The Efﬁcacios Pwer ofthe Rituall

for Receiving the Moral Precepts
A =] =
WA NEAT B =R
A talk given by Bhikshu Heng Shun in the Buddha Hall at CT'TB on July 30, 2014
tb BB B A 20145F7 A 30 B 3 b B 3% K B

30pHI FIELD r% I B

First, I want to say as I always do when I first give a Dharma talk during a Session,
just how fortunate we are all to be here at the City of 10,000 Buddhas to cultivate
the Buddhist path together. To express this idea of how fortunate we are to be
here, I found a quote by the Venerable Master that he gave in 1992, when he was
coming up pretty regularly to give Dharma talks here at the City. In this talk (July
13, 1992), he quoted the opening line from the Grear Learning, which says, “The
way of the Great Learning is that we manifest our brilliant virtue, we cherish the
people and we abide in the ultimate good.” He then went on to say, “Do not take
lightly the affinities that have brought us all here to the City of Ten Thousand
Buddhas. Take care of those who are near at hand- teach and transform those
close by- do not seek for what is far away. We should cherish each other like our
own father and mother.” Thinking about this statement by the Venerable Master,
it also reminded me of a Sutra from the Theravada tradition called the Mother Sutra
(Pali: Mata Sutta). In this Sutra the Buddha says that in the world, in Samsara, “A
being who has not been your mother, father, brother, sister, son, or daughter at one
time in the past (past lives) is not easy to find.” That means that all living beings in

the universe have had been one of our close relations in our past lives.
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The topic for my talk tonight is something that really fascinates me and has had
such a big impact on my life and on the lives of many of us here. It is about the
efficacious power that is invoked when we go through the ritual of receiving the moral
precepts and receive the “substance” of the moral precepts. The Venerable Master said
that in order to get this substance of the moral precepts, you have to go through a
formal ritual, which is conducted by traditionally ordained monastics. In a quote from
the Master’s explanation of the Shurangama Sutra (volume one), he said, “It
is absolutely essential for people who want to cultivate the Path to receive
the moral precepts. If you can guard the pure precept-substance, then you
are as beautiful as a gleaming pearl... The merit gained by receiving and
maintaining the moral precepts is inconceivably great and wonderful.”

I wanted to tell a personal story about this special and efficacious force
or power of the moral precepts. It was an experience that had a tremendous
impact on my life. Once I went through the ritual of receiving the moral
precepts for the first time in my life, everything in my life went through a
total and unexpected changed. This reminds me of how the Venerable Master
taught us that the Sutra that is most true and real for each one of us, is the
one that we're writing in our own lives.

Before telling the story, let me give some background information.
When I first studied Buddhism, I was a senior in a high school in a suburb
of Chicago (Elk Grove) and I wrote this paper for my senior English class.
I did a rather thorough comparison of the ultimate goals for Buddhism and
Christianity. That was the very first time I had read anything in Buddhism.
That was back in 1969-70. I had read about five or six books on Buddhism to
produce this thesis about the differences and similarities in Christianity and
Buddhism. At that time I had developed a strong fondness for and devotion
to studying Buddhism. After I graduated, I went to a big public university
not too far from Chicago, called Northern Illinois University (NIU). At that
time in 1970, there were not a lot of books on Buddhism. All the books
that I had studied in high school weren’t that good. They contained a lot
of misinformation and misinterpretations of the teachings of the Buddha.
However, there was a professor at my university who had recently published
one of the few good and accurate books on Buddhism. It was called the “World of the
Buddha, an introduction to Buddhist literature.” He had published this in 1968. His
name was Professor Lucien Stryk. In attending my university, they had just started an
experimental program where some select academic classes were actually held in the
large dormitory where we lived. Students got to talk to the professor outside the formal
classroom setting and had a much more personal teaching experiencing. I got to meet
this professor, listen to him lecture, and talk to him in person with other students over
lunch. He was a real nice person and very knowledgeable about Buddhism. However, in
talking to him and listening to him, I felt quite strongly that his approach to Buddhism
was too academic. I wanted to know and see how Buddhism was practiced in daily
life. So, I made plans to go to a Buddhist country where I could see Buddhism being
practiced by people devoted to the Buddhist path in their daily lives. I went searching
for a country like this that also had a well-established Buddhist monastic community

with Western monks.

Sutra) - fiifiE  RAESER
S RAYEE - R G IR IRELRE T-RL
FIHIN - PR AE ML EBEELE
AEARAGEA + Bl — K=
ETATBRIR R > Y EBEEL
o IRIFIEIREATAIAE % -

SR EHETEE > 2HHEHIE
B TR EERINE - EETE
KBS - 8L =2 M 15 FH
B KN REE - L AR - EHiS
S - B — EZ IR > ZAE
EERES L 2 - A RE
HIEMSZHEE - - AE#H (B
LRy HHFEE] : TARATA R BAEE
— R 2R K o 4o R 4T AT I
A o HFAF e R F A R AL 0 AR
CH—BMER—MAGHFF S AR
ZRF ARG D BABRXBERTE

%%éé‘)J

APRIL 2015 Vasra BobHi Sea |33

8 A o ‘ Q1314 1Haog



8 #i ot ‘ BobHi FIELD

Fortunately where I lived in the suburb of
Chicago, Elk Grove Village, there was a city
just a few miles away called Wheaton (Illinois).

And it turned out that the headquarters of the

o

Theosophical Society in America was located
in Wheaton. Their bookstore in Wheaton
was incredible. They had all kinds of books
from India and other parts of the world on
the various religions, focusing mostly on
Hinduism, Buddhism, and general mystical
traditions. These were books one could
never find in any other bookstore. 1 was
able to get some excellent Buddhist books,
especially those published by the Buddhist
Publication Society in Sri Lanka. Within a
couple of years, I had bought and read over
50 books on Buddhism and another 50 or so
on Hinduism, mysticism, and other related topics in religion. A lot of the Buddhist
books were written by Western monastics who were already cultivating in Sri Lanka
and Thailand. I ended up dropping out of college with the intent to study Buddhism
overseas. I wrote the Buddhist Publication Society in Sri Lanka and asked them where
I could go to study Buddhism as a living tradition in a Buddhist country. They said
that I should go to Thailand, because there were already a good number of Western
monks in Thailand. I worked to save enough money and flew out to Thailand in
1973.

During my nearly three-month visit to Thailand, I stayed in three different
monasteries in Bangkok or close to Bangkok. When I first arrived, I lived in Wat
Mahatat. Then I moved to Wat Pleng, and finally ended up at Wat Bovornives. I
stayed in each of these temples or Wats for a little less than a month. I got to meet
a lot of Western monks and was able to travel to meet some of the great masters
of Thailand. I met Ajahn Chah in person at his monastery along with his 20 or so
Western monks, as well as Ajahn Maha Bua with his group of about 15 or so Western
monks. I met great teachers and good friends in the Dharma, and became devoted to
the study of the Abhidharma. A monk from Australia, named Phra Dhammadharo,
introduced me to his Abhidharma teacher, a middle-aged woman named Sujin
Boriharnwaniket. She had exceptional and seemingly encyclopedic knowledge of the
Abhidharma teachings, and would conduct one 3 to 4 hour class each week at Wat
Bovornives that was attended mostly by Western monks and visiting scholars from
other countries. At that time in 1973 she also had a daily morning radio show on the
teachings of the Abhidharma for serious students of Buddhism in Bangkok. I was
learning things in Thailand from monks and other teachers that I could never learn
in a university. It was Buddhism as a way of life, a way of actual practice, rather than
abstract theory. I was quite happy studying and practicing there.

In Thailand at that time, there was a limit to the number of visas one could get in
one year. That number was three. So after I renewed my visa two times, it looked like I

was going to have to leave the country and abandon my studies of Buddhism (at least
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temporarily). However, the Thailand
government allowed a foreigner to stay
in the country as long as they wanted
if they became ordained as a Buddhist
novice or monk. Therefore, if I wanted
to stay in Thailand, I had to become
a monk or at least a novice. Although
I really loved Thailand and liked the
teachers and the many Western monks
I had befriended, becoming a monk was
a life-long commitment and I wasnt
sure | wanted to spend the rest of my
life in Thailand. I decided to come back
to America.

When I came back to America, a
very strange experience occurred. As
soon as [ walked through the front door
of my parents house, I immediately
knew that I had to go back to Thailand
and become a monk. I had suddenly
changed my mind. I told my mom
and dad I had it all planned out. I had
met all these good monks and I knew exactly where I was going
to be ordained and what my plans for the rest of my life were. I
told them I was going to Bangkok, to study at Wat Bovornives, the
best city monastery for Western monks. There I would study Pali,
the Theravada Buddhist Canon, and the Abhidharma teachings for
a couple of years. After that I would go to the forest monastery of
Ajahn Maha Bua. At that time, 1973-74, there was a monk from
England named Ajahn Pannavaddho who had already been a monk
for 15 or so years under the tutelage of Ajahn Maha Bua. He was the
senior Western monk in Thailand and his teacher was considered one
of the most experienced and knowledgeable Masters in Thailand. I
figured I was going to go there and spend the rest of my life in his
forest monastery in the northern part of Thailand, across the Mekong
River from Vientiane, Laos in the province of Udon Thani, Thailand.
So I asked my mom and dad, if it was okay with them if I did that.
And my parents told me what American mothers and fathers in
these kinds of situations often say. They said, “If that’s what makes
you happy, then you have our blessing.” When I think back to that
time, it sounds so simple, yet my parents like so many other parents,
always selflessly thought of what was best for their children. I'm sure
that the idea of their son going to Thailand and never coming back
again, must have been something very difficult to accept. Yet, out of
what the Buddha said is the epitome of loving-kindness (Maitri), the

parent’s love for their children, they said okay.
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So I went back to work, saved money, and flew back to Thailand in
January 1974. Several months later, March 31, 1974, I became a novice
monk. I took the precepts of a Shramanera. I had never taken any moral
precepts before in my life- not the five moral precepts or any moral
precepts whatsoever. Even though I had already studied Buddhism for
about five years at that time, I never formally took the moral precepts.
There at the temple in Bangkok, Wat Bovornives, I received the moral
precepts of a novice monk for the first time.

So at that point, my whole life was already mapped out for me.
And this was just the first step in that plan for the rest of my life.
However, about a month after I received these moral precepts, I read
an English translation of the Lotus Sutra. I don’t know why, but for all
those years I was studying Buddhism, I never read a Mahayana Sutra.
It was like some kind of karmic obstacle. So I decided to read it. It was
one of the earliest English translations done by a person named H.
Kern over 100 years ago (first published in 1884). I read it and I went,
“Wow, this is what I've been looking for all my life in Buddhism. The
way the Buddha is described in the Lotus Sutra is the way the Buddha
really was.” I was so moved while reading the Sutra, I cried many times.
I had now unexpectedly become a believer in the Mahayana Buddhist
tradition. All the plans that I had laid out for my life had changed.

At that time I had a friend who had become a novice at my temple
about six months before I did, who had also converted to the Mahayana
and had gone to study in South Korea. He was originally from New
Zealand and had become a monk in Korea with the monastic name
Ham Wol. So I contacted him and made plans to go to Korea to study
Buddhism with him and his teacher there. However, after a week or
two, another Australian monk who resided in my temple, handed me a
book and said, “I think you should read this book.” It was the recently
published biography of the Venerable Master, volume one of the
Master’s life in China (first printed in October 1973). I read this book,
Shr Fu’s biography, and I knew he was my teacher. I had been searching
in Thailand (and also in Burma) and I met these good teachers but
I never felt they were the real teacher that I was looking for. I never
felt that any of them were my personal teacher. As soon as I read the
Venerable Master’s biography, I knew he was my teacher, my spiritual
guide. I immediately wrote to Gold Mountain and said I wanted to
come back to America to study with the Venerable Master.

This is a quote from the letter that I had sent to the Venerable
Master while I was a novice in Thailand. Remember that after receiving
the moral precepts for the first time, I had planned to spend the rest
of my life in Thailand. Everything in my life had now changed rather
dramatically. This is what I wrote to the Master in the middle of May
in 1974:

I'm a beginner in the Dharma practice and new to the Mahayana

Sutras, which ['ve only started reading only about a week and a half ago.
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Theres so much I don’t understand and there’s so much I want
to learn. I hope you'll grant my request to develop along the
true path ar Gold Mountain Monastery.

I received permission to come and study at Gold
Mountain Monastery and shortly thereafter, returned to
America to study and practice under the guidance of the
Venerable Master.

Incredible changes had taken place in my life. And
I'm absolutely certain that this all came about because of
this force- this incredible, efficacious and powerful force of
going through that ritual of receiving the moral precepts
of a Shramanera for the first time in my life. That is what
opened up all these doors and possibilities, that were just
waiting to be opened, but for some reason were being
obstructed. One thing after another suddenly came to
fruition after all these years of studying Buddhism, once
I went through the ritual of receiving the moral precepts
for the first time.

Again, we're so lucky to be here at the City of 10,000
Buddhas. Every time I come here into the Hall, when I
bow to the Buddha and look at the image of Guan Yin
Bodhisattva and the painted portrait of the Venerable
Master, I just think, “Wow! We are all so fortunate to
be in this situation in which we are able to worship and
practice together in the Buddha Hall here at the City of
10,000 Buddhas. We should never take this for granted.”
I'm going to close with two quotes the Venerable Master
gave about the City in his instructional talks here in 1992:

“In the whole world only the City of Ten Thousand
Buddhas is really pure. All other places have some
afflictions and some trouble. Here you can single-
mindedly cultivate. You don’t see, hear or speak of
others’ rights or wrongs. The Buddhas and Bodhisattvas
are always mindful and protective here at the City. If you
really bring forth the Bodhi-mind, they will assist you.”
(August 25, 1992)

“Everything here at the City of Ten Thousand
Buddhas is good. Everything is fine. You have food,
clothes, a place to live- everything is good. You should
really cultivate the Path! If you still don’t well-cultivate
here at the City, then even if you'’re in the Pure Land of
Amitabha Buddha, you won’t be able to cultivate. What
are you waiting for? If you don’t cultivate now, you will
never cultivate. Don’t miss this opportunity to cultivate

the Path.” (July 31, 1992) &
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