A Conversation of the Heart
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The following is an edited transcription of a conversation between Dharma Master Heng Sure and Rev.
Canon Charles Gibbs and others at Avatamsaka Vihara (www.avatamsakavihara.org) in Bethesda,

Maryland on 17 June 2014.

DM Sure: Rev. Canon Charles Gibbs is a priest of
the Episcopal (Anglican) church. Charles was happily
a parish priest in the San Francisco Bay Area when he
told the Bishop of California, who had the vision to
create something new, a global interfaith organization,
that he'd like to help. For three years Charles supported
this work as a volunteer, while continuing to work
fulltime as a parish priest. When it became clear
this new venture required more than volunteer time,
Charles and the bishop agreed that he would go to
his community and say to them, “I believe I'm being
called by God to step out of my job as the dharma
master here in the parish and to lead a larger global
organization, will you let me go? Can I do it?” What
did they say? Were there conditions?

Rev. Gibbs: It was July 2006 and I had been
on sabbatical from my parish for almost 6 months
planning and helping to lead URD’s first, small global
summit at the Fairmont Hotel in San Francisco. The
leaders of my congregation were really ready for me

to return. But I felt something else was being asked of
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me. I contacted the leader of the parish governing council
and explained that I wanted to explore returning to the
parish part time because I believed I was being called to
help create this new global organization. So, I met with the
governing council of the congregation. Understandably,
some of them were a little angry with me. As we talked
they were able to express their anger, which is always a
good thing with anger instead of letting it sit inside and
ticking like a time bomb.

Once the anger was expressed, they were interested
in what I was thinking about doing. After we talked for
several hours, they said they needed to deliberate about
this possibility and would meet again the next day and let
me know. This was Friday evening. On Saturday, about
noon, I received a call saying they had voted unanimously
to accept my resignation. They didn’t believe it was a good
thing for the parish or for me or for this new venture - the
United Religions Initiative — for me to try to do both part-
time. They knew I wanted to honor my commitment to
them, and they also noted that I had been very honest in
saying that when I had fulfilled my commitment, I would
leave the parish to devote fulltime to URI. They said, We
free you from your commitment to the parish. You go with
our blessing because we believe, as you do, that this is why
you're here on earth right now.

DM Sure: That was how Chatles’ life changed. He
became the founding executive director of what was known
as the United Religions Initiative (URI), whose goal was to
create the United Religions. A year later, June 1997, was

when he and I first met. Very quickly, just so people get
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a sense the magnitude
of what Charles did —
in 1993, the Bishop
of California, Rt.
Rev. William Swing,
was contacted by the
United Nations about
its 50th anniversary in
1995. (By the way, did
all of you here today
know that the United
Nations began in San
Francisco in 1945 and
then subsequently
found its home in
New York?) The UN
asked

if; as part of a week celebrating this anniversary, the bishop would

representative

host an interfaith service at Grace Cathedral in San Francisco (the
big tall stone church on top of the hill). She said, “We’re going to
bring the world’s nations, would you bring the world’s religions?”

URTI’s famous founding story was that, after this call, the
bishop had a sleepless night and tossed back and forth and talked
to his wife. You know, how funny, he said, the United Nations
includes countries that are still at war with each other and yet they
can send a representative to New York to sit peacefully around
the table and talk about the possibility of peace. How ironic that
religions, which are so often part of the problem, which often
share some of the responsibility for the conflict, don’t even have
a table to sit at, much less do we talk to each other. That’s not our
best effort. Let’s create a United Nations of religions. That was the
original founding story.

In 1993, when he first heard the bishop talk about this
invitation, Charles went up and said hed like to help. He would
go on to become URT’s founding executive director. In 1996, at a
small global summit at the Fairmont Hotel in San Francisco, work
to create a charter for a United Religions began. In 1997, after
a year of intensive groundwork, URDs first large global summit
was held at Stanford University. That was when I asked DRBA’s
monks and nuns and the board of directors if the Buddhists —
actually Paul Andrews invited me through the Interfaith Center at
the Presidio — if I shouldn’t take part. I was supposed to go there
and lead everybody in an exercise (ba duan jin) and, if there was
time, some meditation. Charles learned it very well and does it to
this day.

I went very nervously to Stanford University because I was
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going to be living outside the monastery
for 3 or 4 nights in the dormitory. I didn’t
know if it was monk friendly. Monks don’t
hug. We don’t dance. Food was going to be
an issue. I thought, I don’t know if this is a
good idea. I had the sense after having heard
Master Hsuan Hua talk about inviting
Paul Cardinal Yu Pin to be the chancellor
of our world religion center at the City of
Ten Thousand Buddhas, how he encouraged
Cardinal Yu Pin to be the Catholic among
the Buddhists and Master Hsuan Hua would
be the Buddhist amongst the Catholics and
that way there would be no wars between
religions. So I thought, go ahead and do
it. You really should step up, if you don’,
who will represent Buddhism here? Maha
Ghosananda was the other Bhikshu there.
So I went and my life changed. I met
Charles and I met other men and women
who I am so humbled and proud to say
remain my friends to this day, after all
of these years. And the United Religions
Initiative has gone on to become a global
force for good with over 600 Cooperation
Circles, which are the founding units of
the URI, around the world, bring religions
together in harmony to make a better world.
Charles, after working for seventeen
years to help found the URI, has at last
retired. His wife Debbie is the head of the
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Lowell School, a pre-K to 8th grade school, in
northwest Washington, DC . After thirty years in
the San Francisco Bay Area, Charles has moved
here to be fulltime with his wife again. They are
now the grandparents of twins, Abby and Henry,
children of their son Ben and his wife Megan, who
live in Houston, Texas. Their daughter Naomi is
living in New York City. Along with being a family
man, a grandpa, and in between great ideas, we're
seeing how long he can stay retired. We hope he
will stay retired. But I have a sense Charles will
be snapped up by groups needing a dynamic and
visionary leader.

Now he is writing poetry and is here to say
hello this afternoon and get to know Avatamsaka
Vihara. All of our friends at URI in California are
trying our best not to call on Charles too soon.
On one hand, we'll tell Dharma Master Heng Je
to keep Charles’ number in the rolodex, but don’t
call him too soon. Give him a chance to actually
retire for a while. It is my pleasure to introduce
him to all of you, our sturdy lay community and
the nuns who are here. Just to know we have a
good dharma friend here.

I have so many stories about Charles Gibbs
as a peacemaker among religions that we could go
until the moon rises. I have seen Charles walk into
a room in a country — he traveled over a million-
and-a-half miles on airplanes in the last 17 years...
So he goes to places where religions often shoot
at each other, where religions do not talk to each
other, don’t walk into each others homes, don’t

let their children intermarry and he has gone into
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those rooms, had people sit at tables in the same room, which
is unprecedented and within a day of conversation, of exercises
and of sharing, he has made hospitality, he has these these
former religious rivals and adversaries become neighbors. Not
just once, not just for the prayer breakfast but lasting — daily
and enduring interfaith cooperation. Quite a miracle worker,
where formerly there were only misunderstanding, suspicion,
hostility and sometimes even violence.

Now we'll let Charles say a few words about whatever he
would care to share with us, about Buddhists and interfaith or
about the future, of how important it is for religions to talk to
each other and to share hospitality - whatever you care to say.

Rev. Gibbs: I would like to thank Dharma Master Heng
Sure for that very generous introduction. I know he is a
master storyteller. It would take me a lifetime to live into that
introduction, but I will keep trying.

It’s a great joy to be here. I've had the pleasure and privilege
to be at Berkeley Buddhist Monastery and the City of Ten
Thousand Buddhas and always felt so warmly welcomed and

so completely at home. It has been one of the great gifts in

my life in the last 20 years, to find myself feeling welcomed
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and at home in communities like this all over the world
with people of every imaginable faith and even some
people who say they have no faith at all, which I find
almost impossible to believe. We have to have a faith in
something, even if it’s just the power of gravity. We all live
with some kind of faith.

Rev. Heng Sure said I was a grandfather, which brought
to mind, on Sunday, on Father’s Day, my wife Debbie and
I were Skyping with our son Ben, his wife Megan and our
2-2/3 year old grandtwins, Abigail and Henry. Theyre
old enough now to know what happens the moment the
screen opens up. They start the conversation with great
energy. As soon as our picture appeared to them, they both
said, “Happy Mother’s Day Grandpa!” We laughed. Their
father gently said “Happy Father’s Day!”

Now, on one level they were incorrect in wishing
me Happy Mother’s Day but on another level they were
absolutely correct, because they were offering their wishes
from the heart. It was clear to me what their wishes were
and I wasn’t confused about whether I was a father, or a
mother. I mention that because to me coming from the
heart is one of the guiding principles in being alive and
meeting other people. We're always inevitably going to
run into issues around language and meaning. We're going
to say one thing and someone is going to understand
something else. Still, in my experience, the language of
the heart is a universal language. People understand and
appreciate when you are speaking from, acting from,
praying from, meditating from the heart of your being.
That does more than anything I've known to create doors

where you imagine there are only solid walls.

36| EMERE —0—HFE_S

HAAREIRE—RHEL B
S PR REAE R ACH TRV I
AN K K AT skype - B 58 -F Ben -
Fid8Megan » ZBH PR - =FEHY
EERfI AR f4 T Abigail M1Henry £ 51 -
Abigail flIHenry EL 4K (#1515 R 2 1 HY
RS A - By DU 88 3 AT
MK - FERMAR— - W
/N zeE BER © T &REr - BEEIER
Pheg | | REEET - #FEEMM
SOHES AR ¢ T U ACHREN o TR

gl

F—EEE o BN OIRE
FIET RS 8RR  H55—J7E >
I SO IR - N FTEF T3
DR EE R - FAREIEM
PrEHYE(TE - ERFUR RS EBH
BUE O > BB AR - 2K
siE > A RAEREANS - %
E ALY E o A& 22 B At A A
BRHIJRRZ — o FEE RGN Fih
EMEENRNER » #FAEmMEEME
B BIAAER S — R R AR
B - (B EIRAVEE: - LEESE
SIS o HIAE TR - B
R ERRISEEIT R~ ITiE AR
ERBENLHR - NIt > B
ErUiGEE R —FRAFT > (2 AL
EETTEEAHT -



Meeting  people  heart-to-heart  creates a
connection that transcends all our differences and
helps us to understand that, in the beginning, we all
came from the same place. We may call it different
names. It may not even be a place we came from,
who knows, but we have all emerged from the same
reality. Some people call it grandma. Some people call
it grandpa. Some people call it by all manner of names
and by no name.

I love and for years have taken refuge in the saying
I heard attributed to the Buddha — My teachings are
like a finger pointing at the moon. Don’t confuse the
finger for the moon.

All our names are fingers pointing at the moon.
We all came from the same moon and we're all citizens
of the Earth. I believe it is critically important for
the future of humanity on this glorious planet we're
causing so much damage to, it’s critically important
for us to internalize an understanding, a consciousness
that we have a shared identity. We come from the same
source and we're citizens of the Earth. We are sisters
and brothers, no matter how different we may look,
no matter how different the sound of our language
might be. We are all the related. On a fundamental
level, we are all one.

My belief is that if we can cultivate this
consciousness then we'll be able to see our differences
as glorious expressions of a fundamental unity. It’s
not that one name is right and another is wrong.

It’s that one person experiences a rose and another a
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tulip. Who wants a garden with only one kind of flower in it?
Who wants to sit down day after day, meal after meal, and eat
only one kind of food? Who wants only one kind of weather?
We love diversity in our lives except that we seem, as species, to
have more than a little trouble with human diversity. That has
to change.

In my experience, the way that changes is in moments like
this — when we have an opportunity to come together as people,
who from the outside seem very different, with little, if anything,
in common, and discover that we're human beings together. That
we can delight in each other’s humanity. We can learn about the
uniqueness of each other’s human journey, understanding that,
while unique, it is still 2 human journey. And we all share that.

I'm thrilled to be here. I was thrilled to be able to devote
seventeen-plus years of my life to creating opportunities where
diverse people could come together, be who they uniquely were,
and discover their common humanity. Often, if they knew
about each other beforehand, it was secondhand knowledge
based on the worst kinds of stereotypes. How could you ever talk
to a person like that? But when we risk sitting down together
and actually try to encounter the human being rather than the
stereotype or the idea, we can very clearly - if our hearts and
minds are open — discover a fellow traveller on the journey. This
is someone with hopes and dreams and fears like ours. Someone,
like us, with great gifts, great light and the inevitable shadow.
We recognize that we have the possibility, if we can open to the
extraordinary in others, to create something of great beauty and
value to our world.

A big part of the challenge in this is that to open to the
extraordinary in others, we have to be willing to open to the
extraordinary in ourselves. And, if we do that, we're called to
live out of the extraordinary in ourselves. We're called to let our
light shine as brightly as it can possibly shine and to understand
where our shadow is and to do everything we can not to bury it,
but to invite it to give the gifts it might have to give so it does not
disable us. If we can do that together, we have the opportunity
to renew the face of this precious Earth we've been given to live
on, and to create a kind of community that has existed maybe
for a few moments here and there in human history when people
live into an awareness that we are one and that we should take of
each other the way we would like to be taken care of.

We should ensure people dont go hungry and arent

homeless, that people dont wake up and go to sleep in fear
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of their lives because of the violence around
them. There’s so much unfinished business for
we human beings here on the planet Earth.
To work on that business, I think we have to
start reaching out to each other, discovering
we have a common humanity, embracing that
humanity and saying let’s get to work together,
there’s a lot to be done.

Jin Chuan: When Rev. Charles Gibbs
first visited Berkeley Monastery what actually
what impressed me the most and stuck in my
memory was that you memorized poetry. I was
quite moved to hear you memorize and speak
poetry at the lunch table. I was very impressed.

Rev. Gibbs: T can never say no to the
opportunity to share poetry. But with your
indulgence, I'd like to share one that I've written
fairly recently that I havent fully committed
to memory. The reason I'd particularly like to
share it here is that it is dedicated to a member
of this extended spiritual community, someone
known to many of you - Gwhyneth Chen. The

title of the poem is “Where Music Comes From”.
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Where Music Comes From

I'm not sure where music comes from
but I know you are.

Tve seen you settle yourself

onto a piano bench —
deeply-rooted as a mountain

rising into thin air — then pausing,
Sflow over the keys like a willow
caressing the surface of a stream,
the music of the universe yearning
to be drawn out of the piano,

out of your being,

out of thin air...

...and filling the thin air —

the rush of stream over rocks

the whip of wind through cascading willows

the brightness of afternoon sun in summer

the warmth of baking earth
the silent sound of golden poppies

invisibly unfurling as day shines night away.

They call it playing and I suppose it is
playing, as the Buddba played

once he had awakened

and saw so deeply

beyond the veil of illusion

into the heart of being.

You have journeyed there, I imagine,
because I have no other way

to comprehend your playing

except to believe it is born

anew in each instant

in that mysterious universe

where music comes from

inside your heart.
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I don’t remember how many years ago this was, which is
what I say these days about almost everything that happened
before yesterday, Rev. Heng Sure invited me to come over to
the Berkeley Buddhist Monastery to meet a world renowned
classical pianist and committed Buddhist named Gwhyneth
Chen. After being introduced, we sat and talked for a while. At
a certain point, Gwhyneth went over to the piano to play a few
pieces. I will never forget the experience. I never say I enjoyed
listening to Gwhyneth play, because, for me, experiencing her
artistry goes so far beyond simply listening. The image I had
when she sat down was of her whole being flowing into the
piano and becoming one with it and in that union of person
and piano making transporting, transformative music. After
she had played, I explained my experience to her. She said,
That’s interesting because when I have been away from the
piano from a while and return and start to play again, I feel as
though I'm whole once again.

Over the years, Gwhyneth has become a very dear and
cherished friend. I saw her most recently this past February
when we were both in New York City. Gwhyneth, my wife,
our daughter and I had a wonderful lunch together. Gwhyneth
is someone who is always in my thoughts, in my prayers and
certainly in my heart. She also is my qi gong instructor. She
taught me the first set of Dayan qigong and asked me if I
would write a poem for an upcoming book on the second set

of Dayan qigong. I owe her extraordinary debt of gratitude. &

KE‘L‘?E‘%%%E%T BT TR S L
EIMHU’?*%EI’J% HIARTB G K EH
’ n/uﬁai_mé%fﬂ'aﬁ%ﬂﬁﬁ fﬂﬁ? ’
I_Jﬁﬂﬂm i BRI BR B ZE - /14
AR > AT TR T —& 5 ??/ﬁ{ﬁu
RSB ERE T REMHT - BOKEAG
SRR B o FRIERAEER H CIRE
ZEHBEAEE - N RpE EEHG M ERE
5 EEAERARIENNE © & dfE
=R > BB IR R R EEEN
2 IfL B g = mﬂ‘i%%‘%ﬁ .Y CIPNUN:
BLMES L - BRITEZEE > RS
AT Y AR - ﬁfﬁ:.a)ﬁiii TEARR
EEER NS — T 218 - HENHAES
I > IAVEEA TRE B CHYEGE -
B BB IIEFE HAY—(iL
A o Bl —R A% - B5FEH0OHE
LAY - ERFRORK ~ VLR ER
B MR E ey F8 - &
EEIFE - EE s - B AME
Bovdr > FERF R BRAVRIIEAD © 43
HE—ERRERY) - thEIE SRR R
B YR —E R RINER — 8
wF o ¥ > WEARREUNE - &

';f;‘ /df IR ¢ 902 niy &

VAJRA BODHI SEA

STREME AT (MM
bt E3Z5R 24K - #55H - DRBA.

I am enclosing a check made to D.R.B.A. for a
subscription to VAJRA BODHI SEA for:

[ —HFEEMU+FIT US$45.00 /1 year
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BOHERs - fatFs53 vbs@drba.org
We welcome articles. Please send the articles to

vbs@drba.org

:TB £ Subscription Form

EXEHE In America & Europe, please send to:
Gold Mountain Monastery

800 Sacramento Street, San Francisco, CA 94108
Tel: (415) 421-6117  Fax: (415) 788-6001

ABEHNE In Asia & Australia, please send to:
Dharma Realm Guan Yin Sagely Monastery
161, Jalan Ampang,

50450 Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia

Tel: (03)2164-8055 Fax: (03) 2163-7118
Email: pgysm1l@gmail.com
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