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Excerpts from Bhikshu Heng Shun’s Talks at the CTTB Buddha Hall on December 24, 2014 & April 8, 2015

Impromptu Chinese Translation: Michael Lu

First of all, I want to share with you a paragraph of a
sutra text. It is called the Mother Sutra. In the Mother
Sutra, the Buddha says, “Looking for a beginning in
samsara, there’s no beginning to when living beings
have first started to be in the process of being reborn or
going through transmigration in the realm of samsara.
Living beings in samsara are hindered by ignorance and
are fettered by craving. A being who has not been one’s
mother at one time in the past is not easy to find. A
being who has not been one’s father at one time in the
past is difficult to find. A being who has not been one’s
brother in the past is difficult to find. A being who has
not been one’s sister in the past is difficult to find. A
being who has not been one’s son in the past is difficult
to find. A being who has not been one’s daughter in
the past is difficult to find.” Basically that’s saying every
living being in samsara, not just people, not just people
on our planet Earth but in all of samsara, there’s not
a single living being who hasn’t been our mother, our
father, our sister, brother, son or daughter. Each living
being has been all of these six types of beings in relation
to us. This is actually a sutra of the Theravada tradition
in Pali.

Of course, from the Mahayana perspective, we
want to do our best to be like Guan Yin Bodhisattva
to have really genuine kindness and compassion for all
of the living beings who have been our close relations
in past lives. In thinking about this 'm going to tell
several stories in my experience observing the Master’s
kindness and compassion. I was inspired to talk about
this tonight because about a week or two ago, at the
end of his lecture, Spike said, after thinking about all
his struggles in learning how to be kind to other people,
he thought, “I always envisioned the Master as being
kind.” In my experience, especially behind the scenes,
in the private, in the real, he was always kind without
exception. It was really moving to see how kind and
compassionate he was.

A lot of these stories are insignificant little things

that happened but when you see that over and over
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again, day in and day out, year after year, it was so moving. The Master was always
kind.

The first story is personal. This is a story I've never told in public before. It is
about the three-year process of my repentance and how at the very end the Master
forgave me and allowed me to become fully ordained again. It’s kind of embarrassing,
but I hope that by learning from my experience and the Master’s teaching it will be
beneficial to everybody.

This took place during my repentance. As a lot of people know already, another
monk and myself went through a pretty serious and long repentance period that
started at the end of January of 1992 and lasted all the way until August of 1994.
Without going into great detail, the two of us were responsible for spending a lot
of money for the university without the Venerable Master’s permission. The money
ended up being wasted. Thus we created a lot of weighty, bad karma. The actual
repentance ritual itself was done before the Venerable Master and the fourfold assembly
in this Buddha Hall and took place over four weekends (January-February). From the
beginning of the repentance and for six months thereafter, although each of us had
been monks for 10 to 15 years, we were stripped of our outer Kashaya robes and had
to stand behind the novice nuns in a state of penance. We also took mandatory vow
of silence. Needless to say, we went through a pretty serious period of penitence. It
was something that we had created ourselves through our own unwholesome karma.

It was really embarrassing at the time, and to this day, 'm still quite ashamed of
what I did. After this initial six-month period of special penance, the Master said,
“Ok, you two can’t even be my disciples. We're going to draw straws. You are going to
draw the names of two other bhikshus and the names you draw will be your two new
teachers. “ I was no longer Heng Shun and the other monK’s original monastic name
— we lost our Heng names and we became disciples of these two other disciples of the
Venerable Master. We got new names — I was Qin Sha (Far) and the other monk was
Qin Er (Near). So we were no longer the Venerable Master’s direct disciples.

However, we were still able to study here at the City. And we still believed very
much in the Venerable Master. We had lost our status as bhikshus and were made
Shramaneras (novice monks). We took the normal position with the other novices
and were able to wear our outer robes again. Again, we
knew that the circumstances we found ourselves in were
self-made. We had to experience the consequences of
our own foolish actions. Although it was difficult, we
both had unwavering faith in the Venerable Master.
We did the best that we could to study and cultivate as
novices. That’s the background and setting for the story.

So after our six-month period of silent penance,
we drew the names of our two new teachers. This was
in July of 1992. About 11 months after that (June of
1993), I got word from my mother that my father was
physically incapable of doing the things that he could
do before. He was nearly 80 years old. They lived in
a house in a suburb of Chicago. My mom wanted me

to come and help do some work on the house, because
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my father was unable to do that. I asked one
of the monks to ask the Venerable Master if
it was okay. I got word that it was okay. I had
said that I would probably be gone for a month
or two. However, a few days before I left for
my parents house, the Master told one of
the monks that he wanted to meet with me. I
hadn’t talked to the Venerable Master since the
July event nearly a year earlier.

So the Master summoned me and I talked
to him alone. He told me in Chinese, “Your
problem still hasn’t been resolved.” He was not
very pleased that I wanted to go and I got a
feeling that he didnt really give permission in
the first place. At that time and actually during
the whole time of the 2-year plus repentance
period, I felt this heavy almost physical weight
on my shoulders. It was the heavy karmic
obstacles that I still hadn’t overcome. The Venerable Master made it quite clear that
my karmic hindrances were still quite significant and I hadn’t yet made up for the
bad karma that I had created. He was not happy I wanted to go.

One thing that I wanted to also mention is that previously I had been one of
several people who had the good fortune to serve as the Venerable Master’s assistant
and later his attendant. I had served in this way for about 15 years. During that
time at Gold Mountain Monastery (15th Street location in San Francisco) I'd see
him all the time and be able to talk to him personally whenever necessary. After my
repentance, everything changed and I had no contact with the Master. I had lost
my status and position as one of the most senior monks under the Master’s tutelage.
This situation was already rather difficult, and now I was going to leave the City
and the Master’s direct guidance to go help my mother and father.

So I went to my parents home. Then one month passed, another month
passed, and another month passed. Remember the Venerable Master wasnt too
happy about my going for one or two months, and now it was three months, then
four months, and even five months.

Just one thing after another came up. My mother wanted me to do this and do
that; my father was physically incapable of doing the normal things for the upkeep of
the house. It was like I was stuck there. I was still a monk and keeping my monastic
vows. I'd always wear my robe and do rituals and ceremonies (most especially
chanting the Chapter on the Practices and Vows of Samantabhadra Bodhisattva ),
but I was really stuck. By December, it had been six months. Someone at the City
had told me that the Venerable Master was wondering where I was. When was I
coming back? It was really weird, because I did want to go back, but I was stuck. By
January it had been seven months. Then on February 14, 1994, I received a letter
in the mail from the City of Ten Thousand Buddhas.

Inside the envelope was just a little slip of paper and it said, “The Venerable
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Master says you do not need to come back to the City of 10,000
Buddhas.” The gist of the message was that I was not allowed to
come back to the City. I could not believe what I was reading. I was
in total shock. I had no intention of not going back. I thought to
myself, “What? This is not possible!” It was a bolt out of the blue.
When I pondered the significance of the message and digested it,
all of a sudden I felt like this web of threads that had me tied up
from all sides, was broken. I could physically see these threads of
all colors in the space around me being broken apart. It must have
been this karmic net that kept me stuck at my parents’ house. The
Venerable Master’s words in the message were powerful enough
to break these threads. I then knew I had to go back to the City
of 10,000 Buddhas. I was now free from this net and felt able to
return. So I telephoned the City right away.
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My whole life was devoted to the monastic life and to studying
with the Venerable Master. If I could not return to the City of
10,000 Buddhas, I felt my life would be meaningless. I could not
imagine myself not being at the City. I called the City and was
quite emotional. I said I really wanted to come back, please tell the
Venerable Master that I had no intention of not coming back. I was
extremely distraught. In my heart, I felt that the impact of the note
from the Venerable Master had enabled me to be free and come
back. I could leave my parents’ home and was no longer stuck
there. After calling the City, I wrote a letter to the Venerable Master
and faxed it to the City the next morning. In the letter I begged the
Venerable Master to allow me to return to the City. About a week
later, I got another letter from the City of Ten Thousand Buddhas.

In the envelope was another small slip of paper, dated February
19, that said, “The Venerable Master said you can come back. But

when you come back, youre going to have to do hard work and
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you will no longer be a monk (i.e. I'd be made a layperson).” I was so
happy I could come back. As one of the Venerable Master’s assistants,
I had many experiences observing how he taught and transformed
people with inconceivable skill-in-means. I was so happy I laughed
out loud. I was delighted that I could come back, but I would have to
become a layperson. I got word that I shouldn’t disrobe; I should keep
my robes on at my parents’ house. Once I came back to the City, then
I would be made a layperson again. I had originally left in June of 1993
and I came back on April 10, 1994.

I was just so happy to be back. Having had so much experience
with the Venerable Master and knowing the things I should do, I just
worked really hard as he had instructed. I did a lot of physical work
all day long. I did the major ceremonies. Needless to say, I was very
ashamed and embarrassed. I was a layperson again, after having been a
bhikshu for over 15 years, but I just worked really hard. I didn’t think
about it. I tried to create merit and cultivate. About four months later,
I had a dream. It was on August 10, 1994. I was in the assembly just
like during the big repentance (2 1/2 years earlier), except this time
everyone was saying, “Good! You did a good job. You've completed
your repentance.” It was a really vivid dream. I still felt very ashamed,
even in the dream. I felt unworthy of their forgiveness.

Then in reality, a couple of days later on August 13, the Venerable
Master called the office and said, the two monks, Heng Shun and the
other monk, can be my disciples again. They can have their original
monastic names back. When we have the next ordination, they can
become bhikshus again. The Venerable Master said, “Anyone can
change themselves.” Then he quoted a saying from the Book of Songs
that is mentioned in the commentary to the Great Learning — “Just
as ivory is cut and filed, and jade is carved and polished” which is
one of my favorite sayings from the Great Learning. In a lecture the
Master gave at the City on July 31, 1992, he said, “We all have good
and bad points. We should assist each other in :
the big smelting furnace of the City of 10,000
Buddhas. ‘Just as ivory is cut and filed, and
jade is carved and polished’ making exquisite
utensils out of jade, out of flesh and blood.”

Everything had changed.We were forgiven.
At the time, the people in the office didn’t believe
what they had heard. Even DM Lyu after hearing
this, called the Venerable Master to confirm that
it was true. They couldn’t believe that all of a
sudden we were forgiven like that. That’s the way
things turned out. The Venerable Master made
me a novice again.

Later I finally got to see the Master personally,

I had not seen him in two years. I went to visit
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him on December 13, 1994. It was first time I had seen him in
a few years and it was the last time I saw him because later he
left the world physically. At that time, I had no idea what my
encounter with him would be. I knelt before the Master and
he held my hand, which he had never done before in the many,
many years | was his assistant or attendant. He held my hand
and said, “I don’t blame you, I didn’t teach you well.” I messed
up and made mistakes, I wasn’t really filial like I should’ve been
- having filial piety for the Master. The Master said, “How can
I expect Americans to understand filial piety?” It’s not really
emphasized in American culture. He said, “I don’t blame you,

so don’t worry. Now you've changed a lot. I look at all living

beings as my father and mother from past lives.” It’s something
I'll just never forget. It’s like what the sutra says, to me it’s
something the Master actually sees. We hear in the sutras and
we have faith in it but this is the Master saying it. This is a
relationship with all living beings in our past lives and he says
I look at all living beings as my mother and father from past
lives. Finally, the other monk and I both became bhikshus at
the next ordination in 1995.

This is another story happened in 1985. In the early days

of Gold Mountain — when I came in *74, Heng Guan was

» Continued on page 35
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«(Continued from page 26

always the monk that most of us looked up to. He was
very talented. The Master said he was the Sixth Patriarch’s
secretary in his past life. He went through a repentance like
mine, where it lasted for a couple of weekends. After the
first weekend at the City — in 1985 the Master would be
at the City three days a week and at Gold Mountain about
four days a week. He'd come up here on Friday and leave
on Monday.

Heng Guan was going through this really tough
repentance. At the end of the first weekend — I guess
Sunday afternoon, he was supposed to come back to Gold
Mountain. The Master called Gold Mountain and asked
if Heng Guan was there. I told the Master, “No, Master.”
“Oh, he left like three hours ago, he should’ve been there
by now.” The Master said, “Heng Guan is going through
this repentance and he’s really upset so be really nice to
him, really kind.”

I was Heng Guan’s assistant for ten years and we get
along very well and he’s kind of like my big brother. The
Master made a point — as soon as he comes in, be really,
really nice to him. It’s really hard for him right now. I'm
thinking to myself and I wait all together four or five hours
from the time he left, he finally walks through the door. 'm
really concerned because for the Master to call like that, it
means he must be really upset. I'm so worried if I say the
wrong thing, he might explode. But as soon as he walks
through the door, the phone rang.

I didn’t even have a chance to say “hi”, right when he
walks in, the phone rings and it’s the Master. I handed the
phone to Heng Guan and the Master totally calmed him
down. He has a long talk with him for ten, fifteen minutes.
And as soon as he’s done talking, he was so relieved. He
told me why he was late —since he was getting interested in
astrology, he stopped and did his chart for several hours. He
was looking at how auspicious things were in his life. He
was going through this repentance. He was so happy that
the Master was able to make him feel better and whatever
else the Master said to him. I remember that so clearly.

In conclusion, we should never lose faith in ourselves.
Each one of us truly has the potential to become enlightened.
If someone like myself, by means of faith, was able to go
through all that I went through and be successful, then all

of us are certainly capable of doing the same. &
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