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Exploring Reality: Humboldt State University Faculty and Students visit
the City of Ten Thousand Buddhas

B2 1% X/3#  Written and Translated by Da Xue
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Over 70 students and faculty from Humboldt State University had a taste of
Buddhist monastic life over the weekend of April 8 to 10, 2016 at The City
of Ten Thousand Buddhas learning to sit in meditation, and exploring the
truths of life. Many of them would like to return.

Such a weekend retreat has been held for over twenty years as part of the
World Religions course and is sponsored by the Religious Studies Department
of the Humboldt State University. Each year two weekend programs are held,
one in the Fall and the other during the Spring semester. Students attended
morning and evening recitation, the meal offering ceremony, an introduction
to meditation, Tai Chi, and three Q & A sessions on Buddhism with our
Buddhist monastics. In addition to this, there was a Saturday evening panel
which explored the question, “What is reality?”

Bhikshu Heng Shun hosted the panel discussion. Bhikshu Jin Yong pointed
out that our eyes can detect only a very narrow band of electromagnetic waves.
We cannot see wavelengths longer than red or wavelengths shorter than violet.
We cannot see IR light, UV light, X-rays, microwaves, radio or TV waves. We
cannot see devas, ghosts, or hell beings. Scientists try to build instruments
as sensitive as possible to explore nature. However, the instruments cannot
detect everything. The Buddhist approach is different. Instead of relying
on instruments, it explores reality through meditation that delves deep into
consciousness. The Buddha realized the true nature of reality more than two
thousand years ago. Through rigorous self-cultivation, every one of us can be
like the Buddha.

Steve Setera, PhD in Metaphysics added that the ultimate reality in
Buddhism is also an ultimate truth, that is the truth of emptiness. The Buddha
said in the Sutta-Nipata, “The world exists because of causal actions, all things
are produced by causal actions and all beings are governed and bound by
causal actions. They are fixed like the rolling wheel of a cart, fixed by the pin
of its axle shaft.”

In Taoism, Lao Tse said about the ultimate reality: “There was something
undifferentiated and yet complete, which existed before heaven and earth.
Soundless and formless, it depends on nothing and does not change. It is all
pervading and unfailing. It may be considered the mother of the universe. I

do not know its name; I call it the Tao or the Path.” The ultimate reality in
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Confucianism is stated in the Doctrine of the Mean.

Dr. Hudaya Kandahjaya noted that the way science works in reality begins
with questions and hypothesis. Everything must be quantified and measurable.
Reality in Buddhism is based on what is not measurable. When you are in a
dream you think it is real, but in comparison to our everyday life, it is but a
dream. To an Awakened One like the Buddha, everyday life is just like a dream.

Professor Steve Jenkins of Humboldt State University said that reality is
not what we see or think or what we perceive through our senses. He also
mentioned the importance of compassion, which is what aspiring Bodhisattvas
should learn.

Dharma Realm Buddhist University Emeritus President Ron Epstein
stressed that the reality we perceive in our daily lives is like the virtual reality
in computer games. He also mentioned the startling statistic that American
college students have dropped 40% in their empathy for others in the last
decade. He said that this is because they are used to communicating with
people in a digital way and are thus gradually losing the ability to sense what
is real. Although our so-called self is not real, the compassionate energy from
the Bodhisattvas is real. Every moment we have the opportunity to choose
between going along with our selfish desires or unselfish thoughts of kindness
and compassion.

Megan Sweet, an MA student of Dharma Realm Buddhist University,
noted that our moment-to-moment reality adds up over time to become our
life. It is our views, ideas, and conceptions that over time become habits. The
Buddha asks us to look at the here and now, and to realize that we really do
have a choice in this. In this way, he awakens the potential in us for freedom.
Maureen Mclver , another MA student said that there are two types of reality.
The absolute reality refers to the non-dual eternal present. The goal of human
life is to attain an understanding of this non-dual reality which is the Sanatana
or Eternal Dharma. Relative reality is about our view of self and others. We
experience the world of multiple forms and at the same time interact within
the world in appropriate ways.

This panel discussion engaged students to think more in-depth. One
student even asked, “Where do I come from? Do I come from emptiness?” Dr.
Setera answered, “You are here because of your parents.” (Laughter) Megan
Sweet suggested reading 7he Shurangama Sutra which provides a detailed
answer to this question. Bhikshuni Heng Yi also reminded students that reality
is emptiness and that all teachings from the Buddha are there to help living
beings to understand this principle.

Before leaving the City of Ten Thousand Buddhas, many students felt
that they had learned a lot and wanted to come back. Josh Roa who majors
in Wildlife Management and Conservation said that this is the second time
he has come to City of Ten Thousand Buddhas. He liked meditation a lot
and felt happy to interact with the monastics. He also said that the food that
was served was great. And he made up his mind to come again. Zach Ottey, a
psychology student, said that this is also his second visit to the City. Getting
away from every day busy life, he could sense the inner peace which enabled
him to appreciate little things such as the chirping of a bird and the fragrance

from a flower. He enjoyed meditation
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and felt the energy filling the room when reciting Guan Yin Bodhisattva’s
name to the point that he felt he could let go of everything.

For Chanel Washington, a biology student, this was her first visit
to the City. She came to realize that her mind had been controlled
by material things in the past. She found that only when sitting in
meditation could she control her own mind. She also appreciated that
everyone ate all the food that they took. In her University cafeteria, she
would often see people throwing away food that they had not eaten.
There is always a lot of leftover food “which is very wasteful.” The
precious lesson she learned is taking only the amount of food that we
need instead of taking the amount of food according to our desire.
She plans to be a volunteer at the City during the summer so as to

experience and learn more about the Buddhist way of life. g






