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A talk given by John (Guo Xiang) Chu on June 4, 2018 at the CTTB

English translation by Michael Lu
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This year marks the 100th birthday of the late Venerable Master Hua. As we

gratefully recall the compassion of the Master, I would like to, per request,

share a few anecdotes from accompanying the Master in the past. With a
mind of sincere gratitude, like tracing water back to its source, I would like
to make a report based on personal, close-up observations of the Master as
well as a few simple conversations with him. At the same time, I would like
to take this opportunity to review the unfinished business the Master has left
us, as a means of encouragement and self-reflection on what I can henceforth
do to repay the Master’s kindness and virtue.

I first worked in Washington D.C. for about five years, at which time
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the Avatamsaka Vihara had just been established. I moved to CTTB
in 1991 and was able to draw near to the Venerable Master and
listen to his teachings for four years until his Nirvana in 1995.
During these years, I was like an insignificant ant. Only thanks
to the compassion of the Master and other Dharma Masters did
I have the opportunity to contribute a little toward CTTB and
learn from everyone. It can be said that I “created no merit and
had a thousand wrongs.” Tonight, I would like to speak plainly, like
boiling vegetables in water without adding any flavoring. I mainly
would like to highlight the Master’s spirit of compassion, kindness,
joy, and renunciation, and of impartially gathering in all living
beings. If I say anything incorrect, please correct me at any time.

The Master’s method of teaching often relied upon brief
questioning. The questions he asked seemed very ordinary, but
those questions have remained in my eighth consciousness until
today. Sometimes during work or in the middle of a meeting, the
Master’s questions will appear in my head, guiding and influencing
every decision I make.

I would like to first share my experience with taking refuge
and the precepts. The date was March 16, 1989, and I recall going
with my family to listen to an instructional talk by the Master in
Washington D.C. Because I was young and ambitious at the time,
I felt that the Master’s instructions were quite ordinary, such as: “As
Buddhists, we want to have little wealth, to live in small houses,
and to be good ‘people.”” Therefore, the talk did not leave a deep
impression on me.

On the other hand, my wife, Guo Pu, came home that nightand
said that she felt I definitely had some affinity with the Master. She
encouraged me to attend the ceremony for taking refuge the next
day. I felt that this was a good opportunity, so the following day I
went to register. During registration, a nun asked all the people who
wanted to take refuge to please come to the front. The Master, who
was nearby, said, “Those who want to take refuge can just come, no
need to say ‘please.” I marveled at these words, because the Master
really did not treat us as outsiders, setting aside all formalities and
polite remarks.

The Dharma name given to me by the Master was also a precise
portrayal of my mind at the time: “The caged chicken might have
food, but the boiling pot is near. The wild crane is not fed but soars
freely in the sky” Working at a governmental agency at the time,
I often felt that I was like a chicken raised in a cage, given food by
others but lacking freedom. I dreamt of being like the white cranes
in the Amitabha Sutra, without a steady food source but free and at
ease, soaring between the skies and earth. The Master gave me the
Dharma name Guo Xiang [Note: The Chinese character “xiang”

means to soar], which was related to these thoughts I had been
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frequently having at the time.

After taking refuge, my wife and I decided to apply to move to
the City of Ten Thousand Buddhas (CTTB). Once, the Master gave
a Dharma lecture at the University of Maryland. After the lecture, my
wife and I both knelt before the Master and related our wish to go to
CTTB to study and volunteer, asking for the Master’s permission. The
Master was very compassionate and agreed on the spot: “You can come
to the City of Ten Thousand Buddhas to help promote education.”

Not long after the Master left, I received a call from CTTB
inquiring about when I was moving to the City. I said that I needed
to inform my parents first as well as quit my job, but that I would
definitely come, probably sometime around May of 1991.

After arriving at CTTB, I first helped President He of Dharma
Realm Buddhist University for a few weeks. Then, I received notice that
the Administration Office needed people, so I was reassigned there.
There was also the Transmission of the Five Precepts and Bodhisattva
Precepts [of the Brahma Net Sutra] in July of that year, and I applied
for and received those precepts. The Master was my Precept Master.

Recently, there have been some new, young faces at the
Administration Office (A/O). Whenever opportunity arises, I share
with them some of my experiences of the A/O during the early days,
when the Master was still in the world. One of them, Hong Fei,
responded after hearing these stories: “Oh! I am really encouraged
and inspired by these stories of the Master.” Another, Aaron, said,
“Compared to you all back in the day, we young people only work
twenty hours a week. We really have a long way to go! Maybe it was
because when the Master was in the world, his powerful, positive
energy invigorated everyone. Thus, even though everyone was so busy,
each person persisted with strong vigor and remained in high spirits.”

After being reassigned to the Administration Office, from 1991
to 1995, the Master would call over almost daily. He would usually
ask, “How is it going?” We would then report on the situation of
the Tathagata Monastery, Joyous Giving House, DRBU, and other
buildings respectively. Whenever we reported any problems to the
Master, he would be able to easily resolve them, as if he had the wisdom
sword of Manjushri Bodhisattva. Therefore, everyone acknowledged
the Master to be the loftiest source of wisdom in DRBA.

One day, the Master’s correspondence secretary Guo Li Zhou
came to me, saying, “I'm returning to China next week. Please take
over my duties.” I believed that he had already informed the Master,
so I asked, “What duties are there?” He replied, “You must process all
of the Master’s Chinese correspondences.”

[ first went to the Master: “Master! You have so many letters. Some
of them are for DRBA while others are for you personally. How will
I determine whether it is a private or a public letter? Should private
letters be only for your eyes, while public letters can be processed by

me?”
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The Master’s response truly astonished me. He said, “I do
not have any private letters. All correspondence is public.” The
experience of helping the Master process his correspondence for
four to five years proved to me that he never harbored even a trace
of selfishness.

On another occasion, the Master’s attendant came to find me,
saying, “The Master has something for you. Go over to cottage
number three!” I immediately rushed over and said, “Master, I'm
here. Did you have something you wanted me to do?”

“Do you know how to light incense?”
“Yes.”

The Master gave me a key and said, “This is the key for the
Buddha Hall near where I live. Light incense there every day.”

Upon visiting the Master’s residence, I thought: “How come
the residence and Buddha Hall of the Master, an eminent and
virtuous monk, has only old furniture and carpets?” The sofa meant
for visitors to sit on was made up of two used mattresses dating
back to when CTTB was still a California state hospital. The chairs
for guests were tablet desks used in schools. The bookshelves were
also worn. Compared to other buildings in CTTB or the Guest
House (now DRBU old building), the Master’s residence revealed
his frugal lifestyle. Thus, the Master truly led by example; he told
us to be frugal and was that way himself.

Even today, I go every morning and evening to light incense in
building K. Some people wonder why I always go to K building? I
am just fulfilling the daily responsibilities that the Master gave me
back in the day.

The unfinished business the Master left us is to always,
seriously follow the Six Great Guiding Principles of the City of Ten
Thousand Buddhas. One day, the Master said through the phone:
“If someone asked you whether you have actually followed the Six
Great Guiding Principles that everyone from CTTB speaks of, how
would you reply?” We said we didn’t know how to reply. The Master
then taught us, “You must confidently and calmly say, “We know
how important it is to follow these Six Great Guiding Principles.

If we can truly follow them, we will become Buddhas eventually.

We are still learning and diligently striving towards that ideal.” &
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All Buddhas take the heart of great compassion as their substance. Because of living beings, they gave rise to great compassion.
Because of great compassion, they brought forth the Bodhi resolve. Because of the Bodhi resolve, they realized the right and
equal enlightenment.

— “Universal Worthy’s Conduct and Vows” chapter of Avatamsaka Sutra
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