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One of the first things I always tell my students in my high school
class for seniors on Buddhism is that the teachings of the Buddha are
quite special and unique. Unlike any other religion or philosophy,
Buddhism teaches that no matter how evil you are or how bad you
do, you can always redeem yourself, to make amends. Even the
worse types of entities in the universe — like the demon King Mara
— still have the potential to change and become fully enlightened
Buddhas. This is pretty amazing and incredible: no living being in
the cycle of birth, death, and rebirth (Samsara) is condemned to
be forever bad or stuck in birth and death. Everyone, regardless of
whom or what they are, has the potential to change for the good
and ultimately become a Buddha. And this potential can never ever
be lost!

Probably one of the most extraordinary examples of this is

a story about one of the disciples of our Shakyamuni Buddha.
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We know that every
Buddha has two great
disciples: one who is
foremost in spiritual
powers and another
one who is foremost
in wisdom. For our

Buddha,

was foremost in

Shariputra

wisdom and the great
Mahamaudgalyayana
was foremost in spiritual
powers. The Sutras we
study tell about a past
life — millions of kalpas
in the past — in which
Mahamaudgalyayana
was actually a Mara,
a demon king, in
another world system.
Even though he was a
demon king in a past
life, he was still able to
atone for his mistakes
and become one of the
foremost followers of
the Buddha. This is a perfect illustration of how even the worst kind of evil entity still has
the potential to become enlightened. In addition to the fact that he became the disciple
of the Buddha foremost in spiritual powers, in the Lotus Sutra Mahamaudgalyayana
receives a prediction that he will eventually become a perfect Buddha, Tamalapattra-
candana-gandha Buddha.

Now I would like to talk about my first experience with the Dharma of repentance.
First, I need to explain a little of the background behind this experience. In 1974, I
was a novice monk in Thailand. I just heard about the Venerable Master (Venerable
Master Hsuan Hua), so I decided to come to Gold Mountain Monastery in America
and cultivate the Buddhist path under his guidance. Originally I had planned to spend
a couple of years studying in a monastery in Bangkok (Wat Bovornivet). Then after that
period of study, I planned to spend the rest of my life practicing in a forest monastery in
Northern Thailand (Wat Pa Baan Taad in Udon Thani) associated with Wat Bovornivet.
My goal had been to strive for personal enlightenment under the tutelage of Ajahn
Maha Bua, one of the great monks in the Ajahn Mun forest tradition. However, after
reading the Venerable Master’s biography, I changed my mind and returned to America
to study under him. I felt certain that he was the spiritual teacher I had been searching

for.
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I came to Gold Mountain in June of 1974. And

because I had a Small Vehicle (Theravada) orientation,

I found it very difficult and went back to Chicago
after a week. However, a couple of months later in the
beginning of August, I came back to Gold Mountain
for the second 6-week summer session (August 3 to
September 14, 1974). A couple of days after I arrived,
there was a 7-day Chan Meditation session (August
5-12), which went from 3:00 a.m. to midnight each
day. I could barely cross my legs for half an hour, let
alone sit in half-lotus or full lotus posture. It actually
took me three years of training, before I was able to
sit in full lotus posture even for 5 minutes. However,
at that time I somehow toughed it out and made it
through the week. Afterwards I ended up staying for
the rest of my life.

The first experience with repentance at Gold
Mountain Monastery in 1974 was when we did the
Grear Compassion Repentance. We did this repentance
one day a week in Chinese (on Saturdays) and the
Medicine Master Repentance once a month (in
English). Some of the monks and nuns had translated
the Medicine Master Repentance into English, and they
made up their own tune to do it in English. It was
quite nice. Doing these two repentance ceremonies
were the first time in my life that I did a repentance
ritual.

Now there were two reasons why I was able to
make it through this first important stage of adapting
to the way of life at Gold Mountain Monastery.
The first thing occurred during that one week Chan
session. It was so difficult that after about five days,

I was on the verge of leaving. However, on the sixth
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day of the meditation session, the Venerable Master gave
a detailed lecture on the Four Noble Truths. Again, you
have to understand that, as I mentioned before, I had been
studying Theravada Buddhism for years and was originally
planning to spend the rest of my life in a forest monastery in
Thailand. So I was still quite attached to the teachings of the
Small Vehicle. I was still struggling with the teaching in the
Mahayana that everyone can become a Buddha. It was hard
to fathom that this was possible. Then the Venerable Master
gave a lecture on the Four Noble Truths that was better than
anything I had ever heard before. This remarkable lecture
helped convince me to stay.

The second thing is after that, for many weeks and
months I still struggled to adjust to the strict schedule of
Gold Mountain. Let me first explain in a little bit more detail
about the way of life at Gold Mountain at that time. The
original monastery on 15th street in the Mission District of
San Francisco was a three-story building. The main Buddha
Hall on the first floor was about 120 feet long and 30 feet
wide. In addition, when we got the statue of Guan Yin
Bodhisattva before it was gilded, the statue just made it by
an inch in the Hall. So the ceiling was slightly more than 20
feet high. Right next to it was another hall, which was about
the same size. That was where the kitchen and dining hall
were located.

So all day long from the time we first came for the
Morning Recitation Ceremony at 4:00 AM until 9:30 at
night, we couldn’t go back to our personal room on the third
floor. We were always in the Buddha Hall or Dining hall

— doing work, studying, or meditating. In other words, we
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were constantly in the public view of everyone else. We never
had any place to go and hide and have some privacy. The only
time we went back to our room was after the final ceremony at
9:30 PM. After we returned, we had to get back up at 3:30 the
next morning for the Morning Ceremony again. So it was very
difficult to adjust to that way of life.

I'll just briefly elaborate a bit more on the schedule. In the
morning, we did the Morning Recitation Ceremony for 50
minutes to an hour. Then we had a little 10 to 15 minute break.
At about 5:10 we had a silent meditation sit for one hour. After
this sit we had a 20-minute period of walking meditation, and
then another silent meditation sit for one hour. Afterwards, we
worked at the temple and conducted whatever jobs or duties we
had to do. Before noon we had the High Meal Offering Ceremony
at 10:40 AM (not
10:30 as we do
now) and then
our daily meal.
After lunch with
the exception of
Saturdays  there
was no repentance
ceremony like we
have here at the
City everyday, so
we continued to
work.

Then we had

another meditation sit from something like 5:30 to 6:30 PM or

5:40 to 6:40 PM. In the evening we had the Evening Recitation
Ceremony. It was at 7:00 PM rather than 6:30 PM. And then
after the one-hour ceremony, the Venerable Master lectured on
the Flower Adornment (Avatamsaka) Sutra for one hour. This
included the time for the English translation. The Master would
lecture for about ten minutes at a time and then it would be
translated into English after each ten-minute period. When
I first came in August of 1974 the Venerable Master was on
Chapter Three, Samantabhadra Bodhisattvas Samadhi. Also, at
that time the last ceremony that we did after the Sutra lecture
was the Ten Thousand Buddha's Repentance Ceremony. This had
already been done for years before I came. Each evening we
would bow a small portion of the Ten Thousand Buddhas. This
final evening ceremony ended at about 9:30 PM.
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After the Chan session, I made it to the
summer session; I still struggled. I continued to
grapple with the teachings of the Mahayana and
how we can all become Buddhas for many more
months. However, by doing the Grear Compassion
Repentance once a week, 1 could see and feel that
my karmic obstacles were gradually becoming
less and less. This occurred even though the Grear
Compassion Repentance Ceremony describes some
pretty incredible things that were at first very hard
for me to understand. For example, the idea that we
have all created so much bad and evil karma for so
many millions of lifetimes. Yet every time I did the
repentance ceremony, I felt that my obstacles and
difficulties were slowly melting away until at some
point — I don’t remember whether it was a half
year or a year — I knew I had made it and I would
be able to continue to follow the Mahayana path
in the monastery for the rest of my life. The Grear
Compassion Repentance Ceremony was so powerful
and transformative. And at that time many other
people had a similar experience in doing the
repentance ceremony. It was such an important
part of our spiritual cultivation. Therefore, bowing
the Grear Compassion Repentance was the second
thing that helped me stay in the monastery.

Soon after this rather dramatic change, I
became a novice monk, a Shramanera. This was
about a year after I had come to the monastery
in August. A few months after that, the Venerable
Master told us that we were going to do the necessary
training to become fully ordained Bhikshus and
Bhikshunis. This was during the beginning of
1976 (March or April). There were probably 7 or 8
monks and the same number or more of nuns. At
that time, we were doing the remodeling of Gold
Mountain Monastery to make it more livable and
earthquake-proof. We were doing six to seven hours
of rather strenuous physical labor every day. What
was the training for us to become fully ordained
monk and nuns? We just worked for the monastery
and did formal bowing in repentance. We bowed
an hour and a half after our normal schedule in
the morning — starting at around 8:00 AM (just
like we have alternate bowing here at the City of
10,000 Buddhas from 5:00-6:00 AM). Then in
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the evening before the Evening
Recitation Ceremony, we bowed in
repentance again for an hour and a
half. That was our “basic training”
to become fully ordained Bhikshus
and Bhikshunis. Of course, the
Venerable Master told us to be

really sincere and honest about our

mistakes and shortcomings and to
earnestly repent and reform. And
that’s exactly what we all did.

As I recall, that was all we did.
We did not have any other regular
scheduled classes, but we still had
to do study and memorization on
our own. We had to memorize all
the 53 verses and mantras in the
Vinaya Daily Use, as well as the
entire text of the Essentials of the
Shramanera Vinaya by the Great
Master Lian Chi. Although we

studied the Rules of Deportment

by Master Lian Chi, we were not required to memorize it. That was the training for most of
us who became ordained at that time (the full ordination was in August 1976). We did this as
novices, for close to a year.

Although we didn’t have all these different classes, every night we got to hear the Venerable
Master lecture on the Avatamsaka Sutra for an hour, which included the English translation.
As many of you who heard the Venerable Master lecture know, and even those who have just
listened to the tapes of his lectures also have realized, whenever you listen to his Dharma lectures
you often get the sense that it is exactly what you needed to hear. It’s kind of magical. In those
days when the Venerable Master was physically present, it was pretty amazing. The Venerable
Master seemed to address everybody’s issues, needs, and aspirations during the lecture he gave
every evening. It was all we needed.

Now here is some background history on my personal experience with the Dharma of
repentance. | already mentioned the repentance ceremonies we did at Gold Mountain Monastery
at this time. In addition to the normal public repentance ceremonies, when I first became a
novice monk, I was inspired by some other monks who had done a particular repentance practice
in the past. This practice was bowing to each character in the Avatamsaka Sutra. This was a
form of repentance, because it involved saying a repentance verse with every full prostration to
each character. The verse was from the verse section of Chapter 40 on the Practices and Vows of

Samantabhadyra Bodhisattva:

All the evil karma that I have created in the past,

Is all due to beginningless greed, hatred, and delusion,
Generated in body, speech, and thought,

1 now repent and reform of it all.
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So I made a public vow that I would bow to each character of the

Avatamsaka Sutra for an hour every morning, and an hour every evening. 1
ended up doing that practice for about six years. About a half year before
we had the full ordination, the Venerable Master had me start working in
the front office at Gold Mountain. I served as the assistant to the head monk
at that time named Heng Guan (& #4). At that time I rarely ever talked to
the Venerable Master directly, because I lacked both the merit and ability
to speak Chinese that well. Rather I would always go through Heng Guan.
From the time I first came in 1974 all the way through the mid 1980’
Heng Guan was the American monk that we all looked up to and respected.
Although he did have a bit of a temper, he was extremely talented and
sincere. Most importantly he was quite devoted to the Venerable Master.
I worked as his assistant in the office, and then as time went on, I created
some good karma and was able to also learn Chinese.

One day in 1977, several months after Dharma Master Sure began his
“Three Steps, One Bow pilgrimage” the Venerable Master made a public
announcement that he was no longer going to lecture the Avatamsaka Sutra
at Gold Mountain Monastery. He was going to move the Avatamsaka
Sutra lecture series to the City of 10,000 Buddhas. The lectures that we
are listening to now on every Wednesday on Chapter 26, 7he Ten Grounds
were given predominantly at Gold Mountain Monastery and only once in a
while at the City of 10,000 Buddhas. The lectures on the Ten Grounds were
given from about February to July of 1977 and the Venerable Master moved
the lecture series to the City in about October of 1977. Shortly before
he made that announcement, he asked me to become the permanent “wei
no” or cantor for all the daily ceremonies at Gold Mountain Monastery.
Before that time, the Bhikshus and novice monks would take turns being

the cantor. We would each do one week at a time. So this was a big change.
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And I say that the Venerable Master “asked” me because that was just the way the
Master was. Even though he was our teacher who we looked up to like our own
father, he would never order us to do anything- he would always ask to make sure
we were okay with whatever he was suggesting we should do.

So at that time, most of the monks and nuns moved up to reside here at the
City, with the exception of a couple of us monks at Gold Mountain Monastery.
And most of the nuns and other laywomen had already moved to the City of
10,000 Buddhas a little earlier in the year. After everyone moved up here and the
Master only lectured the Avatamsaka Sutra here at the City, he would come up for
three days every week. He'd come up on Friday and stay until Monday morning.
So he'd spend three days here at the City of 10,000 Buddhas and four days at
Gold Mountain. In general this was the Master’s regular schedule starting at the
end of 1977. Heng Guan was the main person who drove the Venerable Master
back and forth. I always stayed at Gold Mountain Monastery. Now although the
Venerable Master no longer lectured Sutras at Gold Mountain Monastery, he still
gave Dharma lectures there. He lectured all the Patriarchs in the series we know
as the Reflections on the Way of the Buddha and the Patriarchs and the biographical
sketches of various historical figures in the series known as Records of the Water-
Mirror Reflecting Heaven. So 1 got to hear lectures on all the Buddhist Patriarchs in
India, as well as all the Chan lineages in China. It must have been a total of about
300+ lectures over the years. And I also got to hear over a hundred lectures on
the biographical sketches from Records of the Water-Mirror Reflecting Heaven.

One day sometime at the end of 1977 or the beginning of 1978, I got a
message from Heng Guan. He said, “Shr Fu told me to tell you that from now on
you can talk to him whenever you wish. You don’t need to go through me rather
you can just talk to him directly by calling him.” We were always in the office on
the first floor and the Master was normally in his own area on the third floor. So
this was another big change for me.

Several years later the Venerable Master had everyone at the City do the Ten
Thousand Buddhas Repentance. The first year was in 1983. Of course, living
at Gold Mountain Monastery, I never got to do it. Unfortunately, Heng Guan
returned to lay life, in 1985. That was a huge change, because at that time we
took care of so many different things for the Venerable Master: immigration,
real estate, income tax, correspondence, etc. The headquarters for most of the
administrative activities for the Buddhist Association was still at Gold Mountain
Monastery. So when that occurred, it meant that I had a tremendous amount of
work and responsibility to take care of. So what did the Venerable Master do?
This is a good example of the Venerable Master’s “skill-in-means”. The Venerable
Master said, “You have so much work to do. Therefore, for the time being, we
will discontinue having public lectures at Gold Mountain. We will only have the
normal public Evening Recitation Ceremony, and then afterwards you can do
your work. That way you’ll have more time to take care of your responsibilities.”

He allowed me to do this for over half a year.

5> To be continued
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