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Commemorating the Relocation of Snow Mountain Monastery:

An Interview with Dharma Master Heng Lai (Continued))
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R 7% P3% Translated into Chinese by Guo Shu and others

Plowing Deep into Western Soil

Q: For many years at Gold Summit Monastery, we have often
come up to Snow Mountain to do community work, have retreats,
or just come for a visit. The majority of the community is Asian,
either from Vietnam, Hong Kong, Malaysia, Taiwan, Singapore,
or China. Most of the practice or events in the monastery now are
quite different from the early times when the Master taught the
early disciples. From your own opinion and experience, how do
you see the differences between the early days and nowadays -- how
the Master set up different expedients to receive living beings?

A: When the Master started teaching at Waverly Place in San
Francisco, it was only a tiny little place. His first disciples were
Asian, of course, but then Westerners began to hear about the
Master; they came, and became his disciples. Ron Epstein, Guo
Rong, who was studying at the University of Washington in Seattle
knew the Master. From things he said about the Master, word
spread and people began to say, “Oh there’s a sage who lives in San
Francisco.”

Eventually, Ron led others to find the Master. They told others,
and more and more people showed up. No one found out about
the Master through advertisements; the Master never advertised.
People always found him by word of mouth. Many Westerners
who learned about the Master were students in universities, some
in Buddhist Studies. This was in the middle to late 1960s. People
heard about a Chinese sage in San Francisco and they wanted to
find him. They didn’t know much; they just went to learn.

Only a few who came knew Chinese, and their language skills
were rudimentary. Most who came did not know about Buddhism,
other than what they might have studied in universities. So the
Master started teaching. At that time he taught mostly Westerners,
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so he had to be very expedient. We were like little children; he had
to be very patient with us. He gently instructed us, “Better not do
it that way; try doing it this way.”

Later, as more and more people came from China and Taiwan
to study with the Master, the teachings and rituals became more
traditional -- which didn’t bother me. The Master explained that
it was necessary to hold to the traditions because it was going to
take about 100 years for people in the West to get used to the
Buddhadharma.

Q: Did you get used to it?

A: Yes. I'm used to it. I may seem stupid because I dont know
Chinese.

Q: Did the Master talk to you in Chinese?

A: The Master talked to me in my mind, if he needed to tell me
something. I had no problem with it. All the sutras are in Chinese
and they need to be translated. They’re vastly profound, and it takes
much skillful translation ability to convert the texts into English.
You can't just literally translate sutras into English. That would be
an extremely shallow approach, and the meaning of the texts won't
come out properly. You need someone who truly understands the
meaning of the words to convert them into English; it’s an extremely
difficult and long process. The same applies to transferring all the
practices that are traditional in China; it takes a while to grasp their
depth and meaning in English. So it just takes a while, you have to
be patient.

Many people say, “You have to gather more Westerners and have
them to follow the teachings.” The only way you do that is by using
expedients in an appropriate way. Many Westerners who might be
interested in Buddhism are like children. Usually Westerners want
to meditate, and they think that’s all there is to Buddhism. They
don’t want to do much. They don’t want to learn all the traditions
because it’s difficult for them.

Most of the Master’s early Western disciples were university
students. Guo Rong earned a Ph.D.; Heng Kuan went for a Master’s
Degree; Heng Ching and his brother Heng Shou were university
students; and there were some who studied world religions. That’s
how they approached the Dharma. My own experience was
different; I didn’t come through the school system. I'm not a good
example of that.

Welcoming People and Spreading the Teachings Step-by-Step
Q: How do you plan to develop the new location for Snow
Mountain Monastery? Do you have any plans for it to be a practice
center or retreat center — to draw in people from different corners.
A: My idea is to keep it simple. For instance, there could be
meditation retreats here. If people are interested, we can teach
them about meditation. I'd like to get a library set up here with
Western books and titles in English. Of course, we can also have
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Chinese books, but we need Western books for Western people
who come here and are curious. With Westerners it doesn’t work to
try to hand them a sutra right away. That’s a mistake. I think they
should be allowed to take things step by step, like baby steps. Give
them something like a Dharma talk by the Master or a pamphlet
about how to meditate. Give them very simple books at first. They
shouldn’t be expected to dive into sutras until later on. It takes a lot
of practice and understanding before one is ready to start looking
into sutras. For the average Westerner who comes, we must learn to
allow them to take things a step at a time -- keep it simple.

I hope to have a meditation hall or a combination multipurpose
assembly hall on the property to hold fifty to one hundred people,
not too big. Maybe build another building to be used as a dorm
for either men or women who want to stay on the property. We
can have women in one place, here, for instance, and men can stay
in another building. And some sort of dining facility. Most of the
time, this place would be used during summer time when many
people come. Winter time, it’s very quiet, we might have just a
couple people here, at least for now. In the future...who knows?

We can use this location as a summer time place, where we can
hold summer sessions and things like that. Let’s just keep it to
small retreats. We'll have to obtain some kind of variance with the
county to be able to do that. I dont want to build a big fancy
temple building, pagodas and that stuff. I think we can keep it very
low-key and simple. Simple architecture for the place, that's my
idea. I also want to build an Arhat Trail, like the one at Gold Coast
Dharma Realm (GCDR).

Q: How big do you want the Arhat trail to be?

A: I like the ones in GCDR. Rosaline Kang had Arhat images
shipped from China. They are made from granite. We could have
wood or stone, something that could stay outside all the time, just
natural. We don’t want to build houses for them, theyd be outside.
That’s the idea anyway. Do a nice Arhat path because there’s already
a trail, all we have to do is just establish it. That’s in the future. Just
an idea.

Being Taught in Dreams
Q: Having followed the Master for so many years, do you have
dreams of the Master? Has he come to you and talked to you?

A: Yes, the Master and I have communication. Sometimes in a
dream the Master is giving me instructions. I usually have that
kind of dreams with the Master giving instructions, “Okay. Put
that there and build that over there.” Do this, do that, that sort of
instruction. That’s what I usually get. He doesn’t say, “In the future,
you'll get this and that.” He gives me basic stuff — like, “Work on
that and see if you can do this,” that kind of thing. So it’s that kind
of relationship with the Master—it’s usually in a dream-state.

$07To be continued
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