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Growing Up 1in the Monastery
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A Talk Given by Szlai Law (Gwo Zhuang) at Gold Buddha Monastery on October 1, 2017
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When I was very young, around seven years old, I
followed my parents and uncle and aunt to the Hong
Kong Buddhist Lecture Hall. At that time, both of my
parents were volunteer workers at the Buddhist lecture
hall and at Cixing Monastery, another monastery
founded by Venerable Master Hua. Cixing Temple
was very run-down at that time. There was a lot of
construction work that needed to be done. Many
volunteers were needed. Some of the volunteers here
in the Golden Buddha Monastery now were former
volunteers at Cixing Monastery.

The environment at Cixing Monastery is amazing;
although it is located very deep in the mountains, we
would pay a visit each week. Many laywomen would
carry heavy food or daily necessities on their backs,
and laymen would push carts filled with construction
materials, cement or tools up the mountain. My dad
also helped with steel and concrete foundation work,
contributing both money and effort. When I was

young, I watched all the adults go to the monastery to
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help out every week.

What was the happiest thing at Cixing Monastery? It was having the chance
to follow the Venerable Master’s first bhikshuni disciple in Hong Kong, Dharma
Master Heng Yi (%7); (I used to call her Gwo Li Shr. During summer vacations,
I used to live in the mountain with old Dharma Master Yi. There were only
two people there: one bhikshuni in the whole monastery, and another person—
whom everybody knows—Dharma Master Heng Hing, (formerly known as
elder brother Gwo Zhen).

When I was young, I was very naughty and would run around the mountains.
Elder Dharma Master Yi was not too strict with me. She taught me everything,
and I had to assist her with all that she had taught me. In the morning, of
course, | had to get up early to attend Morning Recitation. She was alone and I
helped her by playing the wooden fish and hit the bell-and-drums. I don’t know
how I was so naturally skillful at following her with all of those instruments.
When Dharma Master Yi told me to hit the Dharma instruments on one or
two beats, I would follow her signal and hit once or twice. I also had to help her
with different offerings such as then incense, fruit and the Great Compassionate
‘Water—basically, anything that needed to be done. Therefore, every summer
vacation, I would be at the monastery on the weekends living a monastic life.

After Morning Recitation, Dharma Master Yi would ask me to sit behind
the Venerable Master’s room to memorize the Great Compassion Mantra. After
reading the Grear Compassion Mantra, 1 went to sweep the floor each day. I
swept the whole monastery mountain area, including all the sidewalks, and the
grounds down at the foot of the mountain. After sweeping at the foot of the
mountain, I left the broom by the side walk, and start a three-step-one-bow
worship back up to the monastery. So ever since I was a child, I always learned to
obey Dharma Masters’ instructions.

In the afternoons, I would go help out at the kitchen. The kitchen wok was
large, and with no electric stove, I had to help old Dharma Master Heng Yi move
firewood and pick branches for charcoal cooking. Old Dharma Master Heng
Yi cooked very tasty food; she had a very famous dish, called “black mushroom
stems.” She would tell me to pull out the stem of each mushroom, chop them
up and smash them with a stone hammer. Black mushroom stems are hard, but
she was testing my patience, so she would request that I chop and smash each
mushroom stem into very fine strands for marination. Although the dish is very
hard and time consuming to create, after all the hard work it is a very delicious
delicacy.

After all the kitchen work was done, I would head down to the field. We
grew many kinds of squash, spices, and edible flowers such as, white ginger and
orange lily flowers. We also collected wildflowers to use as offerings during the
Great Compassion Repentance.

There are many strange stories about Cixing Temple such as the one about
people skipping Morning Recitation and spirits pushing them off the bed.
However, we still felt safe and comfortable like living in our own home when
we lived there. There are many Arhat caves up in the mountain, and there are

some dragon or snake caves where such spirits would cultivate. In the past, old
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Dharma Master Heng Yi used to tell us that there are many Arhat,
dragons and snake spirits who cultivate in and around the mountains, so
Cixing Monastery is very tranquil.

In 1988, I met the Venerable Master for the first time when he went
to Hong Kong to propagate the Dharma. It was at the Buddhist Lecture
Hall, and I was around ten years old. When the Venerable Master saw
my younger brother and me, he called us both to come near him; as we
knelt before him, I felt that he was such a kind and sweet man, for he
greeted us with the warmest smile and we also smiled at him. He asked
us, “Do you want to go to The City of Ten Thousand Buddha to study?”
My brother and I could only speak Cantonese at the time, (we did not
speak Mandarin at all), but I could fully understand what the Venerable
Master was saying. So I said, “Sure!” Then the Venerable Master said:
“OK.

A few months later, my parents told us we were going to fly to the
City of Ten Thousand Buddhas. At that time, my parents were also very

surprised. They thought that the Venerable Master was just chatting to

us causally about going to the United States; they did not expect him

to actually arrange for people to teach us how to get the visas. So we
took off to CTTB just like that. At that time, the Venerable Master was
always at the City of Ten Thousand Buddhas, so when we arrived, he was
already there in the City.

My mother and father stayed with us for three months, and during
those months we followed the Venerable Master to Gold Mountain
Monastery and other places to have fun. My younger brother and I often
sat in the same car with the Venerable Master, and my younger brother
would lean by the Venerable Master’s side and drool. Although my
mother wanted to push my brother away, the Venerable Master would
tell her not to move my younger brother and let him be. Therefore, in

my memory, the Venerable Master was so very compassionate.
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Three months later, my parents said they had to go back to Hong
Kong; it was only then that I realized I had to stay and be a boarding
student. There were only four boarding students at that time. Apart
from me, we also had Heng Yi Shr’s daughter Johanna and Heng Nai
Shr’s daughter Tina. On the day my parents flew away, I wept in front
of the hall, crying out badly. Last year, I went back to CTTB and met
one of the former principals Dharma Master Heng Bin, who told me
she still remembers how sad I was at the time.

But after six months, I was completely used to living at CTTB.

Why? Because of all the delicious foods. At that time, there were
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fewer people at CTTB, and the foods they served at the Dinning

Hall were mostly unwanted groceries from outside supermarkets. The
bread was as hard as rock. That kind of life is very tough, and so the
children there also lived a tough life with all the Dharma Masters; but
growing up in that kind of environment one would not be afraid of
any future tough situations. I remember Johanna’s and my favorite
dish was rice porridge with soy sauce; if there was a little margarine
added to the porridge, it became simply the world’s best delicacy; at
that time, I could be fulfilled easily and was very happy with simple
pleasures. Those days, our only entertainment was eating.

The things people used at CTTB were also old things that people
did not want. When we started to grow up, Johanna and I wanted

to wear beautiful clothes. We would run to the lay people’s old
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supply room and picked out used clothes and shoes to wear. My childhood
life was just like that, but I was very content and happy, because with fewer
complications, our lives were very silly but simple.

From my recollection, there were a few Malaysian Dharma Masters, (who
were still young lay people at that time), who often helped out in the kitchen,
and we students would run around with them and help with everything.
Wherever they went, we'd go. If they were called to clean the toilets, to cook
the rice, to set the beds, or to do anything, we would be very good kids and
help them.

My parents were very strict with my brother and me when we were young,
so after they left, CTTB Dharma Masters became our fathers and mothers.
They were so good to us. The monks would tell us Buddhist stories, and
the nuns would take care of our daily diet. We were like video recorders;
we remembered each Dharma Master in detail: we knew all their etiquettes,
attitudes, behaviors and special abilities. We recorded with our brains, hoping
that we could behave and have good abilities like them. I was not the only
one who admired the Dharma Masters; all other students held the Dharma
Masters with the same reverence.

One time, the Venerable Master needed to go to San Jose State University,
he said, “Come, and follow me; let’s go!” He said this as he quickly passed by
and we followed him to his car and went to San Jose. There were many Dharma
Masters, including DM Gwei and DM Shr, and other lay people went as well.
I was only eleven years old and I sat doodling in my seat. Suddenly a Dharma
Master called for me and said, “Szlai, hurry and come; the Venerable Master
wants you to go on stage to speak the Dharma.” I was stunned and asked,
“What should I talk about?”

When I sat on stage, I was scared, because the room was filled with
people, as well as my teachers and several Dharma Masters. Sitting next to the
Venerable Master, my legs started shaking violently but the Venerable Master
smiled. I still have that photo and can share it with everyone when I get the
chance. I thought, “Master, why are you still laughing at me?” The Master
looked at my legs and said, “Don’t shake your legs. If you shake like a tree, all
your blessings will fall off.” From then on, I never shook my legs again when
I sat down.

The Master told me to talk about my student life at Instilling Goodness
and Developing Virtue School. I talked about it and I spoke in English. After
sharing that, I was ready to go, but the Master said, “Don’t go, you have not
yet translated your talk into Mandarin and Cantonese.” I thought: “I have
absolutely no recollection of what I had just said!” But from then on, I learned
that when we give Dharma talks we must translate them into Mandarin,
Cantonese, and English. That was the first time I had shared the Dharma in
front of people.

At CTTB, we didn’t feel pressure about studying, because my parents
did not give me pressure and the Dharma Masters did not pay too much
attention to our academic performance; instead, they paid great attention to

our demeanor and our character. I remember when I was young, I was often
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punished and my punishment was to copy out the Avatamsaka Sutra. Although
I did not understand what the content was about, I believe that I had planted
a lot of good seeds by copying it, so later on I enjoy reciting and learning the
Avatamsaka Sutra.

There were some funny moments during my CTTB life. Once I was sick
and a Dharma Master bought me 7 Up. She told me that if I drank it I would
certainly get well soon after. But at the same time, another Dharma Master
brought Yingiao tablets, Chinese herbal pills for colds, for me to take; then
another Dharma Master brought me Tylenol. In the end, I was confused and
didn’t know which medicine I should take. Later on, a laywoman came to me
and said, “Come, I'll give you acupuncture.” I said, “But that’s very scary!” So
when I was young, I never needed to see a doctor, because there were so many
remedies at hand.

Because there were only four boarding students, at first we all sleep in one
room with the lay people. But later on, we would sleep in a separate room. We
often got transferred from room to room, until wed slept in every room in the
dormitory but with different lay people accompanying us each time. During our
stay at the dorm, we met a lot of people. We established relationships with them,
and we learned how to get along with others.

To us, everyone had his or her own talent worthy for us children to learn.
From people who worked in the kitchen, we learned how to make spring rolls
and Western food. From others, we learned brush painting. For instance, when
Professor Yang painted the Four Heavenly Dharma Protecting Kings on the wall
of each side of the Buddha Hall, he allowed students to help out. When he
saw me wandering around the Buddha Hall, he said, “Come and help.” All of
a sudden, I went up a high ladder and began coating gold pieces onto the Four
Kings painting. Throughout the day, whoever and whatever we encountered,
wed helped out, so that in every minute of our everyday life at CTTB we are
always in learning mode.

Later, for some reasons, my mom arranged for me to study in Los Angeles.
‘When the Master noticed that I was gone, he asked someone to look for me.
One day, I got a call at my home in Los Angeles and it was from the Master. My
classmate’s mother answered the phone and said, “The Master is asking for you.”
I found it very strange because no one knew where I was after I left CTTB.

On the phone, Master sounded very weak, but still as before, he always first
asked: “How are you? Have you been well lately?” So in my mind, the Master
was a benevolent father; every time he would ask how I had been lately. I told
him that I was well.

The Master said to me: “They told me that you had burned down Jyunkang.”
I replied guiltily: “Yes, I burned down Jyunkang.” Although the restaurant did
not burn down, the corner of the stove area did catch fire. But the message that
spread was that I had burned down Jyunkang! I thought the Master would scold
me about the incident, but guess what he said to me?

This was the last time I heard his voice. The Master did not scold me, instead
he said very calmly: “It does not matter!” I thought, “What? I burned down

Jyunkang, it does not matter?” The Master was very compassionate and he
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continued to say, “It’s all fine, just be careful next time.” After hearing this, all
my guilt and unhappy thoughts about that incident that I had been holding
in my heart were all gone.

The Master then asked me to come back to CTTB quickly, and I told
him: “T'll come right back immediately.” The Master repeatedly said this many
times. At that time, I did not know that he was ill, but I could detect from his
voice that he didn’t sound so well. Months later, news that the Master entered
Nirvana came to me; I was still studying in Los Angeles.

This incident had a profound impact on me. I will always remember the
Master’s instruction to me, no matter what. I will certainly have to go back
to CTTB someday. After the Master entered Nirvana, I did not feel down,
because after talking to him on the phone, I believe the Master is everywhere
in empty space. He is ubiquitous and I will always feel his presence; he knows
where you are and he will always be able to find you. So nowadays, wherever
I travel to, I always carry the Master’s photo with me, and he will always be
in my heart. At that time, I had also made a vow that when I grow up, I will
be a Dharma protector; I will help out at each monastery and take care of the
Master’s temples.

A while ago, I was helping out at Avatamsaka Monastery, and I was able
to make good use of all the skills I acquired at CTTB—everything I learned
there all came in handy. On the first day, I was a painter; I painted doors on the
fifth floor. After a task was done, a Dharma Master just told me to go with the
men workers to work on the roof. Some lay people thought it was strange that
despite my lady-like demeanor, I was able to work like a man. This was because
before, CT'TB lacked manpower, so it was quite common for people to drive
large trucks and do other work that required physical strength.

After the roof was finished, I went downstairs to paint, and then help in
the Buddha-making project. I attended to whatever needed to be done, even
the most dangerous task-sawing wood. Because the carpenter and his team
were busy, he did not have time to make more wooden plaques, so I thought
I'd give it a try. Hence, one night, I cut about 100 pieces of wood for plaques.
The next morning, I found that all the wood for the plaques were painted
and neatly arranged. I guess the carpenter and his team must have felt shame
that even a group of men couldn’t even beat a girl and realized that girls from
CTTB are no ordinary girls.

It can be said that since I was taught and brought up by Dharma Masters,
since the age of eleven, I began to develop my own thoughts and built my own
personality. Although my parents were not around, I never felt lack of love or
ignored or without care. They have each shown me, as a model themselves,
how to be compassionate, how to get along with and help others, as well as,
how to develop healthy life habits. These values and habits are very important
to me because they allowed me to work well with all kinds of people later on in
society. Living at CT'TB, we must learn to tolerate others, but also take care of
each other. I am very grateful to all the Dharma Masters, who had nourished

me with drops of goodness and made my life possible. %





