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The Tale of the Dragon that Greeted the Pilgrimage Monks

After a year and half in Hong Kong, translating the sutra text

of the Bodhisattva Precepts and co-lecturing on the Lozus Sutra
to the Master’s disciples at the Hong Kong Buddhist Lecture
Hall, I received permission from the Master in spring of 1974
to return to the States and move up to a tiny cabin on the
newly acquired Skagit River retreat land near Marblemount,
Washington. This was precisely the same piece of prospective
monastery property toward which Bhikshus Heng Ju and Heng
Yo had been progressing in their one-thousand-mile, three-step,
one-bow pilgrimage begun some time earlier in San Francisco.

My aim in going to the Marblemount property had been to
develop a stronger meditation and sutra study practice such as
only a genuinely solitary retreat situation would allow. I was
also preparing the Marblemount site for an inspection tour by
the Master, during which he could more closely evaluate the
suitability of the small river-side acreage for construction of a
larger monastic meditation facility.

My life there, at the time, consisted of many hours of
meditation and reading; a little roaming around in search of
wild nettles to serve as vegetables with simple meals of home-
made chapatis and lentils. Later in the day, I worked a couple
hours with the machete and chainsaw, opening up pathways
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for access to all parts of the property.

It was mid-summer of 1974, when Bhikshus Heng Ju and
Heng Yo were finally due to arrive. The morning that they did
indeed reach the end of their journey, bowing all the way to that
tiny riverside cabin, we cut up some store-bought vegetables
purchased especially for the occasion, and made a simple lunch.
Then, at my suggestion, we set out on a 20 mile celebratory trip
up to the deserted Forest Service fire lookout cabin on the very
summit of Sauk Mountain.

My idea had been to treat these two pilgrimage monks to a
fabulous view of the sea of snowy mountain peaks, forming the
North Cascades Range, along with a view west to Puget Sound.

The weather that day was perfectly clear, and the moon
was due to come up full to illuminate the beautiful landscape
stretched out beneath us in all four directions from this 5,000-
foot high vantage point.

I had climbed up Sauk Mountain before and knew, since
we could drive all but the last thousand feet of switch-back
trail climbing. It wouldnt be too strenuous, and there would
be a fabulously fine view to greet us, allowing us to see the
snowy mountain peaks to the north, east, and south while also
enjoying a view out west all the way to Puget Sound.

Sure enough, we got to the top of the mountain in plenty
of time for the sunset and the rising of the full moon. There
were no clouds in the sky, except way out, hovering over Puget
Sound. As the sunset developed, a thin but very broad swath
of clouds appeared out of nowhere, slowly roiling in a range
of fuchsia-pink, burnt orange, gold, and luminous white hues.

As we sat there on top of the flat roof of the lookout station,
meditating and preparing to spend the night, the clouds very
quickly uncoiled into an absolutely unmistakable south-facing
dragon, stretched out across an otherwise cloudless Puget Sound
sky. It was perfect in every detail right down to the whiskers,
long tail, and claws. And it looked so very, very much like the
incredibly life-like dragon which the Master had made with
his own hands at Cixing Monastery on Hong Kong’s Lantau
Island.

I was of course very familiar with that dragon as I had spent
most of the previous year, living within a few hundred feet of
the Master’s sculpture that he had placed there to tame the
Cixing Monastery fengshui.

As we sat there staring at the view, Heng Ju, Heng Yo, and I
were all simultaneously jaw-drop startled and enchanted with
this huge and perfect dragon stretched across the western sky,
with the bright, white full moon overhead, and the glowing
snowy mountain peaks around us.

Then the most surprising thing happened: This completely
clear moonlit sky all of a sudden clouded over rapidly and
completely, a fact which, to this very day, I'd swear has to
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be an absolute meteorological
impossibility. And then, the sky
just opened up, and all of a sudden
deluging rain cut loose in furiously
drenching torrents, driving all three
of us quickly off the roof of the fire
lookout, down into the still-intact
ranger cabin where we chatted well
into the night, wondering if what
we had just seen could possibly have
happened.

The next day, I drove the
two pilgrimage monks back to
civilization. And so ends the amazing
little tale of the writhing dragon
which greeted the two pilgrimage
monks at the end of their arduous
thousand-mile journey, all the way
from San Francisco to Marblemount,
Washington.
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