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[ Memories of the Venerable Master }

Venerable Master and the Pigeons
- A BRE TRV SR

A talk given by Ernie Waugh at the Buddha Hall of CTTB on June 20, 2018
Chinese translation by Rui Liu
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My name is Ernie Waugh and the Master married my wife Barbara
and me in the temple on Waverly Street in 1970. My dharma
name is Guo Bi, my wife’s is Guo Shu, a little Shr Fu humour
there, bi shu (literally“necessary”).

I have a pigeon story for you tonight. This one goes back to
the first Water, Air, Land Celebration that was done here at CT'TB
I think in 1986. DM Shun says ‘87. It went on I think in six sites
simultaneously, at the same time, for many days, a week maybe?
Barbara was taking pictures with a VHS camera of the event. I was
what was called a “gopher,” that is if somebody needed something
like an electric wire or a step-ladder, I was supposed to go for it. I
was running around “gophering” things and taking pictures too.

If you remember the group picture that DM Sure showed you
on Sunday for those of you who were here, that was a picture of
several great abbots who came from China for the ceremony, many
monks - young monks and older monks. I believe the picture was
taken right on the steps of the dining hall on the very last day,
right at the end when everything was over. Everyone was very tired
but my story begins right then.

Because a few feet beyond the steps of the dining hall, they had

a liberation of life ceremony. There were many boxes of pigeons.

There weren’t many people, there was just a small knot of people,
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the Master was there. I had a job to do. There were a few other

people, I remember Hector Wong, who was a great benefactor and
disciple from Hong Kong was also there.

All the dignitaries and all the people had left or who were
milling and talking down by the steps of the dining hall. Just a
small knot of people was there with five or six boxes of pigeons:
maybe 15 or 20 people. My job was at the assigned moment, when
the ceremony reached the right point, I was supposed to run up

and open all the boxes of pigeons really fast.
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I was very proud of this but afraid I'd do something
wrong. At the right moment, I ran up and ripped open
all the boxes and all the birds took off, maybe 60 birds,
straight up into the air into the west. Once they got
way up in the air, about a third of the birds peeled off
and dove straight back and tried to land on the Master,
maybe 20 birds.

Down came the birds, they were all over the Master.
They were on his head, on his feet, on his forearms, on
his shoulders. There were too many birds and theyd fall
off. If they fell on the ground theyd try to get back on
him. A few of the birds landed on other people standing
close by and as soon as they did, they leapt off and tried
to get onto the Master. As many birds figured out there
wasn't enough room, they flew away. The whole thing
occupied, maybe 3 or 4 minutes, a very short event.

When you think, these pigeons before had been
locked up in boxes, maybe going to be slaughtered in
Chinatown, then they were locked up in boxes and
brought up here by truck and then released and had the
chance to fly away and a third of them turned around
and came right back. This has stayed with me over the
years. It’s a very simple story but I wonder why those
pigeons did what they did.

One thing I wonder is why didn’t the birds try to
land on me? I was the one that had let them go? Why
didn’t they land on Hector Wong? He was a very
important disciple at that time. What did those birds
know? Pigeons aren’t supposed to be very smart.

However, if T asked you, why did all those birds
come back and try to land on the Master, I'm sure youd
all have a very clear answer in your mind. It might be a
litele different if we asked one another but it’s all very
clear in your mind.

One thing in one of the pictures that Dharma Master
Sure showed, from a different occasion, the Master was
holding a couple of pigeons. I recognize in that picture
which I had never seen before, the same countenance
that I had seen that day when the pigeons all landed on
him. It was really indescribable. He had what I could
only describe as a look of genuine concern for these birds
as beings, as living beings. If pigeons landed on most of
us, we might say, “Oh! what a cute bird, how nice,” or
“Get off, whatever.” He was totally focused on a concern
for their being, at least that’s how I interpret it. I really

couldn’t say more.
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I remember something that I always thought the
Master said, then I got to thinking about it and thought
maybe it was somebody who said what he said. I'll leave
it to you to judge. He said or have said to have said
animals will get as close to human beings as they can and
the only things that stops them from coming to us is fear.
That maybe the best answer to give for the way those
pigeons behaved. At least on that one level but they had
no fear, no fear whatsoever of this human being.

That is the end of that story. T'll take a few minutes
to talk about something more generally, my experience
working in the refugee program here, that the Master
set up a few years earlier. I was working in it I think
from 1982-1986, somewhere in there. This was for the
boat people from Vietnam, then later Laotians and later
for Cambodians. I was an ESL teacher and a janitorial
instructor and a landscape instructor, writing the ESL
for this. I, like everybody else had no idea what I was
doing.

My immediate boss was DM Chi, now Paul Hopp
and Phillip Cole. Doug Powers was also involved. Many
people worked there, DM Shun worked partly for the
refugee program. Ron Epstein did some teaching there,
Barbara did some teaching there, many people were
involved. I will say, it changed the course of my life, it
was the most amazing experience I've ever had.

I had been trained to be a university professor and
had just finished a dissertation and I didnt want be
an academic. One night in a lecture, the Master was
talking about right livelihood and mentioned that you
could enter into health and human services. As a result
of working in the refugee program, I went on to work
for a non-profit and then worked for the department
of vocational rehabilitation for 25 years, helping people
with disabilities find work. I loved that job. Now I'm
being a professor again at DRBU, which is fun.

One particular moment I want to talk about. It is
a reflection on how amazing the refugee program was.
When the Cambodian refugees came here, they couldn’
understand English or Chinese. So they couldn’t come to
the Buddha Hall to hear the Dharma. The Master invited
Venerable Dharmawara, who was a 100-year-old elderly,
very respected Cambodian monk who had a following in
Stockton as I remember, to come here.

First he spent a week here and later he came for a

much longer period of time. When I sat and listened, of
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course I didnt understand what he was saying at
all. When I sat with the refugees and listened to
him, I became aware suddenly that Buddhism was
larger than just one incomparably great teacher
being the Master. I hadn'’t realized then that there
was another one. Another person that had that
kind of attainment. The Master out of his concern
for the refugees, had made this possible. I think
that being able to be here at CTTB during this
period of adjustment was probably very valuable
for all those people and I know many became long
term disciples including some Vietnamese people
who stayed here for many years afterwards.

There’s no real ending to this part of the story.
I could tell many other things that happened in
the refugee center. I wanted to mention a few
words about it because it changed the course of
my life. T will forever be grateful to the Master
for making it possible for me and so many other
people to have taken part in it.

I have one more animal story, this one is not
very elevated but it’s very funny. It involves Heng
Chi, Paul Hopp. A newspaper woman came to
interview people at the refugee center to see
what was going on. Ukiah was kind of a redneck
community in those days and they weren’t sure
they wanted all those refugees here. The woman
came to talk to Heng Chi and she sat there. A
friend of mine who was in the room, Al Pierce,
watched what happened.

All of the sudden the woman’s jaw dropped
and she just stared. What had happened was
a cockroach had climbed up on the side of the
table. The refugee center was kind of gritty this
way. Heng Chi reached out his arm and the
cockroach climbed on his right hand. The woman
just watched. It climbed up his back, across his
shoulders—he never broke stride, he kept talking
the whole time. It climbed down his other arm,
at his extended pencil and across the desk on the
other side.

The woman was absolutely speechless at Mr.
Hopp’s embodiment of ahimsa (non-harming),
and then we had a great newspaper article out of

that. &
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