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III. Recognized the Master

Epstein: I remember that, when I got back from Taiwan a year later,
I could speak Chinese fairly well. The first thing I did when I got off
the plane was to go to the Venerable Master’s place to meditate. It
was as if my last meditation before I left and my first meditation after
coming back fit together. All my meditation time in between was
at such lower quality that it didn’t really count. Afterwards I talked
with him and I asked him the same questions that I thought I didn’t
understand because of the language. I still didn’t understand. It took a
long time at slowly studying Buddhism and practicing before I came
to understand better.

How did I recognize him? I had one really extraordinary experience
meditating with him, I think it was in early June 1966, when it became
very, very clear to me; I had an extraordinary experience of my deep
inner being. I then looked as deeply as I could at him, and it became
very clear to me that he didn’t have any personal self; he was empty in
the Buddhist sense. Of course whatever understanding about him I had
was relatively superficial. When I had what for me was a very profound
meditation experience, it was very clear that he had helped to mediate
it, giving me a little assistance as I needed it. After that, it was very clear
that he was my teacher. But he didn’t say, “Take refuge with me.”
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Victor: Then what happened after you got back from Taiwan?

Epstein: When I came back, he was still holding meditation in the
old living room, in the Victoria slum building, with the old couch
cushions on the floor. I came in and he was sitting there, totally still
and empty, just like when I left. The only two other people who were
there were Nick and Susan Mechling. I sat down and meditated for
an hour. We talked afterwards. I stayed in San Francisco until I had
to go to University of Washington to study. I was going to go there as
a graduate student. In September, he started moving from Sutter and
Webster Streets to Tian Hou Temple, on Waverly Place in Chinatown,
which may be the oldest Chinese temple in the United States.

After we helped him move, I went up to Seattle to study Buddhism.
After being around the Venerable Master, again it was a big shock to
see what the Buddhism was being taught at University of Washington
and how people understood those teachings. It was a very difficult
time for me, so I wrote to him and asked him whether I could come
to the temple over the winter break. He wrote me back in English
saying, yes, I could come. So I went. I wasn’t prepared for how cold it
was. It was a very cold winter in San Francisco. There was pretty much
nobody around except him and me. He wasn’t there all the time. I just
sat there meditating by myself for most of two weeks. During that
time, I asked him whether I could take refuge with him. He said okay
and set a date.

Some friends from the University of Washington came down on
their way to Tassajara Zen Center. They knew I would be there, and
they were curious, so they stopped by. They were Paul Hansen, Steve
Klarer, and Jon Babcock. They all met the Venerable Master. They
took off to go to Tassajara Zen Center and then they stopped by
again. Jon Babcock stayed for a few days. One day I was talking to
the Venerable Master and he said, “Did you tell Jon you were going
to take refuge?” I said, “No, why should I?” He said that I should
tell him, so I did, and he requested to take refuge too. We still have a
photo of the two of us with the Venerable Master on the day we took
refuge, December 27, 1967. Then we went back to Seattle and set up
a daily meditation group in Seattle; the participants were almost all
studying Buddhism at the University.

We decided to invite the Venerable Master to Seattle for a week-
long meditation session over spring break. We wrote him a letter
and told him that if he would agree to come, we would buy a plane
ticket and find him a place to stay. We told him there were a lot of
people in Seattle who would like to meditate with him. He dictated
a letter to Nancy Lovett, who was Steve Lovett’s wife. (Steve later left
home to become Dharma Master Heng Guan). And Nancy wrote
down what the Master said. Basically the letter said: I'm sorry I
cannot come to Seattle, because if I leave San Francisco, there’s going
to be an earthquake. You should all come down to San Francisco,
and we can have a session here. So a whole bunch of us went down
to San Francisco. There were also some other young Americans in

32 e=mERE —~O——=E+—A

% B R > et EHRNEL - EfZH
s o DHRARERIE !

ER{ETE AR R EE M R 2 1% - #E
TR EFE ?

By Gz L [OAR 1% b NE AR FT 4
ZHEAERERENERTEETL > H
EERN L — L EN RIS - Bk
R TR - i EARIEINE - e
BY o~ BZE o BhREZ AT o AREHE AT RY
ANEJEFE(Nick  Mechlin) F1#&#H] « 285k (Susan
Mechling) o FRFTALLT—(E/NEF - FER T
SRR o IR —ELFAE =T - HERAKE
RERERE WA - LA > et
(Sutter) M1 & 7 (Webster) i 2] H B35 5 5 Al
5 (Waverly Place) 1R > AP ESEE
JFE SR R AR A WIS T

WME Mz 2 1% - Bt 2076 HE &5 fh e
BT - HAMELABEBR T —BRHE > B
EFFERE KB N 2 E - DU
R ERERAV IR » TR REEITEE EE - HIK

= R BRI - N2 E
N LA (ESEERIF AT A T LR RS 2K
R 45 R B (EER 0 TG RE o ARIE | A S
BELET o B =NV AE T
e EE—EIEE AR | BT IR
EAZAN T2 ERIA o iR E—
HEME - ZAZAREGEFE  SREE I
FTat - FEAPEART » FREE R B AN AT R pl Ay iy
AT - fERtrsy - I HE T—(#HF -

TEEE BGUE RN — BB A A7 #E {ff 2 Tassajarafé
Edrs o M ErReE « JEAPaul Hansen » 52
TR« flfiIfSteve  Klarer BAGE « HEE
Jon Babcock o fiiiff 1T —EFE L AHBE
HIPEMRTE  IHEHEKEE - MR
FT BN o Z1&AMATE) 5 % T TassajaraffifE
Bl BARFRESRE - FE - AERET
HAET HK - —RIA B AGESEEEE -
AR - TRAIE AR TR AR T 2 3
s TIgF - WERE? R GRRIEZS
T EH c NERMEERERE T > NEMl
KA AR o ATER — R —HEA AR b ARy ig
Ao RRE— N ATEEFFZHZ+T5% - A
B EI PG HEE - AP AEE A T —(E
HE®RLITE » kg > % FE 2 FEKE
REMER B FEEM A -



San Francisco who attended. We all had a week of Chan with the
Venerable Master in San Francisco.

Victor: You say you noticed that the Venerable Master was very
different than other Buddhists in America, when you went to Seattle
and San Francisco. Can you explain?

Epstein: The Master was always very, very kind to everyone. He
treated everyone with equal kindness. At that time, he had been
in Chinatown. He was disappointed that most of the disciples in
Chinatown were not sincere or respectful during sutra lectures. So
he left. Most of the people in the Chinatown Buddhist community
were outraged that he would do that, so they stopped making
offerings. Just a few people continued to make offerings to him.

He was living in what was basically a slum flat in a rundown
Victorian building. The altar was on some card tables. When people
gave him offerings, he would share whatever there was with people
in the building. Sometimes he would invite us to lunch, even
though we knew nothing about Buddhism or making offerings or
merit or anything like that. There were communal kitchens on the
second floor and third floor and a large number of people living in
individual rooms there. He would buy hundred pound bags of rice,
and stick them in communal kitchens, because everybody living
in the building was very poor, and he wanted to make sure that
everyone would have something to eat.

What I came to realize about him is that he was different from
anybody else I had ever met, because he had no vestige of self, nobody
inside to bounce of. You could look into who he was, and go in and
in and in and experience more and more empty space, light, and
compassion. But I could never detect any distinct individual that
was separate from me. I had never met anybody like that before.
What was there was great kindness. I didn’t understand a lot of
things he said, but it was just very comforting to be around him.

$>To be continued
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