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Bhikshu Heng Ju bows during his pilgrimage
for world peace, 1973-1974.
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At this point, the Master smiled, playfully bonked the kid over the
head three times, and returned to his room. Everyone who witnessed
this was sweating profusely.

When no sympathy from the Master came, I tried to settle down
in Seattle. I even married and became a father, but I wasnt ready for
any of it. I found a job in a local diesel/generator shop, and every night
after work I'd go out for drinks with the boys. One morning my wife
asked me where I'd left the car.

“Outside, where I always park it,” I replied.

“I suggest you look out the window,” she said. I looked, but the car
was not there. I hopped on a bus and spent the rest of the day riding

up and down the streets of Seattle until I finally found the car. A bum
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Left to right: Bhikshu Heng Yo, Venerable Master Hsuan Hua,
and Bhikshu Heng Ju on the roof of the Buddhist Lecture Hall
in Hong Kong, 1974.
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was sleeping in the front seat, and the back was filled with over one
hundred loaves of bread.

When I returned to the house, my wife, who used to work in a
detox facility, looked me in the eyes and uttered the sentence that I will
never forget: “Tim, you are an alcoholic!” Her truth hurt, yet I knew
she was right the instant she spoke. But since alcoholism is a disease
characterized by denial, I had to keep drinking just to make sure she
was right.

Eventually, inevitably, my wife and I separated, and there was no
one left to interfere with my drinking. I got a job on a National Oceanic
and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA) ship, and with a loan from
the Veteran’s Administration bought a house in the suburbs of Seattle.
I didn’t have enough self-esteem to live in it, however, so I took in a
Cambodian refugee family while I camped in a 17-foot trailer in the

backyard. It was there that I drank myself down to the murky bottom.

Bhikshu Heng Ju in an airport waiting room during a 1974 trip to
Southest Asia with Venerable Master Hsuan Hua.
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One morning, waking up to face all the usual horrors of
what had become three-day hangovers, I experienced an unusual
awakening. Why was I doing this? Why was I drinking myself
into oblivion when there was absolutely no reason for it? I had a
good job, a wonderful child, a cute house, and no wife to blame.
I was free to do whatever I wanted. The drinking just didn’t make
sense. At that moment I was able to find genuine resolve. From
the bottom of my heart I said to myself, “I don’t care what it takes,
I'm going to quit drinking, get sober, and stay sober!” I called the
captain of my ship and asked him if he could arrange to send me to
an inpatient alcoholism treatment center. He obliged.

I consider the day I got sober as a true awakening and a major
turning point in my life. While I was at the monastery, I had
followed the rules because I had to, but I couldn’t be sure if I was
really doing it or just going along with external pressure. Now I
would have a chance, completely on my own, to start over and
internalize the rules, to take personal responsibility for my sobriety
and spiritual recovery. That solid little thought, mustered up from
the depths of my miserable, drunken soul, was the beginning of a
new life.

After accumulating a reasonable amount of sobriety for a year
or so, I decided it was time to return to the monastery and make
amends. I took the thousand-mile trip to Ukiah, California, to the
City of Ten Thousand Buddhas, and to the Master.

Prior to the evening dharma talk I lit incense, circumambulated
the Buddha, bowed three times, kneeled, and made my formal
repentance. The Master observed from the high seat; about
a hundred disciples were also in attendance. Following my
repentance, the Master said: “Kuo Yu, like most people, you are a
mixture of good and bad. Fortunately, you have more good than
bad. Just work on making the good points more, the bad points
less. Everyone makes mistakes, so don’t worry; everything is OK.
Patience is the thing you need to work on now—extreme patience.
I know you want to leave the home life again, but you have karma
to work out. Stay there for now. Don’t doubt Buddhism, and don’t
go to pieces. You have been a very positive influence for Buddhism
in the West. You are welcome to come here and cultivate anytime.”

Never, ever, have I felt the weight of such a burden lifted from
my shoulders. I was forgiven. I was a free man. I felt like I could fly!

That was then; this is now.

I guess I was vaguely hoping that he would transmit the
Dharma to me or something. But no, I told myself, that didnt
matter. I just wanted to thank him for all hed done for me and
ask his forgiveness for being such a pain in the butt. I also had a
question about pure eating. Following my teenage daughter Jetti’s

example, I had gone back to my strict vegetarian diet. I'd been
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Left to right: Bhikshus Heng Yo and Heng Ju on their bowing
pilgrimage for world peace. Bhikshu Heng Yo carried their

tent and supplies, and joined in the bowing when he could. The
two averaged about five miles a day, with Heng Ju bowing about
1,700 times per mile.
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doing fine with it for over a year, but I had a big question that was eating
away at me. I live in a waterfront cabin on a saltwater bay, and the shoreline
is filled with succulent, world-class oysters. It’s great to shuck them right on
the beach, leave the shells to spawn, then soak the little buggers overnight
in olive oil and herbs and broil them the next day to golden brown on both
sides. What a delicacy! So my question was: since oysters have no arms or
legs, no eyes or face, and they grow on rocks, then they must not be an
animal. Weren't they more or less a vegetable? And if so, what harm would
it be if I ate them, especially since they conveniently spawned right in my
own front yard?

This was the big life-and-death question on my mind, one I had
discussed with no one.

When I entered the Master’s room, his attendant announced, “Kuo Yu
is here.”

The Master responded, “Kuo Yu, dont become a fish!”

There is a stage of spiritual development along the Bodhisattva path
that is called “Avaivartika”, Sanskrit for “irreversible.” At this stage, one’s
thoughts, position, and practice no longer turn back toward confusion.
When I was the cook at the monastery in the *70s, I had just taken up the
practice of eating only one meal a day, which is really difficult when you're
working with food all the time. I was doing really well for several days,
but one morning I couldn’t stand it any longer and decided to have some

breakfast. I remember it clearly: I was heading for the icebox. In fact, I had
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my hand on the icebox door when I looked out in the hallway to see
the Master walking by. He was smiling as he walked down the hall.
Then suddenly he stopped and began walking backward, retracing
his steps back down the hall, around the corner, and out of sight.
Not a word was spoken, but I got the message.

Well, once again I hadn’t even asked my question and I received
a response. It was also a pun on my name, because yu means “to
constantly go beyond” (or overdo things), and another character,
yu, means “fish.” If I ate oysters, therefore, I might be reborn as a
sea creature, a realm where only one in ten thousand doesn’t die a
violent death.

Then the Master kidded me about a letter I'd written a while
back, suggesting that there were too many ceremonies at the City of
Ten Thousand Buddhas.

“There are many, many dharma doors(methods of practice),” he
said. “Not just one. It’s good for people to study many doors.”

“Okay, Shrfu [Teacher]. I agree.”

“How old is your daughter?” Shrfu asked.

“She’s 14, Shrfu. She’s going to a private boarding school, and,
well, she’s doing just great,” I rambled on.

“I know,” replied the Master. “Who is going to take care of you
when you're old?” he asked.

“I don’t know, Shrfu.” I could feel tears welling up. “All I know
is that I just want to cultivate the Way, Shrfu.”

“Did you read the latest Vajra Bodhi Sea [the monthly magazine
of the Dharma Realm Buddhist Association]?” the Master asked.
“The story about the camphor tree?”

“No, Shrfu.”

“Get him a copy of the article,” he instructed his attendant.
When the attendant brought me the magazine, I sat and read about
a camphor tree on Potola Mountain in China that had taken refuge
with the Master. The story ended with these words of exhortation:
“Whoever you are, if you have a true and sincere mind, if you are
not careless in the least, if you do not go along with what worldly
people do, but do the contrary, then you will be able to attain
the benefit from Buddhism. Whether you are a left-home or
layperson, you should be true Buddhists. Don’t be like ordinary
people: greedy, fighting, seeking, selfish, and self-benefiting,
not letting a moment go by from morning to night without
acting falsely. This is most important! These six great principles
are the first step toward learning Buddhism and eventually
accomplishing Buddhahood. Don’t forget them! Don’t neglect
them! We should learn to take more losses and not take any
advantages.”

I bowed to the Master.

He smiled and said, “Okay, time for a rest.” &
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