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VI. Repent in public

Victor: I thought that was something he really advocated, repenting.
Can you describe that and what that’s like?

Epstein: What would happen would usually, but not always, be
this: people would do it along with requesting Dharma. Just the
way Dharma is requested now, people would light incense and
circumambulate and bow, and before requesting Dharma, they would
bow three times to the Master, kneel, put their palms together. Doing
their public repentance meant saying from the heart what they had
done wrong that they wanted to repent. Some people would repent
about very specific things that had happened, and other people would
do a review of their whole lives, everything they had become aware
in practice that they were ashamed of and publicly tell everybody all
those things and repent. Repenting includes bowing before the Triple
Jewel, genuinely feeling that what you've done is wrong, harmful to
yourself and others, and vowing to never do it again (as the Sixth
Patriarch says). It is very powerful Dharma. Unfortunately, it’s very
rarely practiced publicly at the City of Ten Thousand Buddhas now.

Victor: How do you understand his teachings on repentance? How
do they work on people?
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Epstein: It’s like a purging or fasting. It’s a way of cleaning out
your mind. There’s so much of what hangs us up clogging our
minds, because we are not willing to admit what we are responsible
for, what has been harmful to ourselves and others. We either cover
up, the covering dharma is one of the afflictions, or not admit our
faults, blame other people, and try to justify ourselves, “This is not
my fault.” A basic Buddhist teaching is taking responsibility. Another
basic Buddhist teaching is that we all have the ability to change.
Repentance, whether it’s done formally or informally, is a prerequisite
for real practice on the path of the Buddhadharma. I think that is
something that is absent from most of American religion, which in
Buddhism is a formal Dharma.

VII. Buddhism in the West is as the light of dawn

Victor: You mentioned that you guys started Vajra Bodhi Sea after the
Shurangama Session. Can you tell us some of the other developments
that came out of the Shurangama Session?

Epstein: I think the big outcome was that there was a core group
of people who were devoted to practicing the Buddhadharma under
the Venerable Master’s guidance. The young westerners, who went
through this intense three months or so, had really created a foundation
for practicing and understanding, the beginnings of a foundation
anyway. Out of this a number of things occurred. One of the most
important was probably five people going forth from the home-life
and becoming Bhikshus and Bhikshunis, to start an American Sangha
of fully ordained monks and nuns. Other than this group in the United
States, there were just non-celibate American priests, married Japanese
priests, married Tibetan priests in the Tibetan tradition. There was
no Sangha in the traditional sense of the Sangha, so this was a real
important beginning.

Also the Buddhist association that the Master started when he came
to the United States went into a new phase and it was reorganized.
It was typical of the way the Master worked. He had a meeting so
we could discuss the reorganization. Before that, it was the Buddhist
Lecture Hall {##z#%, which had been the name in Hong Kong,
under which it had been incorporated in Hong Kong. He said, maybe
that’s not appropriate and we should change the name. He asked us,
what name we should have. We had a long discussion, for maybe an
hour, of what name it should have. I remember that at one point he
said, we should call it the Dharma Realm Buddhist Association. We all
said, “Oh no, no, that’s way too big. We can’t handle that.” We finally
settled on Sino-American Buddhist Association, because that seemed
to represent what was going on there. There was a young group of
Americans, and there was a group of the Venerable Master’s Chinese
disciples, mostly from Chinatown. We were all very harmoniously
working together from different cultural perspectives, studying with
the Venerable Master. So that seemed to, in our limited vision at that
time, be appropriate. When that name obviously became too small
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for later developments, it was changed to the Dharma Realm
Buddhist Association.

But the Venerable Master would never tell people what to
do. I can’t remember, in all the years, I can’t think of a single
time where he ordered me around and told me: you do this.
Sometimes he would make suggestions, but most of the time he
would wait until I asked him. Then he would offer advice. If I
felt uncomfortable with it, it was almost always okay not to take
it. Although most of the time I was always very grateful for it and
took his advice. Most of the time, I could handle what he had to
say. He was not at all authoritarian in his personal dealings with
people. He could be very fierce in his teaching method, but he
would only be fierce with people who could take it. He would
never be fierce with people who couldn’t. For example, Dharma
Master Heng Sure would get publicly scolded all the time, more
than anybody else, because he could take it.

If the Master would just look at me in a certain way for three
seconds, my mind would recoil and I would ask myself what I
do wrong. How much greater of the effect of the rare occasions
when he publicly scolded me! Probably the reason why I am
still around is because he never went beyond what I was able
to personally handle in my own personal cultivation. He would
look at each person’s own capacities and teach him/her according
to his/her capacity, what they were able to handle. It is always
much more than what we think we can handle. I think almost
all of us had a much more limited sense of what we were capable
of doing than the Venerable Master did. I think that’s one of the
beautiful teachings of the Buddhadharma. It awakens people to
their real potentials; we are future Buddhas.

VIII. Quickly bring forth bodhi resolve
Victor: It seemed like he always inspired you guys to a bigger vision
than you thought you were capable of.

Epstein: All the time. Every time we had session, he would
encourage us to work really hard. Hed say, at this session,
somebody’s going to kai wu [fE, become awakened. We all
wanted to -- this was not idle talk -- have some kind of awakening.
So often, not only in United States, but also in China, in Japan,
the countries of East Asia, you have teachers that say, in the
Dharma Ending Age, nobody can cultivate right, so we have to
use expedient methods and you can't expect too much. But the
Venerable Master was never like it. He says, “We're going to make
this the proper Dharma Age. If you cultivate it according to the
proper Dharma, the proper Dharma Age will be here.” “Don't
make me wait for you,” hed say that over and over again. “I want
you all to get enlightened as soon as possible, so I don’t have to wait
for you.” As a matter of fact, in the evening ceremony, where it says
REETZHRL, ‘we should all resolve our minds on Bodhi,” very
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early on, I think it was the Shurangama Session, he said we're going
to change this. It shouldn’t be Z&&EZH2/0); it should be ZRZETF
$&/0». "quickly, quickly, quickly.” “T don’t want to wait for you.” He
didnt want us to think of awakening as something lifetimes off. He
wanted everybody to confront their attachments and let go of them
in this life.

Victor: I remember reading his lectures, he was always saying, “In
this session, there will be people who will become enlightened.”
Did people get enlightened at those sessions?

Epstein: What is get enlightened? We say ka7 wu 1, but what
does mean? There are all kinds of awakenings, there are small
awakenings and big awakenings. I dont know. Maybe people
had big awakenings and were very quiet about it. There certainly
were small awakenings. Even though we didnt understand the
distinctions, then, I think, he encouraged us to try our best. He
used to always say, try your best. As long as you try your best,
everything is okay. If you completely messed up, as long as you
tried your best, it was okay.

Victor: So you were mentioning people leaving home and
forming the organization as the vision . . .

Epstein: We renewed the association as the Sino-American
Buddhist Association. We started the Buddhist Text Translation
Society. There was a lot of translation activity; there were very
heavy meditation activities. The Venerable Master lectured at
least once a day, 365 days a year, on the sutras. And also on
Sunday afternoons, and sometimes on Saturday afternoons. I
remember that when we didn’t think we could do any more, he
would do more. For example, a lot of laypeople would go out to
work, so the Master scheduled daily classes at 5:15. Right after
there would be meditation, then at 7, there would be evening
recitation and sutra lecture. After sutra lecture, people would do
more reciting. The reciting after lecture was some of the Master’s
disciples. It started with the recitation of the Diamond Sutra
in English. People were really vigorous. I remember he had us
all teaching classes and languages, and said we should all learn
different languages. In addition to everything that was going on,
there were French classes, Sanskrit classes, Japanese classes and
English classes. He taught the verses on the patriarchs, in addition
to the sutra lectures. There was never a free moment. It was really
hard to find some time to get your false thinking going.

It was a real pressure cooker. But he was there when things
boiled over, to handle it, to get things back on track. It was a lot
more intense for the monks and nuns than it was for somebody
like me, as a layperson. At that time I was a graduate student. I
had a family. Although it wasn’t so intense for me, you just get out
of it what you put in.

)To be continued
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