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V. The translators on strike
Victor: The Venerable Master got you guys started translating
sutras; how did that happen? A bunch of students coming here
and he transformed you guys into starting translating sutras.

Epstein: There was a handful of us who were graduate
students in Chinese at the University of Washington. I had
only done one year of graduate student there, so my Chinese
wasn’t that good, but there were some other people whose
Chinese was better. They started out translating. They just did
the best they could. We all made rapid improvements. As you
probably heard, there was a time when the translators went on
strike, so there was nobody to translate. The Venerable Master
gave a couple of lectures in English. Then he talked to me
privately and said, “I'd like you to translate.” I replied, “Oh,
my Chinese isn’t good enough.” So he said, “It’s good enough.
It1l get better quicker. But will you try?” I said, “Sure, I will
try.” I was the strike breaker, so when the on strike translators
saw that I was translating, even though I wasnt doing a very
good job, they came back to work.

In addition to learning about Buddhism and learning more
about how to meditate, I learned more Chinese that summer
than the whole previous year as a graduate student at the
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University of Washington. The summer session was very good
for my Chinese.

Victor: Can you tell us the story about the translators on strike?

Epstein: I don’t remember exactly why they went on strike. I
think they were unhappy having to hold the precepts as strictly
as the Master wanted them to. There was a disagreement, and
they said, “Well, if we cant have it our way, we're going on a
strike.” They couldn’t have it their way, so they went on strike.

You have to remember, that in Western culture and
particularly in that enclave of Western culture, it was an anti-
authoritarian time. Almost all of the authority figures in the
culture were thought to be hypocritical and had lost their moral
authority. The whole world was in rebellion against the old
structure of authority, so the idea that you should be respectful
towards a Chan master in a way that is second nature for us
now was going against the grain of what was happening in
the culture. Of course there was a basic respect, otherwise the
people there wouldn’t have been there, but the way that this
respect manifested itself wasn't always clear. The traditional
Buddhist forms of respect were not part of the culture that
everybody had learned. Even though it sounds shocking that
people would act that way, in the context of the people and
the culture, the people who went on strike didnt have the
background and the context to realize that it was absolutely
not okay to act the way they did.

There were also some people there who had a lot of bad habits;
because they had a lot of bad habits, they didn’t stick around.
So the Venerable Master worked with all kinds of people, not
just people who were really sincere and had good roots. But
he always worked with everybody who came, no matter what
their potential was, whether it was this much potential or that
much potential. The rain fell equally. The people with more
roots sucked up more of the Dharma rain; people with fewer
sucked up less. There was this tremendous Dharma light that
emanated from the Master. The Dharma protectors were there
too. People would come in, and they'd just get blown out again
because they had too much dark energy and they couldn’t take
it. So it was very, very interesting time.

Victor: Butat the end people began to leave home, afterwards?

Epstein: I was in awe when people started leaving home.
Even during the summer, people began to do things like,
eating one meal a day, not lying down to sleep at night. This
was not because the Venerable Master said you should eat one
meal a day. It’s just that, that’s what he did and people wanted
to try it out. I think that’s part of American culture; there’s this
very pragmatic streak. “Well, this is very interesting. Let’s out
for ourselves and see if that works.’

Victor: How did the change happen? People come to the idea
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that they want to leave home? And follow the precepts? Eating
one meal a day? Sleep sitting up? That seems like very dramatic
change. How did that happen in the 96 days?

Epstein: I can’t tell you personally because I wasn’t one of those
people. The change in me was very gradual, although since that
summer, it's something that’s lasted my whole life. But other
people who had stronger affinities with the Buddhadharma,
immediately, or very quickly, resonated more deeply with what
was going on. We all saw the changes that were taking place in
our bodies and in our minds. It was very exciting. It was very,
very hard, but it was very exciting. These people, because of
whatever reasons, were able to plunge in afterwards, because, 1
guess you would say, of their karma from past lives. The seeds
sprouted and bore fruit. They resolved to leave the home-life.
I don't know what else to say. It’s an internal thing. But they
were in this very rich atmosphere where the seeds could sprout
and grow with an incredible amount of Dharma nourishment
every day. It happened very quickly for those people who had
the potential.

Tina: What is it that moved you the most about the Venerable
Master at that time?

Epstein: He was utterly empty of self, and very compassionate.
He was much wiser than I was. He was just fun to be around.
There was nobody more fun to be around than him. It was just
exciting just to be around him all the time. He was the most
humorous person I've ever met. Every day was a new adventure; it
was like going on a safari of the mind. It was very exciting. All this
stuff was happening every day--new ideas, new experiences, new
people, incredible interactions to watch between the Venerable
Master and the people who showed up. It was much better
than anything else I've ever experienced. I hate to say incredible
entertainment because that’s cheapening it in a way, but it was
very, very exciting to be a part of or just to observe what was
going on. Amazing stuff was happening all the time. But I don’t
want to give you any idea that he was in any way showing off any
special powers or making special claims. He didnt do that.

I think we first started putting out Vajra Bodhi Sea the fall
after the summer session. In one of the very first issues of Vajra
Bodhi Sea, the Venerable Master had us put in the “Demon-
cutting Sword” from the 42 Hands. There was a guy who did
zen mountain climbing and fire walking. He called himself
Ajari Warwick. He took the “Demon-cutting Sword” comments
personally, felt that they were aimed at him and was very
outraged. He came with all these disciples, were very military
in their bearing. They marched up to the fourth floor to have it
ut with the Venerable Master, because they were unhappy with
+ hat was published in Vajra Bodhi Sea. They couldn’t even get
.n the door, probably because the energy was too pure for them or
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because the Dharma-protectors stopped them. They got up to the
top of the stairs, got very confused, and just left without saying a
word.

Victor: They got all the way then just left?

Epstein: Yes. Here is another interesting story. I think this is from
the period after we got back from the spring Chan session in 1968.
I was still a graduate student in Seattle, and I used to spend a lot of
time with Randy and Theresa Dinwiddie, who had attended the
session. They had a neighbor, a young woman who was the wife of
an architect. She would often hear us talking about the Venerable
Master. Even though she wasn’t a Buddhist, she then decided that
she would go down to San Francisco to check him out. After she
came back, we didn’t see her for several days. When we finally saw
her we asked her, “Did you go down to see the Master?”

She turned white and she said, “Yes.” She was obviously very
upset. We said, “What happened?” She said, “It was the most
horrible experience of my life.” We were really perplexed and asked,
“What happened? What was so horrible?” She said, “Well, I got to
the place and I saw the sign. I then walked up to the fourth floor
where the temple was. I opened the door to the temple and the
Master was standing there as if waiting for me to come. I looked
up at him and he looked down at me. He saw right through me,
and that was the most horrible experience I've ever had, that he
could see everything going on in my mind, and I was horrified. I
turned around and ran down the stairs as fast as I could. We said,
“Well, did you feel like he had any bad intentions?” “No, no,
nothing like that, but the thought that he could see what’s going
on in my mind, I couldnt take.” That was that.

Victor: Was it very scary or strange that he knew what you were
thinking all the time?

Epstein: For me, it never was. Although I had bad habits and
unwholesome thoughts, I was sincere in my attitude. The Master
was very compassionate. Usually when we don’t want to open up
to people, we feel like we have something to fear from them. But
I never felt like I had anything to fear from the Venerable Master.
Part of what Buddhist cultivation is about is opening your mind,
not being afraid to see what's there, and dealing with it. He did
that in a way so that sometimes people could open up with him
privately, rather than to do it publicly with everybody. But he
would also on certain occasions, push to have people make things
public that they needed to make public, particularly when people
were doing formal public repentances. Unfortunately, there is no
longer much ongoing practice of public repentance anymore
since he passed away. Maybe nobody feels like they know how to
do it the way he did, to preserve the proper atmosphere and sense
of trust and support that is necessary for people to open up and
repent in public. But that was a very powerful teaching,.

$0To be continued
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