Story of Monastic Training Experience 1975 to 1976
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Dharma Talks by Bhikshu Heng Shun at CTTB Buddha Hall on July 26 and August 9, 2017
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Chinese Translation by Alejandro Gracia-Zhang
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Tonight 'm going to describe what it was like when we did our

monastic training in the earlier times in 1975 to 1976 at the
original Gold Mountain Monastery on 15th Street. The idea here
tonight is to provide a historical description of what it was like
and also to reflect upon some of the differences and similarities
between the training the Master had us do as novices in 1975-
1976 and now. I'll first describe the schedule.

At that time in Gold Mountain the 108-day training we did

was actually from April 1976 until we became fully ordained in

20| ®BIERE —Oo—tENB

S - FEMK
o R IRFIELS
HENELSFAZ
EONCNETE R SR =053
HARSITE19755E 511976
Fo RAEETE
STE&C gk o [ B A IE
{5 [ R W 4 il <¢
&a JAPT D 5 R D 5
JE Sl SR 15 K 78 39
Gl IR
T ERNAS
fER -

IR AE B L ST HY
108K 7 HAE #1976
FAHER > FIFE8H
FMZH e - A
I g HY R ER ALA T
Ty eE o REVUES
FIVUEEIY Ty -

1% 2 58RI £
PUEE Ty o 5
AR _EAE GBI > Bl SCRR AT — 1 B
i —E PEEEAY FER - (EPURGEITIRE - IR
EOIA AL A EUE R TR AT KRR 0 45 R
JERTSCIE »

FliSCHR - FaReEfbe/ Voo - (HL A%
Kz - HEERMER - EEEE > FNESEM
KA - BERRLEGE - RIS M - 88
IR _EASEREY- o0 8 - SRR —



August 1976. All the training was done at Gold Mountain. The morning

ceremony was only 45-50 minutes long, so it was 4:00 — 4:45/4:50 AM.

Later, it went to about 4:55 AM and then later up here at the City,
the Master said we should always do the ceremony for one hour, 4:00-
5:00 AM. I remember one time one of the novice monks shortened
the ceremony by only 5 minutes and the Master reprimanded him for
ending it before 5:00 AM.

The Master said when we circumambulated during the morning
ceremony, we should do at least 10 minutes and not more than that
because early in the morning people do not have so much energy to
do it longer- it will tire them out. On special days in which we had the
Incense Praise in the morning we would still do 10 minutes like Master
instructed. Thus we would end the ceremony at 5:05 or 5:10 AM.

Going back to the schedule at that time in 1975 to 1976, we had
a little break for tea after the morning ceremony and then an hour of
meditation, a 20-minute walk and then another hour of meditation.
We'd be done by about 7:30 AM, with two hours of sitting and a walk
in between.

Again before our special training — the 108-day training- the
schedule from then on was pretty much the same as we have now. We
would do work from 7:30/8:00 AM until the Meal Offering Ceremony.
The Meal Offering was a little bit later, from 10:40 to 11:00 AM. After
that the schedule was the same then as it is now, with exception that the
Evening Recitation Ceremony was at 7:00 PM instead of 6:30 AM, the
Master would lecture from 8:00-9:00 every evening. During the week
he would lecture every day except Monday and twice on Saturday and
Sunday. Thus he lectured 8 times each week.

When I came in August 1974, he was lecturing the Avatamsaka
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Sutra, and was on Chapter 3, Samantabhadra’s Samadhpi. We had another half
hour ceremony after the lecture. At that time we were bowing the 10,000
Buddhas Repentance, which we did section by section every evening.

Four of us became novices in July 1975. Heng Kung (emptiness), had
already been a novice since October 1973. When we started the actual 108-
day training in April of 1976 there were six novice monks. Dharma Master
Heng Sure and myself were two of the six. We had lost two novice monks
who returned to lay-life before the training began. They were a Vietnamese
Shramanera named Heng Hoan and another American novice named Heng
Lu, who had left home in October of 1973. The remaining three novice
monks who did the training were Heng Lyou who became a novice in about
October 1975 a few months after he first met Shr Fu at Buddha Root Farm.
Then Dharma Master Lai became a novice monk after he did a 36-day fast
in the winter of 1975-1976. He became a novice in January or February of
1976. During this 108-day training, there was also a monk from Malaysia
who already was ordained as a novice. His name was Fa Guang, also known as
Dharmajyoti. So during this training period there were six of us novices on the
men’s side and on the women’s side there were also about six novices.

Right after we became novices in July 1975, the San Francisco city
government told us we had to make Gold Mountain at 15" Street earthquake
proof. It was a brick building and we had to do major construction work that
would eventually take about two years to complete. We hired workers from
the Ukiah area to show us how to do all this major construction work. It was
at this time that several people first discovered the property here that would
later become the City of 10,000 Buddhas. Once we learned the various skilled
labor tasks, we took over doing the work ourselves and let the workers from

Ukiah go. We had told these skilled workers from Ukiah ahead of time that
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wed be letting them go once we learned
their various skills. Each of us learned a
particular skilled trade.

The relevance of this to the training
is that when we did the 108-day training,
the work that we did for about 6 or so
hours a day was heavy construction. The
schedule included bowing in repentance
for an hour and a half in the morning and
then again for another hour and half in
the evening. The bowing repentance was
the same for that we do now here at the
City at 5:00 AM each morning, that is,
we recited Shakyamuni Buddha’s name
with the men on one side and the women
on the other, doing alternate bowing and
chanting out loud.

So to sum up the schedule as
described above: we had the Morning
Recitation Ceremony at 4:00-4:45/4:50
AM, two meditation sits with a walk from
5:00-7:30 AM. Then from 7:30-9:00 AM
we'd do the bowing in repentance. After
that we'd do heavy labor remodeling at
the monastery until lunch from 10:40
to 12:00 PM. The Evening Recitation
Ceremony was at 7:00 PM. We did our
evening bowing in repentance from 5:00-
6:30 PM. Thus we worked from about
12:00 to 5:00 PM, doing this rather
heavy-duty construction. In fact at one
point during this time we were doing the
major remodeling and renovation, that
entire dining hall, which was a room 30 by 120 feet was completely filled
with lumber and other materials that we used for our work. One could
not even walk through that area.

After we did the schedule as noted above, we got to listen to the
Venerable Master’s one hour lecture (including English translation) on
the Avatamsaka Sutra. Needless to say, these lectures made all our work
and effort well worth it. It was quite nice.

Part of the training as novices at that time and for many years after
that, was that had to serve as the cantors who led the ceremonies. Once
in a while the monks, the Bhikshus, would be cantors. However, about
90% of the time, every novice had to take a turn to lead the ceremonies.
It didn’'t matter how unskilled you were at doing the ceremonies, you

had to do the cantor part. We didn’t do it one day, we took a turn of one
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week at a time as I recall. We also had
to learn all the Dharma instruments.
By the time we became fully ordained
Bhikshus in August, all of us novices
could play all the instruments.

The hardest thing of being a
novice at that time, and I would say
it was probably the hardest thing I've
done in my life, was sleeping sitting
up. The tradition at Gold Mountain
was that when you left home, when
you first became a novice, you were
expected to sleep sitting up —never
lying down to go to sleep ever. This
was not a requirement, but a tradition
that all of us followed.

At Gold Mountain on the men’s
side, everybody slept sitting up — that
is all the novices and monks- in the main Buddha Hall on the first floor. I still
remember being in the Buddha Hall with all the other monks and trying to
learn to sleep sitting up. Because there was a strict rule that one could never
lay down in the Buddha Hall (since it would be disrespectful to the Buddha
and Bodhisattva images), I remember for two weeks, I was constantly tipping
over to go to sleep and being prodded by one of the monks to sit up straight.
It must've been two weeks of suffering without hardly any sleep. Then after a
couple of weeks, like the other monks, I was able to sleep sitting up. If it were
not for the fact that all the monks did this practice and assisted me in doing it
as well, I would have never been able to pull it off.

The Master’s main instruction for us as novices, when we were bowing in
repentance — it’s actually a very simple practice, alternate bowing — he said we
should be really earnest and sincere in your bowing. The Master said we should
sincerely repent, three hours of bowing everyday, of the offenses we created in
this life and in past lives. That was the essence of the training. That is, doing
three hours of repentance, doing the daily schedule of ceremonies, and doing
hard physical labor. And of course, listening to Venerable Master’s profound
lectures on the Avatamsaka Sutra. The Master emphasized that novices should
always do work for the monastery like that to create a foundation of merit and
virtue. That was what it was like in 1976.

I forgot to mention that we also had to memorize the 53 Small Mantras as
well as the Shramanera Vinaya. The Shramanera Vinaya had just been translated
a year before and so we had the book: General Explanation of the Essentials
of the Shramanera Vinaya and Rules of Deportment. We had to memorize
the entire text of the Shramanera Vinaya including Great Master Lian Chi’s
commentary. And we studied the Rules of Deportment, but did not need
to memorize them. So again, that’s what it was like for our 108-day training

period as novice monks in 1976. &
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