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Participating in the Summer Session

I went to the summer session in 1970. I believe it was the third
summer session, and the topic was the Lotus Sutra. Shifu [the
Master] lectured the Losus Sutra twice a day. It was very tough.
We spent the day at the temple on Waverly Place. At night, the
women traveled across town to stay at a house. I dont know
where the men stayed. It was a very vigorous schedule. I think we
got there around six in the morning. Some of the women would
get up earlier at the residence where we were staying, which I
usually tried not to do. The program went until after nine. We
would go back (to the residence) where there would be a lunch.
In the evening if you needed some food, there would be some
food — maybe a little fruit or something. One meal a day seemed

really hard for me.
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When I went, I thought perhaps I was going to leave home. We
were meditating seven hours a day, and Shifu was giving two lectures
a day most days, after lunch and then at night. It was very strenuous.
When we were meditating, Heng Chih Shi and Heng Yin Shi were off
transcribing the lectures, which were taped. They were typing all day.
They were working really, really hard. I found it very, very hard to do
seven hours (of meditation) a day, but I had made a resolution that I
was going to stay for three months. So I did. About half way through,
I took refuge. Shifu gave me the name, Guo-Xu; the Xu means ‘must.’

In terms of meditation experience and taking the precepts, the 1970
summer session completely changed my life. I got much calmer, more
focused, more able to do things and accomplish things. I ended up
majoring in Buddhist studies. I got my Bachelor’s in what was called
Religious Studies, but it was actually Buddhist studies and Chinese;
and I got a Master’s Degree in what was called South and Southeast
Asian Studies, but is was really Sanskrit. My life continued to get
better.

Taking My Mother Across

During that summer, my Mother, who had just been divorced and
was having a really rough time, came one night to visit. The only
way she could see me would be to come to the temple, so she came
to the lecture one night. Shifu was lecturing on the story of his first
disciples. Do you remember that story? There were two men — were
they brothers, uncle or nephew? They were related. One had this
dream that this monk came to his house, and he (the disciple) had
this pigskin on his head. The monk peeled off the pigskin.

He might have been a butcher or something. However, it was
significant about the pigskin. The next day, Shifu showed up. The
man recognized this monk from his dream. He needed him to help
him. He asked Shifu if he could be his disciple. Shifu did not have
disciples at that time. He said he wouldnt take any disciples. So the
man said, “I am going to kneel until you take me as your disciple.” He
was really pleading with Shifu. I think both of the men knelt. Shifu
said, “No, No, No,” and quite a bit of time went by, a day or two.
Their knees got really sore, and Shifu took pity on them.

My mother came in when Shifu was telling the story. She has a
Jewish background and, unbeknownst to me (or anyone), she had
eaten pork for dinner. I had been sort of a vegetarian for a long time.
My mother had tried to discourage me. She came to me after the
lecture and said, “He knows.” I said, “He knows what?” “He knows
I had pork for dinner.” I said, “Oh. Hmm.” From that time, she
became a disciple and a vegetarian. Her Dharma name is Guo-Ming.
It’s the Ming that means inscription. My sister, her husband, and their
daughter all became disciples and vegetarians. The daughter hadnt
been born yet. From then on, it really made a huge difference for my
whole family.

In a funny sort of way, I thought my mother was going through a
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difficult time in her life. Shifu’s words simply help “cross
her over” that first night. I was almost upset about it. I had
tried to talk to my mother all this time about things. She
comes, Shifu gives one lecture, and she’s “crossed over.” I
can't explain it. But that was it!! I think she has conditions
with Buddhism. Shifu did say something about my family
having good roots. She was going through some difficult
times in her life, but things started getting better after she

became a disciple.

How Great the Master Is!

I saw Shifu as a person of great wisdom and spiritual
accomplishment. He just radiated that. He was somebody
that I could trust and who could help me. He was a
Buddhist. At that time, I didnt understand Buddhism
very well, but for me it resonated much better than other
religions to which I had been exposed. Buddhism seemed
to make much more sense. Everything I learned about it really made
sense to me. I felt comfortable with it. Shifu would say that people have
different conditions. He often said people who were drawn to him had
conditions with him, and other people wouldn’t notice him at all, or
run away. They didn’t have conditions with him.

Shifu was a role model. He was not selfish. He wasn't out for himself in
any way, and you could just see that. He said that if you approach somebody
as a teacher, you should look at what he does, not just what he says.

He was completely kind, generous and compassionate. He wasn’t way
up there on some pedestal. We could not speak Chinese, sometimes
we communicated with Shi Fu through translation, but sometimes we
just spoke in English. He did not need a lot of words to get his point
across. That was one of his great skills. During that time, there werent
a lot of people around, so I was very lucky. It was easy to talk to him.
He was just there available and approachable. He always kept that. He
always made sure he was available to people, even when there were
many people around, and he was very busy. Thered be a time he would
come down into the Buddha Hall and people would gather around him
with their questions. He always found a way to be available to people.

What was special about him is if you had some seemingly petty
concern you were obsessed over, you could talk to him about it. He
would give you some good advice because nothing is too small to not
matter. He could see through you and where you were stuck and help
you get unstuck. Sometimes he would say something to you, you
couldnt understand. Youd go, “What?” “No, I don't. . .” “I can’t do
that.” “How could that be?” But over time you would see that he was
exactly right. Sometimes he could see things way off in the future that
you couldn’t, but he could see where things were going in a way you
never could. The downside of that is it’s easy to become dependent. He
tried to let people know that that was not going to be very helpful to
them. You have to do your own cultivation. Nobody can do it for you.

He was really clear about that.
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After a while they moved to Gold
Mountain on 15th Street. I was
thinking about the winter when
we did the Chan sessions there. It
was this old mattress factory; this
cinder block building. It would
get really cold in there and Shifu
called it the refrigerator. He said it
was very good for our cultivation. I
think everybody who encountered
him there has amazing Shifu
stories, although many of them
were not well documented.

In general, the rules were in some
ways very strict, in some ways he
was trying to . . . Buddhism was
completely new to many people in
America; there basically wasn't any
Buddhism to speak of. There were
liccle bits and dribbles; but nobody
knew what to make of it. Shifu
brought the entire Tripitaka. He
lectured the Sutras, and he created
an environment where people
could record the lectures, translate,
and publish. This is really the

project that was important.

s> To be continued
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