecture and the commentary expose my very thoughts, and they
suit my present situation to a tee. See the light, bow to the Abbot.
Feel relieved, disarmed.

As T sit listening to the lecture on the Avatamsaka Sutra, the
Abbot adds to his commentary words to this effect: “Some
people come to Buddhism with the misconception that they are
enlightened already, or that their knowledge and learning place
them above everyone else. They come to the Way-place looking
to be recognized, honored, placed on a pedestal. They are full of
themselves; looking to wear a high hat, or to be crowned with a
high hat. How pitiful! They come to a mountain of jewels, but
leave empty-handed. I will tell you: arrogance is an obstacle; it’s like
a poison. You are so full of self that there’s no room for any Dharma
to enter. Hah! And worst of all one who is afflicted with arrogance
thinks, “I alone am pure and blameless.””

As the Abbot speaks these words, I feel extremely self-conscious
and uncomfortable, as if he is talking right to me. Yet, how can this
be? He does not even know me; we have never talked, and only met
a few days ago. Then I realize that I have met a person who knows
me better than I know myself. I am in fact arrogant, and never saw
it, never acknowledged it. His words penetrate right to my heart. I
feel both ashamed and strangely freed. I think to myself, “Anyone
who can know me better and truer than I know myself, I could
bow to,” even though I resisted bowing from the very moment I
entered the door of the monastery. So, when the lecture ends and
everyone is paying their respects to the Abbot as he sits in a chair in
the back of the hall, I slip in behind the last people in the rear (so as
not to be noticed by the Abbot) and bow three times. Suddenly the
Abbot cranes his neck to look at me directly with a strangely kind
and ironic smile. “How does it feel?” he asks. I am sure I blushed,
and suddenly found myself without words.

Decision to Take Refuge
April 15, 1976

Déja vus stronger now, more frequent and longer lasting. While

bowing to the Buddhas in what seems an incredibly drawn-out
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and boring ritual, an ineffable thing happens: in the space of a
very few minutes my entire life reels by — flashes before me. Every
event, every person, every trauma passes in vivid, detailed clarity.
And most inconceivably, it all leads right to the present, to where I
am bowing on this cushion. I am right where I am supposed to be,
right where I had to be. I am back without having ever left. It felt
like a timeless, unending déja vu, only clearer, more complete with
no vagueness. It all made sense. If felt like the kids game of groping
around a dark room and trying to tell by textures, size, and location
what the objects in the room are. Then after guessing someone
switches on the light and Oh, of course! That’s what it was! And
that was the clock, that was the pillow, the broom; and now I see.
The experience is difficult to express.

The Abbot had been walking around the assembly and was now
seated in his chair in the rear of the Buddhahall. Bhikshus Heng
Kuan and Heng Sure were talking with him. I went back to speak
with the Abbot because that was the only thing that felt right to
do. He was the only person whom I wanted to try to tell about my
experience. I could barely talk. I felt all choked-up, embarrassed
and totally unhinged. I finally managed to say that I wanted to take
refuge in the Triple Jewel — to become a disciple. All the Abbot did
was to smile and say, “ITry your best.”

I then went upstairs to my room and sat on the edge of the bed. I
began to cry uncontrollably, crying like I have never cried before or
since. Why cry when I felt so filled with joy? Partly it was a feeling
of joy because everything was so pure and clear, with no end and
no beginning. There were no walls, no limits, and no confusion,
no past and no future. But it was also a feeling of shame for all the
stupid and hateful energies I had set in motion in the past. In part
I felt gratitude for all the countless numbers of people who were
sacrificing for me, who were extending kindness to me, protecting
me and teaching me. How could I even begin to repay their
kindness? I felt overwhelming feelings of selfishness, inadequacy,
and guilt. Finally I cried tears of fear and sadness which were
prompted by a vision of what was to come. And over all, I felt a
pure and peaceful emptiness. I felt at home and nowhere.

Note: After ten months of cultivation as a Buddhist layman, he
took the ten major and forty-eight minor Bodhisattva Precepts
and made new vows to support his cultivation. In April of 1977,
he moved into Gold Mountain Monastery in preparation for the
tulfillment of his vow to accompany, aid, and protect Bhikshu
Heng Sure on his “Three Step One Bow” pilgrimage from Los
Angeles to the City of Ten Thousand Buddhas, 110 miles north
of San Francisco. The journey began on May 7, 1977. Later,
Marty was granted permission to enter monastic life. His head
was shaved and he received the ten novice precepts. His new
name was Heng Chau.
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