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Kuo Hu Knows What Is Important

Below are some incidents of my years with the Abbot that stand out
in my mind and have served as a basis for my practice.

I constantly recall a trip that Heng Ch’ien, Heng Shou, and I took
to look at property in Northern California, Oregon, and Idaho. We
were traveling in a Volkswagen bus, sleeping in the bus or camping,
looking at various possible sites for a country monastery. Finally,
after we had located a few sites that Shr Fu, with whom Heng Ch’ien
had communicated by telephone, thought sounded promising, he
came up to meet us and spent a couple of days with us driving
around.

One morning we had stopped by a beautiful stream in northern
Idaho to make our one meal of the day. Shr Fu, as was his practice
when traveling, ate virtually nothing -- a banana and perhaps
another piece of fruit. I was, at the time, practicing eating at a single
sitting, and made sure that I ate enough to last the better part of
the kalpa before I had to get up or the clock hit noon. Heng Ch’ien
and Heng Shou, neither of whom had any great interest in food,
wandered away from where we had stopped and set up our meal,
over to the side of the stream, and were idly skipping rocks over
the surface of the water, taking a well deserved rest from hours of
driving. Shr Fu and I sat together on a log, he eating his banana
and I eating everything that I could get my hands on. Shr Fu was
watching Heng Ch'ien and Heng Shou skip rocks, and asked me
what it was that they were doing. I explained how and why one went
about skipping rocks on water. He asked if they were any good at it
and I gave my evaluation. He then said to me, “Why don't you go
play with your friends?” sounding like a solicitous parent, concerned
that [ had been left out. I replied that, when it was time to eat, I ate;
that “I knew what was important.” He turned his head to me with a
delighted twinkle in his eye, “Oh, you know what is important. Kuo
Hu knows what is important. Kuo Hu knows what is important.”
He repeated this phrase over and over again, chuckling. He then
finished his banana and went over to Heng Ch’ien and Heng Shou,
announcing to them as he came, “I have something important to
tell you. This is very important. Kuo Hu knows what is important.
Kuo Hu knows what is important.” I sat and ate, very pleased with
myself for knowing what was important, eating when it was time to
eat rather than wasting my time at play. While I ate, Shr Fu stood to
one side of Heng Ch'ien and Heng Shou, watching them continue
to skip rocks. After watching a few throws Shr Fu stepped a couple
of feet away, examined the ground carefully, and picked up a large,
irregularly shaped stone weighing at least several pounds. He then
walked up to the stream’s edge and heaved the stone in. It sank
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without a trace. He then looked directly at Heng Ch'ien and Heng
Shou, who were watching the ripples spread. Heng Ch’ien and Heng
Shou then looked up from the stream to Shr Fu. The three of them
stood there for a moment, looking at each other, then all laughed at
the same time. The three of them then ambled back to where I was
still eating, Shr Fu telling them both very earnestly how I knew what
was important. Heng Ch’ien and Heng Shou then had their lunch as
well. I finished eating, then went over to the stream’s edge and skipped
several stones with great skill, demonstrating, once I had finished the
important matter, my prowess with secondary matters as well.

From then on, at each property we examined, Shr Fu would very
seriously turn to me and ask my opinion of the property, announcing,
“Kuo Hu knows what is important.” When we all eventually returned
to Gold Mountain, Shr Fu announced on several occasions when we
were discussing some problem, that everyone should ask me, since
“Kuo Hu knows what is important.” Eventually that particular
teaching died down and life went on.

But I have considered that incident many, many times. Shr Fu’s
real teaching was a demonstration of sympathy with living beings.
He recognized what was important to each of us, whether it was self-
importance and eating, or relaxing from hard work by skipping rocks
across a stream, and responded to each with as much teaching as was
possible. What was really important was not, as I felt at the time,
my self-discipline, but rather to recognize that Shr Fu taught each of
us individually, and what was most important was to recognize what
teaching was for me and what was for someone else -- to not confuse
the two, to not expect someone else to live up to what he had taught
me to strive for, and to not seek to strive for someone else’s goals. That
teaching was a deep and vivid expression of compassion and bodhicitta
(Bodhi mind), and one that, as I have slowly come to understand,
seek to emulate in every moment.
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