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Buddhadharma and “Foreigners”

Written by Chin-Yan Huang
English Translation by Chia-Ying Huang
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“Hey, Foreigners!” I was circumambulating in the Buddha Hall when
a Dharma friend behind me tapped my shoulder and in Chinese said,
“foreigners” indicating that I should hurry and go to the Front Desk to
welcome “foreign” visitors. It had become a routine that whenever people see
“foreigners,” they would automatically say to me in Chinese, “foreigners!”
What they meant is English speakers have come in the monastery, go and
welcome them. After awhile, this became a habit. So, whenever I hear the
three characters for “foreigners” in Chinese, I would turn my head and look
around, as if “foreigners” had become my nickname in the Bodhimanda.

Last year, we hosted the Emperor Liang Jeweled Repentance. One day,
when it was time for the Meal Offering Ceremony, the monks hadn’t
showed up in the Buddha Hall, yet. A Dharma friend who stood beside
me was trying to explain to people, “That ‘foreigner’ is still talking to the
Dharma Masters....” Suddenly, I had an epiphany and said, “Why do you
address him as ‘that foreigner’ when you yourself are an American citizen
just like him,” then I playfully said, “I'm the one who is a ‘foreigner!”” The
fact is I'm a Taiwanese citizen and I don’t have a green card. Everybody
laughed at that comment.

So, who is a “foreigner?” In Avatamsaka Vihara, most of the time,
the majority of the assembly are Asians: from Taiwan, Mainland China,
Vietnam, Malaysia, France, and India. All are of Asian descent. Occasionally,
some Caucasians, Indians, and African Americans would join the assembly,
and theyd stand out in the crowd. They might be the “foreigners” that
people refer to. They all speak English but English may not be their native
tongue either.

If “foreigners” are the people who speak English and we categorize
people linguistically, then those who look Asian should be able to speak
and understand Chinese but that is not the case. For example, Vietnamese
and Indian Chinese have to communicate in English; we also need to use

English to explain the Buddhadharma to second-generation Chinese-
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Americans. Basically, it is impossible for them to communicate with each
other without using English.

However, when I give a brief sketch of the Venerable Master’s biography
to university students who visit the monastery, I see the “foreigner”
through their eyes, “The founder of our organization and all of our branch
monasteries, the Venerable Master Hua was born in Northeast China in
1918...When he was 19 years old, he left home and became a monk....
In 1962, he came to the West to propagate the Proper Dharma.....” The
students come from one of the well-known universities in the District
of Columbia. They were born 70 years after the birth of Master Hua.
They're from well-to-do families across the country; some are exchange
students from Europe and Africa. Usually, this is their first time visiting
a Mahayana Buddhist Monastery. I usually take them to the back of the
Buddha Hall to look at the statue of Master Hua; he sits in a lotus position
with his robe and a precept sash—this is probably the only life-size statue
in the East Coast. The students would respectfully and hesitantly gaze at
the statue of this “foreigner” who likewise looks gently back at them, with
a smile. From their point of view, the background and life of this “foreign”
elder, this monastery, and so-called Mahayana Buddhism, all appear to be
incredibly exotic and mysterious!

Yet, if we were to look at Buddhist history, the propagation of the
Buddhadharma and foreigners are interlinked. For example, when
Venerable Master Hua explained the Suzra in Forty-Two Sections Spoken
by the Buddpa, he said, “This was the first Sutra that was transmitted to
China. The two Honorable Kashyapa-matanga and Gobharana brought
this Sutra to China from India on a white horse....” It was the tenth year of
the Yung-Ping period of Emperor Ming in the Han Dynasty, i.e. 67 A.D.,
1945 years ago. The two venerable monks were from India; they translated
the Sutra in Forty-Two Sections into Chinese. At that time, Buddhism and
the two monks faced intense oppositions and attacks from the Taoists and
was forced to compete in spiritual contests to protect their religion.

I am a boorish and unrefined person, aside from knowing how to
speak English, I don’t have any spiritual penetrations. I am glad I met
these students who came to visit today; they are from different religions:
Catholicism, Christianity, Islam, Sikhism, Hinduism, and Eastern
Orthodox, and some are atheists. They see me as this “foreigner” who
is on their side so we won't have any spiritual contest. At the end of the
circumabulation, everyone was desperately looking at me, hoping that I
could end their discomfort from this strange environment. So, I brought
them to a small classroom on the side of the Buddha Hall where we could
start our question and answer period.

Usually, I start my explanation with some basic Buddhist terminologies:
What is the Triple Jewel, cause and effect, samsara, reincarnation, karma,
etc. Most students are required to visit a Buddhist monastery as part of
their school requirement. For the majority, this is probably their first and

only encounter with Buddhism so we always try our best to explain some
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basic Buddhist concepts and perhaps plant a few Bodhi seeds. I explained
the reason why Master Hua was the first Buddhist patriarch in the West
because he was the first to establish a Western Buddhist Sangha. The
Western Sangha started from the Shurangama Sutra Summer Session in
1968. “At that time, there was a group of college students who were just
like you. They wanted to learn about the Dharma. I could definitely see the
look of surprise in their eyes and a sudden warmth toward this “foreigner.”

“Venerable Master taught the students the sutras and Chinese. What do
you all think? Wasn't it amazing? In addition, the Master also cook, clean,
and make tea for everyone so his students could spend more time studying.”
Students all nod with an expression of admiration or amazement “In 1969,
five young Americans shaved their head and became monastics. This began
a new chapter in bringing Dharma to the West.” Once again, I could see
a light in their eyes. Every time, I talk about the hardships that the Master
had to endure when he first came to the United States, I couldn’t help
myself and tear up a bit, and I had to take off my glasses to wipe them away.
I then cleared my throat and asked, “Does anyone have any questions?”
A blond male raised his hand and slyly asked, “Do Buddhists believe in
ghosts?” T chucked a little as this is one of those frequent questions that
students always ask. I remember that Venerable Master Hua had already
answered this question in the past so I used the same answer, “Of course. If
we believe in the existence of Buddhas, then we believe in the existence of
ghosts.” Afterward, I introduced The Ten Dharma Realms Are Not beyond
a Single Thought by the Venerable Master.

I started by using an example of the Dedication of Merit and Virtue
Ceremony that they had just done in the Buddha Hall to explain. Merit
and virtue are blessings like worldly wealth. Our body, contrary to what
we believe is not our true self. Its like a house that we temporary dwell
in. Therefore, at the end of our life, depending on the blessings that we've
accumulated and earned, in our next life, we can get a bigger and better
furnished house, live in a better neighborhood and society, such as the
world of the devas, Arhats, and Bodhisattvas, etc. If we don’t have enough
blessings, we're going to get a smaller and badly furnished house, in a bad
neighborhood. It’s like were in the Animal Realm, furthermore, if we go
bankrupt, lose our house and become homeless, it’s like we're in the Hungry
Ghost Realm. In the worst case scenario, if we commit a crime, we'll go
directly to the prisons of the Hell Realm. This is the karmic retribution of
our offenses. “Do you understand? The students all nodded their heads in
agreement. Because the discussion was open, more questions were asked.
For example, who do some people wear the brown sash and some do not?
Who are the two small statues next to the three big Buddha statues on the
altar? Is it a rule that men walk before women?

Then, a dark-haired Italian male student with a confused look asked me,
“I thought Buddhists don’t drink wine. Just now, I saw wine being offered?”
“Wine?” I was so taken aback by the question that I didn’t know whether

to laugh or to cry. “That’s not wine. That’s organic grape juice produced at
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Regardless the difference of culture, gender, and age, the door of
Buddhism is always open for those with affinities to enter.This picture
is the visit of Arlington High School to Avatamsaka Vihara in 2011.

the City of Ten Thousand Buddhas; the City is located near a vineyard
in California. Maybe the bottles came from a factory in the area.” The
students all burst into laughter. “Isn’t it so easy for us to judge a book by
its cover.” Then, I took the opportunity to further explain the Dharma.
Buddhism teaches that everything is made from the mind.

Our mind is equal to the Buddha and identical to all sentient beings.
There are 84,000 dharma doors and all of them lead to the cultivation
of the mind. It’s difficult to obtain a human body. It doesnt matter what
race you are: White, Black, Yellow, or Red; male or female, young or old;
regardless of your nationality or culture, all these are worldly differences
that are just surfaces. All we need to do is find a way to communicate
with each other, and we will find a lot more similarities than differences.
Sometimes, even language can become an obstacle. As long as there is
sincerity, all sentient beings can communicate with their mind. On the
other hand, if we have biases or attachments because of our ego, it can
hinder our communication even among people of the same nationality and
language. For example, most of the time, we find that the most difficult
to talk with are are own family members, right? Everybody nodded in
agreement.

Since it was almost time for the Meal Offering Ceremony, we all left
the classroom to attend the Ceremony together. Those who wanted to
stay for lunch entered the Dining Hall with the assembly. We chanted
the Verse for Taking the Meal, the Three Recollections and the Five
Contemplations. Those who didnt want to have lunch stayed behind
for a tour of the Buddha Hall. I stood to the side just in case they have
more questions. The students seemed to be more relaxed. They looked at
the statue of Venerable Master with admiration. I hope that the time I've
spent with them and the connection that we had could make the students
understand this “foreigner,” a little better. This “foreigner” who came to
change this place and propagate the Dharma.

In comparision, Americans are somewhat more gentle than the Chinese.
‘When the first Indian Patriach, Bodhidharma came to China to propagate
the Dharma, he was hit in the face; two of his teeth were knocked out and
he had to swallow both blood and teeth. At least in the West, nothing like
that happened. I don’t know if in the future there will be sincere cultivators
like the second patriarch, Shen Guang, who cut off one of his arms to seek
the Way. It all depends on causes and conditions. Thinking about my own
experience, my affinity with the Buddhadharma also started from this new
land. Although, I didn’t get a chance to meet the Venerable Master when
he was alive, I still benefited a lot from his propagation of the Dharma
in the West. There’s an English idiom that says, “better late than never.”
I wasn’t even born when the Venerable Master first arrived in the United
States. Although, we're of the same race, speak the same language, and
even have a passport from the same country, I didn’t know anything about

the Buddhadharma until after his Nirvana. 17 years ago, I didn’t know
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anything about the Triple Jewel. I was no different from these “foreign”
students who visited today.

In the back of the Buddha Hall, Venerable Master sits in a lotus position,
with kindness and compassion, he observes all living beings. His appearance
is as kind as he was in the picture fifty years ago when he first arrived in
Honolulu. Ever since Venerable Master set foot in America, the land, the
water, and the wind are no longer the same. Fifty years is not short, yet
when you compared it with the birth of Shakymuni Buddha coming into
this world three thousand years ago, it is definitely not long.

Just like the Buddhas and Bodhisattvas, the Venerable Master also came
from the Buddhalands. They came with the intention to liberate all living
beings in the Saha World, these “foreigners” of the Buddhalands.

After all, who is a “foreigner?”

According to the Dharma, there are two kinds of beings: those who came

to liberate and those who are to be liberated. &
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Emperor Liang Jeweled Repentance: Sat. 7 July ~ Fri. 13 July
Avatamsaka Sutra Recitation: Mon. 16 July ~ Sat. 28 July
Precepts for the Deceased: Sat. 28 July

Earth Store Sutra Recitation: Fri. 31 August - Thu. 15 September

GOLD COAST DHARMA REALM MONASTERY
106 Bonogin Road, Mudgeeraba, Queensland 4213 Australia.
Tel: 07-55228788

www.gcdr.org.au

gedr.australia@gmail.com
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