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Royal Chef Reborn in the Western Pureland -
in Memorial of Layman Guo Guan Chang
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Written by Staff at Dharma Realm Buddhist Books Distribution Association in Taipei

English translation by Michael Lu
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On July 26, 2018, former “royal chef” Guo Guan departed this
life and passed away at the age of 89. Hearing this news, many
Buddhist friends came to recite for him. After the recitation,
his facial expression was serene, his forehead was still warm, and
his body was soft, all auspicious indications of being reborn in
the Western Pure Land.

Layman Guo Guan received the name Shunguan Chang
at birth and was born in 1930 in Ningbo, Zhejiang Province
of China. In his youth, he accompanied his father, who was a
chef; in learning the culinary arts. After arriving in Taiwan in
1949, he continued his studies as a culinary student. Because
of his diligence and effort in study and practice, he quickly
became a famous chef of Jiangsu and Zhejiang cuisine in the
culinary circles of Taipei. At the time, Chef Chang was often
the designated head chef for important banquets of the highest
levels of government. As the two “Chiang” presidents, Chiang
Kai-shek and Chiang Ching-kuo, especially appreciated his
cooking, his esteemed reputation spread far and wide.

Under the influence of his wife (Dharma Master Heng Ran, former
Kitchen Manager of CTTB), layman Guo Guan began drawing near to the
Buddhadharma. In 1985, he attended the Guanyin Dharma assembly at
CTTB for the first time, helped to prepare vegetarian food for the assembly,
and took refuge under the Master. From then on, the ubiquitously known
“Chef Chang” disappeared from the face of the earth, replaced by “Guo
Guan”—constantly reflecting on one’s own faults (the Chinese character
“guan” translates as reflection or introspection). After returning to Taiwan
and feeling much more clear-headed, Guo Guan decided to leave the famous
restaurant, of which he was head chef and sharcholder. He never cooked
meat again.

Once, when his father was ill, Guo Guan’s former boss came to visit,
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bringing along a red envelope with the
shareholder bonus from the restaurant
Guo Guan had worked. Layman Guo
Guan firmly refused to accept the
money, but his former boss snuck the
envelope under his father’s pillow before
departing. That night, Guo Guan’s
father howled and wailed nonstop that
something was biting him, making it
difficult for him to rest the entire night.

The next morning, Guo Guan’s
wife took out the red envelope under
her father-in-law’s pillow. Just as she
was planning to send back the envelope,
her father-in-law suddenly stopped
making a commotion that something
was biting him. This experience taught
the family a valuable lesson: one should
never make a livelihood out of taking lives, as the retribution is difficult to
avoid.

The Master had established Jyun Kang Vegetarian Restaurant in
San Francisco in order to enable others to become vegetarian and study
Buddhism. In 1987, layman Guo Guan returned to the U.S. and became
a chef at the restaurant. He thus had the opportunity to prepare food for
the Master. He said that the Master ate very simply, choosing to eat mostly
potatoes, carrots, sweet potatoes, and cabbage.

Later, he returned to Taiwan for health reasons. For over two decades, he
not only attended ceremonies at the monastery, but also prepared meals for
the assembly. Delicious, handmade dishes take quite a bit of time and effort

to prepare, but as long as he saw others happily eating the food, he would be
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happy as well. Guo Guan’s eldest son, Linghao Chang, reminisced on
the effort his father put into his dishes. He recalled once complaining
to his father, “No matter how you chop them, chopped vegetables are
just chopped vegetables. Why are you always saying that the chopped
vegetables are too large or too small? What exactly do you want?” Guo
Guan replied in their native dialect, “When the large pieces are still
raw, the small pieces have been cooked. When the large pieces have
been cooked, the small pieces are already overcooked. It’s the same as
garbage (everything is of a different size and mixed together).”

Another time, the range hood in the monastery’s kitchen broke
down. Since it was summer, it was unbearably hot in the kitchen, so
Linghao ran outside to stand in front of the electric fan. Looking back
and seeing his father still in the kitchen, he wondered how his father
could stand the heat. His father replied tersely, “Is meal offering
time.” He thus ventured back into the kitchen again, only to run back
out ten minutes later because of the heat. Yet his father stayed in the
kitchen the entire time, not stepping out for a moment.

Besides the flavor, Guo Guan also paid special attention to the
texture of food. Once, upon glancing at a cart of offering dishes being
pushed into an elevator, he said, “This one is too hard, and that one is
hard to chew as well. How are the elders going to eat this?” The effort
Guo Guan put into providing food for the assembly moved his family
members. During his later years, when he was unable to work in the
kitchen, his son, daughter-in-law, and grandson all took up the baton,
continuing to provide vegetarian food for the assembly as a means of
genuinely making offerings to future Buddhas.

Layman Guo Guan used his masterful culinary skills to bring
others to vegetarianism. In 2005, Dharma Realm Buddhist Association
specially compiled recipes for his signature dishes into a recipe book
called Royal Chef Guo Guan. From its initial publication undil the
present, the book has been reprinted many times, a testimony to its
widespread popularity. Now that Guo Guan has passed on, DRBA
is fortunate to be able to keep his craft circulating among future
generations.

With his health rapidly declining in recent years, Guo Guan
became even more vigorous in being mindful of the Buddha. Despite
limited mobility in a wheelchair, he still attended Dharma assemblies
at the monastery. Even when lying in bed, he never ceased to be
mindful of the Buddha’s name. Whenever others had passed away in
the past, regardless of the distance, Guo Guan would make sure to
head over and help recite. Such a cause leads to such an effect: when
he was reaching his end, as the hours ticked deep into the night, the
entire hall remained filled with people who were helping to recite, with

more coming in. We would like to wish layman Guo Guan the best of

journeys onward!





