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Following the Footsteps of
the Venerable Master
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Extract from the talk given by Cheng Hsu on February 15, 2011
in the Buddha Hall at CTTB

What are the traditions? We are a new generation and are
growing up in a society where everything is fast. We buy a quick
café latte from a coffee shop, eat a drive-thru burger, leave the
pet with its own ‘single serve’ convenience food, and use a liberal
application of hair gel to counteract the effects of a high-speed
existence. This is the life we have. Traditions have been being
intentionally or accidently ignored by us. Sometimes I teasingly
ask myself: If I had not studied the Buddhadharma, what would
I be like? Of course that is a very stupid question; I never answer
it. There is a meaningful story that happened just after I had
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been studying the Buddhadharma and I would like to share it
with everyone. If in the future in my carelessness I forget it, please
remind me.

It happened in Calgary, Canada. It was my first visit to
Avatamsaka Monastery where I attended the Shurangama Mantra
Session. The host invited us to climb Mount Manjusri which is
a small part of the Rocky Mountains. One time the Venerable
Master was in a plane that flew over the mountain; he said there
was a dragon dwelling in the mountain and the mountain would
bring wisdom to the people. I was quite excited about climbing
it because it is said that everyone who climbs the mountain will
obtain wisdom.

Some thirty of us set out with one guide to go to Mount
Manjusri. It was early spring and the snow had not yet melted.
The guide informed us that without snow, it would take two or
two and a half hours to get to the top but due to the current
amount of snow, it would take three or four hours to climb to the
top. I was in the front group with the guide; I wanted to follow
close and get to the top as soon as possible. At the beginning,
there were several people in the front group with the guide, but
gradually there were fewer and fewer until finally I was the only
one keeping up with the guide. At the beginning, I could hear
talking and laughing then it became quieter and quieter until
finally I heard only the squeezing sound of the snow under my
feet. I looked back to see where the others were, but there was no
sign of them. It seemed as if the guide and I were the only ones
on that huge mountain. However, the guide was walking faster
and faster, and I couldnt keep up the pace. The guide left his
footprints deep in the snow so it didn’t seem like I was climbing
the mountain alone. I really didn’t mind.

It was amazing to walk alone on this deep quiet mountain in
the early spring with white snow all around me. I felt like I had
entered into a celestial realm. I knew the guide was far ahead of
me and lots of people were following me, but I felt as if I were
just a passenger, with no one preceding or succeeding me. Just as
I was indulging in this kind of narcissism, Mount Manjusri got
angry. Suddenly, the sky darkened and it began snowing heavily.
I pressed onward, not paying much attention to the snow or the
footsteps of the guide that were getting shallower and shallower.
It really terrified me when I noticed that if the snow covered up
the footprints, I would be totally lost and would die there. My
hairs stood on end. I focused all my attention. I carefully checked
for the footprints of the guide and followed them with precision
because I knew if I made any mistake it would be a disaster. No
one could save me.

Then, something else amazing happened. It was in paying close
attention to the guide’s footprints that I noticed other footprints
in the snow — the footprints of many different types of creatures

and animals. Some I recognized, such as those of pheasants, small

JuLy 2011 Vasra Bopur Sea 43



E=3 188l Bodhi Field

T e WHE—HIEEEHC - Sl B0k
o (FUIEFF—EME - GEAEMESE B
> FEHEWE R ASZ B HEEEE - JhiF
HEETEEIH CAYMIREE ~ LB - RIARHREEE
RS > FEEA R EAEY T - MEGSL—
BoRiAE -

RN E S BAE RS B EPAE - 8T > B2
B B0 EEERIE £ SR Rk
BESE T - MIENELZRE - MIENHUE S - AR
APERRI S 2 - [BRAMAYRIED > BREREK
LA BER S o B AR o BEAMARED
FAEMAEIRY 58 - BEAMAAAEBERRM
AV BUEBIEE T » AV 5 B HBIE S
T FLL o e A BB S o EEE
AR - B DUBEAESE - E(ESEEE C R’
BITSRFURIE © =W > PR P E B Y e B
T EAELTHARS - T ERZEREEE b AP
U HIEGHRENETHVIERS - RS - AR RE
EHIERZ IS ? AEFR AR LS > R T — (&
Fl o WEFEIIEIE - T AMEAE Z1% - &
[B7 - faiCEARRHEE - B REE LA - il
B © T RAE T /N O T o ST E] T
IH - IR BT —(EHHVECER - o TS
EEM - WAE - IR R R —(E
HrHvaCEk o AEE—(EREAIALE -

SE - HIRAE 2=+ —RAVHE
o ERAEGF RERAVE T o B - Al
e EARETTIETT » BE 7 IRE 2y R
T AR EE TSR R R TS
HEE @ B2 EARALAEENE  fEBE=
TEFRNSK > HOt ] IR SRR »
SRR o 1B B GERY ¢ TR
R - FEMCEE o HREES -, 20T
BRIEL - (B ANERVRERZ B EFHER - /£
= THBERITSK - IRVENIEHFRS) - — K+
VOUSZR > — R {E/NRFHYEEAL > g —
Ko RAETRE > AR EERHZ R |

EEHRE K —(LEARHEBEI M

"RRER TU2 7 L FEIERR ¢ TRIRT o ) Wi

RTIREEEHK  RABMAYEN - Bl 0 ",
AR _EBR T — {4 RAYIRER - o BITAE
Sy B ZFPURIAEZ TIHAMCE - REHJE
RGO T o B AAYRENE IS 2 ot S
HAGHE T - ARHEREEEE EANE
B o REVRE -

44 EMERE —O——5ETA

birds, cats, dogs, and deer. There were many more that I didn’t
recognize — maybe a tiger or wolf or something like that? I could
not think any more; I was startled by my own idle thinking. Focus,
focus! I told myself. Looking at the footprints, stepping exactly on
them, without any thinking, bringing up all my energy to compete
with the heavy snowing and with time, I only could hear the sounds
of my breathing, the beating of my heart, the sound of the rubbing
of my clothes, nothing else. Everything was deadly quiet.

All of a sudden, a thought flashed in my mind: Focus on each
footprint and step exactly into each one and I will escape death. The
footprint is the way, the footprint is the guide. Although the guide
is not with me in person, because of his footprints, he hasn’t left me.
The Venerable Master is also like this; he is not with me in person,
but his words are still in the world, his teachings are still being
practiced, his principles continue to admonish all his disciples, and
he is still with me; he never left. Following his guidance, I can
transcend birth and death. This thought moved me to tears. Yes, I
should follow the footprints to find the right path to the top, and I
should follow the tradition that the Venerable Master established to
tread on the right path to transcend birth and death. Deep in the
mountains, I made my first resolution. The snow stopped when I
made that resolution; perhaps it was coincidental. Then I looked
up and saw the guide waiting ahead. He looked at me and said,
“You took one hour and forty-five minutes to climb the mountain.
Congratulations! You set a new record!” I smiled at him but I knew
that I accomplished something far more than a new record — a
marvelous experience.

This year it is an honor to have had the opportunity to attend
the 21-day Chan Session with the traditional schedule. It was the
Venerable Master’s ascetic practice that won my respect and interest
in the Buddhadharma. I read books talking about the 98-day Chan
Session held in the 1970s. But I never thought I would have the
blessings to attend this kind of session after more than thirty years. It
is just as the Venerable Master said, “The Chan Hall is the Vajra Hall,
the Prajna Hall, and it is also the place for training future Buddhas.
Participating the session, I felt the sharp and forceful power of the
tradition of cultivation. Even now, thirty years later, it is still strong.
It is a big challenge - fourteen sitting periods, twenty-one hours a day,
for twenty-one days.

On the last day of the session, one of my fellow practitioners
teased me, “Have you opened your eyes?” I replied, “Yes.” I saw
her eyes open wide; it was quite funny. I explained, “I developed
a big hole in my leg.” Cultivation is very difficult, but we are still
trying our best to do it. The snowing of the Dharma Ending age
becomes heavier and heavier, blurring our vision. The footprints
of the Venerable Master are being covered by the snow and getting
lighter and lighter. I hope that all of us can step into Venerable
Master’s footprints and quickly climb Nirvana Mountain.



