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IX. Stories about the Shurangama Session
Victor: What about Buddhism in San Francisco?

Epstein: At that time in San Francisco, most young Americans
interested in Buddhism were at San Francisco Zen Center, which
was run by Suzuki Roshi. It was very formal. Very few people there
followed the five precepts, and the Zen Center was not totally
vegetarian. So it had a very different feel to it. At Berkeley at that
time, there was Tartang Tulku, who was a Tibetan meditation
teacher who was married and had a couple of kids. There were
also -- this is historically interesting -- a bunch of American so-
called Buddhist teachers, who were feeling displaced as these
Asian Buddhist teachers arrived. They would come around the
temple to try to get some kind of seal of legitimization from the
Venerable Master, so they could continue to attract disciples.
There were a number of these people who would hang around
the Venerable Master. Some of them were more deviant than
others. But they were all very colorful.

Victor: So how did you arrange for the students from the
University of Washington to come?
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Epstein: As I said, at first we came down in the spring of
1968 for the week Chan session. We were all very happy with
the Chan session and we wanted to do more. We asked the
Venerable Master whether we could come back in the summer
for another Chan session. Then he basically sprung a plan
on us that completely blew our minds, that we should do a
summer study and meditation session for 96 days. This is
beyond our wildest expectations, none of us thought we could
do something like that. But he somehow inspired us, and talked
us into doing it, got us through it and changed all our lives.

Victor: So it was his idea actually.

Epstein: Oh yes, the whole thing was his idea. Most of
the people at the Chan session didn't even know what the
Shurangama Sutra was. 1 thought it was pushing, I don’t know
about the other people, to do two weeks, let alone, 96 days and
on a very strict schedule every day. At least it seemed strict to
us at the time. Compared to the monastic schedule at the City,
it doesn’t seem like much. But for us, who were then living a
pretty undisciplined life, it was a pretty big change.

Victor: Can you tell us the schedule?

Epstein: I think that the first sit was not until seven in the
morning. I can’t remember exactly. We probably had five or
six sits a day. We would alternate sitting and studying, sitting
and studying. For most of the summer, the Venerable Master
would lecture on the Sutra two times a day, once after lunch
and once in the evening. We started out with just a very short
recitation -- the Master taught us the very short recitation
before lunch, not the long formal ceremony in the Buddha
Hall. He started out a very short evening ceremony also and
gradually lengthened it over the years to what it is now. The
lectures were somewhat shorter to begin with than they were
later too. He took us along gradually, step by step. And so we
would meditate and we would do some exercise, study the
sutra, and try to memorize the Shurangama Mantra. Those
of us who were translating would prepare the material for the
lecture. We divided up into teams to cook meals. It was this
very tiny, tiny place with one tiny bathroom and one tiny
kitchen. There was not very much room, and everybody was
on top of everybody else.

Victor: Who were the people that came?

Epstein: There were basically two main groups of people
that came. There was a group of students from University of
Washington whom I had met up there. Among those were
Dharma Master Heng Chih, Loni Baur (the former Dharma
Master Heng Yin), there was Steve Klarer (the former Dharma
Master Heng Jing), and David Fox who later became the first
Westerner to leave home as Heng Qian. Randy and Theresa
Dinwiddie, Jon Babcock and a few other people from Seattle also
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came. And there were some people who were living in San Francisco
who had started coming to the monastery. There were the Mechlings,
Janice Vickers, Nancy Lovett, Gary Linebarger (the former Dharma
Master Heng Tso), and Steve Mechling, a friend of Dharma Master
Heng Tso. Basically these two groups. And there were also people
who would come and go. All kinds of people. It was mostly young
people, but there were also some older people who would come
and stay for varying lengths of time.

Victor: How did you get them to come?

Epstein: People just heard about it and came. There was no effort
to recruit or do advertising or anything like that. Word of mouth.

Victor: Can you describe what the atmosphere like at the
Shurangama Session?

Epstein: On the one hand, it was an atmosphere of incredible
optimism. We all felt that we were spiritual pioneers; I think
that’s a good way to put it. We were doing something wonderful
and new, that nobody had done in the West. We were going to
work very hard, really transform ourselves and enter new realms
of consciousness and understanding. On the other hand, many
people there were coming out of 60’s lifestyles that included many
bad habits, of not following the precepts, of being involved in
messy personal relationships. There was a kind of polarity between
an incredible amount of enthusiasm and optimism, and sorting
out all the messy karma on the other hand. The Venerable Master
was constantly encouraging us and babying us, trying to sort out
all this interpersonal stuff, in very crowded quarters with a very
intense meditation schedule. At the same time, he was trying to
teach us, in addition to the Shurangama Sutra, the very basics
of Buddhism--about karma, and cause and effect, and precepts,
about basic Buddhist ceremonies, and the kind of stuff that I
think most of the people at the City of Ten Thousand Buddhas
take for granted. So on the one hand, we were incredibly naive,
but on the other hand, I think that we were not distracted by
stuff that was not important or secondary. We really had our eye
on the ball about what Buddhism was fundamentally about. We
were sincerely in wanting to make as much progress as possible.
The Buddhism we received was very direct.

Victor: You mentioned that everyone was livingan undisciplined
life before. How did the Venerable Master convey the message
about the precepts, that you need to lead a disciplined life?

Epstein: First of all, there were rules for living at the monastery.
That was a big lifestyle change for most of the people. So people
had an opportunity to live during the whole summer according
to the five precepts, to be vegetarians, which was a big change
for most of the people. Close to the end of the summer session,
he had a big refuge ceremony and a Five Precepts ceremony. Most
of the people took refuge, if they hadn’t already, and took the Five
Precepts. During the Shurangama Sutra lectures, he had explained
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the rationale, the reasons, for holding the precepts, so by that
time, people were pretty clear about it. And they were pretty clear
about desire and cause and effect, about what causes suffering
according to basic Buddhist teachings. That was all very new
to most of the people there. Many of the people there came
initially just because they wanted to get high without drugs.
They thought, "We can meditate and we can get permanently
high." That was their idea of what enlightenment was, so there
was a great deal of teaching that had to be done.

$0To be continued
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