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Q: Question: Do you investigate the hua tou (meditation
topic), like “who am 1,” intellectually?

A: When you say the word “me,” or “I,” or “who am I?” you
start thinking about that question, and how ridiculous it sounds.
Who just asked that question? Who am I? Who said that? Who?
That’s what they mean by “dwelling on your Aua tou.” It means,
who just said that, who’s asking the questions? That’s what you're
supposed to be dwelling on. It’s a dichotomy. It’s a short circuit.
These two wires are short circuiting against each other. Who am
I? Who just asked that? Who am I? Who said I? That’s what you
think about. You're not supposed to recite the question like a
mantra. It becomes a burning thing in the back of your head.
If you have real success in Chan, then this becomes a burning
question. They call it the Great Doubt.

To me, I had this happen to me spontaneously at sea once.
I didn’t know anything about Buddhism, but it just happened.
It was a great doubt. It was more like a great big cloud. It came
over me, and it was like a weight. That’s the way I can describe it.

Its like this huge weight was on my shoulders. “What is this all
about? Why am I here? Who's asking these questions? Who am I?”

I didn’t know I was working on a hua tou, but I was. But then,
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it became more and more intense and it just, stopped. Everybody
has a different experience, but in my case, all my thoughts
stopped for a second. Probably more like a microsecond, but it
felt like a longer time. And I just saw everything as they really are,
without any thought in between.

We suffer from thought. They call that the ground of the
joy of leaving filth. And the filth is our thinking, even pure
thinking. Any kind of thinking—good, bad, and ugly—is false
thinking. And when it stops, no matter how sophisticated your
thinking is, it is nothing compared to seeing the pureness of
things as they really are. And to me, there were no firecrackers
or lightshows, I didn’t see Guan Yin descend from the heavens
or anything like that.

I was on watch, and I was looking at all these stars, and they
were just “thus, thus.” Everything was just the way it was. And
it was a profound relief. I started crying, it was really beautiful.
It was like, somebody took an anvil off your shoulders. You
just went, 'ahhhh'. It was really joyful. And I wanted to go
grab the people I was on watch with and shake them and say,
“Hey look! Look!”

Then I started for the first time feeling the real frustration
the Buddhas and Bodhisattvas feel. They can’t make people see
that. They have to trick people into seeing it. You have to use
expedient devices. People themselves have to attain this.

But, in my case, because I had no foundation at all, my mind
didn’t stay that way very long. I think within a week or so, all
aspects of that experience were pretty much blocked back down
again. It caused me to go into a deep depression because here was
this enormous joy and relief, and then all of a sudden it’s back
again, all this false thinking, my mind covering it all up.

I couldn’t even stand up straight—I was so depressed. I was
in Majorca, Spain, which is an island off of Spain. And we were
on a ship, so we pulled in there, and when I got ashore, there was
all these leather goods on display, because in Spain, that’s what
they sell. They sell all these leather coats; leather, leather, leather
everywhere. So all I could see were the skins of living beings. It
was all I could see.

And the horrible smell of their skin. I thought, oh god, I'm in
the hells. What is this? This is awful. And then I found a Catholic
church. Spain is Catholic. Catholicism is thousands of years old
there. It was an old, old church, and I went inside this church to
take refuge from all this leather everywhere and all these people.
When I got inside that church, it was very peaceful.

And all these cultivators are in there. And who were they?
Old ladies. All these old “zai tais.” And they're reciting with their

beads. And because they were cultivating, they were purifying.
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They didn’t know it, but they were cultivating a Dharma-door. It was
very peaceful in there. I just stayed there, and it was really nice.

Then I decided I've got to find somebody to help me because I
don’t know what to do about this. I knew I couldn’t talk to a priest.
They would not be able to answer these questions. That’s when I
started getting interested in finding a guru or something. Somebody
to explain what happened to me.

When you have an experience like that, your priorities shift. You're
no longer interested in anything in the world. All this, everything in
the world, is trivial. I realized that everything here, which everybody
thinks is so important, it’s just total bananas! And I knew that I was
never going to be interested in anything, but finding somebody to
help me with this great question, this big thing that happened to me.
That was my situation.

Q: Can you describe your experience in meeting the Venerable
Master for the first time?

A: 1 was young, only 22 or 23, and I met The Master in 1969. The
Master just looked at me, laughed and said, “Oh, you finally got here.”

I had a girlfriend named Beth, and her friend was Loni, the
former Dharma Master Heng Yin. They went to school together.
And Loni was writing all these letters to my girlfriend describing
what it was like to leave home.

I said, wow, there’s something to this, I need to meet this person.
But that night after she read me the first letter, I had a dream. There
was The Master and three Bhikshus and the two Bhikshunis sitting
around a big circle. And they all turned around, looked at me, and
laughed and said, “Oh! You!” That was my dream.

Beth and myself went down to San Francisco, and we set up an
appointment with the former Dharma Master Heng Yin to meet
the Master. We had driven through Chinatown the day before. Loni
was showing me where the Master stayed, where Waverly place was,
where their temple was. And there was The Master. He was outside
on the sidewalk. And Beth, she had met him in the past, says, “Oh,
there he is! He’s right there!” The Master’s standing right there on the
curb, looking at me, laughing.

The next day, I met Loni outside, and Loni goes, “OK, now, I
know you came down here to meet our teacher, but you gotta really
be serious about wanting to become a Buddha.”

What? I didn't even know what she was talking about. I had no
idea what that meant. So I was kind of hesitant about going up those
stairs because they had these creaky stairs all the way up the Waverly
place. It was on the third floor. It was a really old building with
these skinny little stairs. So I was getting more and more nervous the
higher I got on the stairs and I thought, “I don’t know about this.”

I got to the top, and there was The Master teaching. The first five

left-home people were all still novice monks and nuns at that time.
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There was Heng Shou, Heng Ching, Heng Chien Heng Chih, and
Heng Yin. And he was teaching them all. The Master was teaching
them how to fold their sitting cloths. Dharma Master Heng Yin, who
had already learned enough Chinese to be able to speak to The Master
said, “The Master, this person wants to come meet you.” The Master
just looks up and goes, “Oh, you finally came!” and he went back to
showing them how to fold the sitting cloth.

I didn’t know what was going on, but as soon as I saw the Venerable
Master, I realized he’s for real. I just knew it. Its one of those gut
things. You can’t really explain why, but it’s just a deep down kind of
thing. I just knew right away—this person really understands things.
He understands how this universe really works

Also, I noticed that his eyes weren't attached to his body. It’s hard
to explain, but it’s almost like they were floating in his body. It’s like
he had this body that was a temporary device to teach with. It wasnt
really a person. That’s the feeling I had about it. That’s how I met The
Master. But my conditions were a little different. Everyone’s different.
Everybody has different conditions and that’s just something you
have to live with.

I really wanted to have that state again, and because that state was
so wonderful, I told The Master right away that I wanted to have that
state back. The Master goes, “You do not want to be greedy for that
state. Youre not ready to have it on all the time.”

Also, it’s a great burden to have that, to be in samadhi all the
time. You don’t think about that, but you're looking at things as they
really are. And it’s a big load. It’s pretty overwhelming at first until
you have your samadhi power. Or until your precepts, samadhi, and
wisdom grows big enough to be able to deal with it. Because you're
basically exposed to the way things are all the time. You're exposed
to the universe as it really is, and that’s hard to take. Even though it’s
wonderful, it’s still hard to take.

It’s also not wonderful all the time, because you see the suffering
around you. You see all these living beings suffering all around you.
Its hard to take. You see everybody with their regular minds being
oppressed—they’re covered up. That’s how they always talk about
it, “covered up.” Especially people in the regular world who are just
out to make a buck. All these people, theyre just running after all
these crazy minds they have. They’re just running after all this fame
and wealth, and there’s greed in this, greed in that. They’re missing
a wonderful thing. Theyre missing their wonderful jewel. They're
running after wealth, but all the wealth is right there with them. They
don’t see it. It makes you want to cry almost. It’s so sad.

A Bodhisattva sees that all the time. That’s why The Master, he must
really suffer, to see that all the time. And it takes a lot of patience, to see
that, to put up with that. And that’s why we work on the foundation.

I learned over time not to be greedy for enlightenment. Itll come
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when youre ready. Don’t try to be all impatient about it. That’s
what I learned for myself. Everybody has different experiences and
different causes and conditions.

Some people would open up their “five eyes,” and I had no idea
what that meant. Even now, I'm not really clear about it.

I¢’s like when they talk about Mount Everest, I know it’s there.
I don’t have to be told anymore. I can’t get up there; I can't really
touch it; but I know it’s there. I have no question about that. I
don’t have to deal with that false thought. I don’t have to doubt
about wisdom and all that stuff, because I know it really exists.
And I know that The Master’s been around forever, and that we
have been around forever. We've been around for millennia, eons,
in one form or another. And we will continue to be around for
eons. So that was another form of relief.

Because there are a lot of people, they intellectually think they
are going to stop existing when they die. What is that called?
Annihilation. They’re annihilationists. They think, “When I die,
that’s it, nothing else ever again.” The Christians, they believe
heaven, hell, thats it, nothing else. You go to hell, it’s forever.
And you can never escape hell. But I know there’s a continuum
in the universe. There is no beginning and no end. And as the
Buddha taught, there’s neither a beginning nor end. It’s not even
a question.

Q: It’s about the precepts. You said, “precepts, samadhi, and
wisdom.” I was wondering if there are any reflections around the
precepts with the Venerable Master and around the precepts for
novices. I understand that you designed the book cover of DRBA’s
Shami Vinaya publication.

A: T was probably the worst Shami in the world. I made the
cover. Were supposed to memorize all this stuff, and I cant
memorize my own name. At the time we left home, it was really
simple. The Master said memorize the Shurangama Mantra, the
Shramanera Vinaya (precepts), and memorize the Da Bei Zhou
(Great Compassion Mantra).

I don’t know if he said memorize the Shramanera Vinaya, but
learn the Shramanera Vinaya, and learn the contemplations you're
supposed to do when getting up, brushing teeth, etc. The Master
was very expedient with us in the early days. Later on, we got more
formalized. At that time, we didn’t go through all this training
because The Master was there. He just went “OK, you're a Shami.”

I think I was a Shami for about a year or so. CTTB had their
first leaving-home ceremony in August of 76. The Shramanera
Lu—we printed that for the first time. I was the only person doing
covers, and I didn’t know what I was doing. We just used the
typewriter—typed it out and printed it. We made our own covers

and printed it really cheap. (&%
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