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I. Confusion for the sixties'
Tina: Earlier we were talking about youth searching for answers;
would you say that your generation was more cynical?

Epstein: No, it was a different time historically. I think that for
your generation what’s difficult to understand is the context of
what was going on. It was in the context of the 50’s and 60’s. In
the 50’s, there was a lot of conformism. For the first time, people
in the suburbs were very well off. There was also McCarthyism,
which was the big red scare, and many people were afraid of
being informed upon and wrongly accused. In the early 60%,
there was the Cuban Missile Cirisis, and the Vietnam War began.

1968, when the Shurangama Session took place, was a
watershed year. While we were meditating in Tianhou Temple in
Chinatown, people were rioting in the African-American district
in San Francisco, and they burned down large segments of it. We
heard the police sirens and the fire engines almost every evening.
1968 was the time of the assassinations of Martin Luther King
and Robert Kennedy. It was when the Soviets were sending
their army into Czechoslovakia to brutally put down a peaceful,
democratic revolution of the Czechoslovak people. Students were
rioting in Paris and all over the world. It was the height of the
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civil rights movement. It was a time of real upheavals all over
the world. It was very, very different than today. It was also the
time of the so-called psychedelic movement and the Summer
of Love in San Francisco. It was all mixed together, the political
upheaval and the agitation for social change. Nobody was very
clear about what was happening or what to do about it.

Tina: Definitely looking back at the 60’s in terms of film,
) all those
protest songs, Joan Baez, right? So that’s what characterizes

you hear a lot of the music, “Turn, Turn, Turn. . .

that time, but 'm sure there’s more to it than just music.

Epstein: Young people were searching for something new.
On the one hand, there was cynicism about the old order. For
example, when I was a stcudent at Harvard, John E Kennedy was
assassinated. (There is a saying in our generation: everybody
knew where they were when Kennedy was assassinated.) We
had the feeling that when Kennedy came to Washington, the
White House was the new Camelot. Kennedy gave inspiring
speeches and set up the Peace Corp., and he made many of us
feel that there was a kind of new hope for a new world order.
Whether that was really justified is not really clear, but when
he was assassinated, there was a feeling that the old order that
was hopelessly corrupt was winning and that there had to be a
new way to being in the world.

We were all searching for something new. People were
searching in different ways. But there wasn't the same kind
of concern as there is today about making a living, getting
a decent job and praying that if one got married that one’s
marriage will stay together. . . all the concerns that people have
today, did not exist to the same extent then. A lot of people
were focused in more idealistic ways and didn’t think much
about those things.

There was a sense of a struggle for the future of the country,
for new ways of human possibility. A lot of it was misguided.
That was some of the context of what was going on. We didn’t
know very much about Buddhism at all. Hardly anyone in
the West knew very much about Buddhism, including the
Westerners then who called themselves Buddhist teachers. It
was very, very different time.

II. First Met with the Master
Victor: So I heard you trying many teachers, like you were
searching a lot during that time?

Epstein: Not really. I first heard about Buddhism, I think,
when I was in high school. Around 1959, I read an article
called “Beat Zen, Square Zen, and Zen” by Alan Watts. I must
have been a senior in high school. I just thought it was very
amusing. I couldn’t relate to it at all. My freshman year at
Harvard, I remember leafing through the catalogue of courses,
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and seeing there was a course in Medieval Buddhist Tibetan
Texts. My roommates and I all laughed, because we all thought
that was the most absurd thing that one could possibly study.
Because it was so irrelevant and so far away from the world that
we then knew.

Then during my freshman year I heard Professor Paul Tillich,
a very famous Christian theologian, talk about Buddhism in his
class lectures. Then I started reading some books about Buddhism
and looking at Buddhist art. And in my years in college, I had
some very profound experiences with Buddhist art.

After college, I came out to San Francisco, to study Chinese.
I knew that I wanted to study meditation, although I had never
meditated. I knew, basically nothing about Buddhism. With
some friends, we got an apartment a couple blocks from the San
Francisco Zen Center. I meditated irregularly there.

And then one day I saw this Chinese monk walk pass me on
the street. I think it was the Venerable Master. I remember being
impressed that he was somehow different than the Japanese
priests. He was somehow solider, both physically and psychically.
He ignored me. He was completely focused as he went down the
street, just complete, total concentration. I didn’t think about
him again, until I was looking for another apartment at the end
of December, 1965. A friend said that there was a room available
in the building in which the Venerable Master lived. I went over
there and met him and moved into that place in January, 1966.
I started meditating with him and saw that the quality of my
meditation was very different there than it was at Zen Center. So
I started meditating more there and less at Zen Center.

I gradually got to know him and over a period of about six
months, came to realize something of who he really was. Because
he wasn't advertising that he was the Chan patriarch. He was very
low key. This was his so-called ‘monk in the grave’ period. There
was nobody around very much then. Of his Chinese disciples,
hardly anyone came. Just a handful of people would show up,
maybe once a week.

Finally when I realized that he was my teacher, I tried to spend
as much time meditating with him as possible until I went to
Taiwan in August of 1966. Before I went, I asked him for a list of
people whom I might go to see in Taiwan and Hong Kong. We
couldn’t go to mainland China then. He had somebody, I don't
know who, write me out a list of names as reference, and he said,
“You should go to see as many of these people as possible to see
if you can find a good teacher over there to take refuge with.”
When I was in Taiwan and Hong Kong, I did go to see a number
of people, but it was for the most part, quite disillusioning, after
being with him. And it was quite a shock to see what Buddhism

in Taiwan and Hong Kong was like.
#2To be continued
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