Everything's a Test to See What You Will Do:

A Story of Filial Piety
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As told by Heng Shiin at the City of 10,000 Buddhas on September 12, 2018 (note: Paul Hopp’s additional comments in bold)

Chinese translation by Janet Lee
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I was thinking about the Earth Store Sutra, which is also called 7he Sutra
of Filial Piety, and how it relates to something that just occurred recently.
I was originally planning to talk on a different topic tonight, but I got in
contact with a person who about thirty years ago was involved in what I
think was one of the best stories of filial piety that I have known and have
spoken of many times in my classes in the boys high school here. When
I contacted this person about a week ago, he told me some new details of
this story. So tonight, 'm going to tell the story about a monk who was
tested on how to practice filial piety.

Just like in the Earth Store Sutra, the Brahma Net Sutra also talks
about how important filial piety is in cultivating the Bodhisattva path and
ultimately becoming a Buddha. We all know that the Master stayed by his
mother’s gravesite for three years when she passed away. Not many people
also know that the Master actually took care of his mother for at least six
months to a year when she was very ill before she died. The Master was
the youngest of nine children, and this was, of course, before he became
a monk when he was only eighteen years old. He described caring for his
mother while she was so sick that he would have to keep turning her over
so she wouldn’t get bed sores, and also cleaning and washing her and all
these other things which the Master said he had no problem doing for his
mother.

I once heard the Master tell the story of how he started his 3 year
period of staying by his mother’s grave-site to observe filial piety to a nurse
when I was his attendant. He described how when his mother passed away,
they had ritual for her funeral that all of his brothers and sisters attended.
They were very poor; so it was a very simple ritual. Then Shr Fu just
plopped himself down, he literally said that he sat down by her grave site
(and again, this was before he became a monk), and just sat there, while
all of his brothers and sisters told him, “Come on! Let’s go!” However, he

wouldn’t move.
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He told the nurse, “T'was really
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stubborn. I just totally ignored
them.” His brothers and sisters
finally gave up and just walked

away leaving him by her gravesite.
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Then, Shr Fu said, “My original
intention was just to sit there and
not eat or drink.” Literally Shr Fu
said that he was going to join his
mother and die. Of course, we

know that shortly thereafter, he

s
was inspired to become a monk, w mmn i} “ b H?
and we already know the rest of
the story. Thus, filial piety, like in
the Earth Store Sutra, was one of
the main catalysts for Shr Fu becoming a monk and a motivating
factor for him to cultivate the Bodhisattva path.

Now tonight’s story is about Heng Qi, however he is no longer
known as Heng Qi, he is now known as Paul Hopp. So Heng Qi
was an Euro-American monk, and he came to Gold Mountain
Monastery in about 1977 to study with the Venerable Master.
When he arrived, he was already a really good meditator. He could
sit for hours at a time in full lotus. Later, when he became a monk,
I was told that he was once able to sit for 24 hours (I think this
was an exaggeration. I have been told that I once sat for 16 hours
straight, and that is probably true. I remember sitting down at
3 am for the first sit and sitting straight through until the 7 pm
kai shr. I felt it would be disrespectful to remain sitting during
the Venerable Master’s instructions.) hours straight through
the meditation session without sleeping or nodding off. He was a
really good meditator and a very serious person.

So, he came in 1977, became a novice in 1978 and then
became a fully ordained Bhikshu in 1979. He also had a degree
in music from St. Olaf’s University from Minnesota. So, the
ceremonies we do in the afternoon and a portion of the morning
ceremony that we do in English are actually his compositions.
He spent a lot of time in 1983 and 1984 writing the ceremonies
to music in English. In the early 1980, Shr Fu made him the
executive director of the Buddhist Council for Refugee Rescue
and Resettlement. After doing this for a few years, he decided he
wanted to go into seclusion. (I didn’t decide at this time. I always
had wanted to go into seclusion. The refugee work was a test for
me and lasted for four and a half years. That is a whole other
story. But when I realized I had passed the test, I knew I could
ask Shr Fu to let me go into seclusion.)

When I talked to him about this recently, he said that his
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intention wasn’t just to memorize the Shurangama Sutra, which was the
public vow he made at the time. (Memorizing the Shurangama Sutra
was part of the vows I had made back in 1983. I incorporated that
vow into my request to go into seclusion in 1985.) Rather he used
the goal of memorizing the Shurangama Sutra to help with his spiritual
cultivation. So, it was in 1985 that he made this vow to go into seclusion
and to memorize the Shurangama Sutra.

He had asked Shr Fu ahead of time if it was okay for him to do this.
Even though he didn’t know Chinese, he was going to memorize the
whole Shurangama Sutra in Chinese. The Shurangama Sutra has about
sixty thousand characters. If you recite it at a normal pace in Chinese,
it would take around eight to ten hours. So his basic task was to go into
traditional seclusion and memorize the Shurangama Sutra in Chinese.

Thus in 1985, Shr Fu did this lictle ritual, which I happened to
attend. Shr Fu led this little ritual where we brought Heng Qi into
Annex 5 of the Great Compassion quad. At that time, the annex had
only one big room. One would go into the hallway of the annex, and
there was this one big room with all of these glass windows. Shr Fu
also prepared the room so that a rather large opening was cut in the
window, so people could bring him food. (In the backyard of annex 5
of the Great Compassion quad, there’s currently a chain link fence. The
fence is between annex four and five.) At that time, in 1985, Shr Fu had
someone build a high wooden fence. It was painted bright red and was
about ten feet high.

Having a big room with lots of glass windows, made it possible for
people to keep an eye on him to make sure he was okay even though he
was in seclusion. (The windows had curtains outside on the hallway
side. People could draw them aside and look in but I couldn’t look
out.) And then he could also go back into this little backyard and
exercise or walk around in privacy. So to continue the story, we did
this little ritual where Shr Fu escorted him into the room where he was
going into seclusion. We came out and Shr Fu put a symbolic seal on
the door meaning that Heng Qi would not come out of his seclusion
area.

While he was in seclusion, someone would bring him food
each day and keep an eye on him. One day, after he had been
in seclusion for about three years, Shr Fu had just come up to
the City. Having been the driver at the time, I went to the ,
office after we arrived. When [ went to the office, who
was in the office? Heng Qi’s mother and father.
Heng Qi was pretty tall, and so was his father.

His father was also a pretty strict Evangelical
Christian minister. I went to the office and /

he told me, “You know I really want to see

my son.” He said, “I'm in my seventies

now and I don’t know how much longer
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I'm going to remain in the world. I really want to see my son
before I leave this world.” Heng Qi’s mother was there, too and
she also said, “We want to see our son.”

The father was really an intense person and when he spoke
to me he was pretty emotional. I explained to his parents that he
was in seclusion and he hadn’t talked to anybody in three years.
He’s totally separate from everyone, and he’s memorizing this
sacred text. He wants to develop his spiritual practice. I tried to
explain as best as I could to them so that they would understand.
Although I did not explicitly say it, the implication of what I was
saying was “You're not going to be able to see your son.”

Right then, guess who walked into the office? Shr Fu. Shr Fu
comes into the office, and I explain the whole situation to the
Master in Chinese. He told me in Chinese, “Okay, you go tell
Heng Qi that his parents are here and explain everything, and
tell him that I said it’s perfectly okay for him to take a break from
his seclusion and talk to his parents. Tell him that I said it’s okay,
but it is his decision. If he wants to do that, that’s fine. But if he
doesn’t want to see them, he doesn’t have to. It’s up to him. It’s
his decision.” So, I told his mom and dad that I was going to go
see him.

I went to his seclusion room in Annex 5. I will never forget
this experience even though it was 30 years ago in 1988. I went
inside Annex 5 and through the glass window I could see that he
was there meditating in his room. Then I said, “Heng Qi, dont
talk. Just nod your head yes or no.” Then, I explained the whole
situation, and waited for him to answer. It seemed like [ waited
for a kalpa, such a long time. He didn’t answer for probably a
minute or so. At the time my interpretation was that his mind was
spinning around like “what should I do?” However, he told me
just now that actually he wasn’t weighing the pros and cons of the
situation. Rather, he just held the question of whether he should
see them or not in his heart for a while.

Then, very naturally, after about a minute, he shook his head,
“No.” So, I went back to the office and I was really dreading
seeing his parents. His father was already pretty emotional, and
now I had to tell them, “He doesn’t want to see you.” When I told
them, his mother became quite upset. Actually Heng Qi, Paul,
just told me that his mom recently passed away. She lived to be
over a hundred years old, and they had talked about this event on
occasion.

So now both his mom and dad are really upset, and his
mother was crying. So to me this was a real disaster. Both of them
were really, really upset, and his mother is crying. Then, all of a
sudden, who walks in the office again? Shr Fu. Shr Fu walks into
the office and I tell Shr Fu the whole situation in Chinese and Shr
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Fu said, “Okay, you just tell them that I have an appointment now,
and it might take twenty or thirty minutes, but I'll take care of them.
Just tell them to wait.” So, I told them that, and then I had to leave
for other responsibilities.

I never knew exactly what happened after that. I knew what
happened in general terms, but I never knew the details of what
exactly happened until recently. Heng Qi told me the details of what
had occurred. Shr Fu brought his parents to his seclusion room. I
never knew who was with Shr Fu or who translated for him. But
recently, I found out that nobody was with him. Shr Fu just took his
parents to the seclusion room by himself. Heng Qi just told me now
that when I translated for the Master and told his parents to just wait
for the Master to finish his other appointment, and then left, his mom
went to their car and was just crying her eyes out in the car. She was
so upset. Then Shr Fu came and brought them to Heng Qf’s seclusion
room.

I always thought that Shr Fu brought them right into his room.
But, actually Shr Fu brought them outside to the hallway outside of
his room where the big opening in the glass window was. Shr Fu said
to Heng Qi, “T was just testing you to see what you were going to do.
Of course, you should see your parents!” So when Heng Qi saw his
mom crying, Heng Qi reached through the opening, held her hand,
and made her calm down. They talked, and he told them that being
in seclusion and meditating was something that he really wanted to
do. He said, “I choose to do my spiritual practice here. I can leave any
time I want. I can leave right now if I want. However, I really want to
be here and meditate.” They asked him, “Please why don’t you leave?”
He assured them that he was fine, and he was doing what he wanted
to do.

Again, nobody knew all of these details until Heng Qi just
explained this to me recently. I always thought they were chatting
with him for an hour or so, but Heng Qi said that he was still pretty
serious about his cultivation. He said, “As soon as I saw my parents
were calm and assured, I did not need to say anything more.” He
probably didn’t talk to them for more than ten to fifteen minutes. I
asked him, “Was Shr Fu there or not?” And he said, “T don’t remember
if Shr Fu stayed or if he left.” They were really delighted to see him
once they had been reassured and had talked to him for about ten to
fifteen minutes, they left, and after talking to him for about ten to
fifteen minutes they left.

Now, another thing about this event was that I always thought
that at the time his parents visited he had not yet memorized the
Shurangama Sutra. It had been three years, then, whenever I told this
story before, I'd say, “He still had another year in seclusion, because
he hadn’t yet memorized the Shurangama Sutra.” But, he just told me

that he had already memorized the Shurangama Sutra after three years.
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He wanted to stay in seclusion, because he felt that he needed to make
progress on the spiritual path. So he ended up being in seclusion for
another year. After another year, he said that he felt his cultivation was
like cooking sand (i.e. he wasn’t making any further progress). Thus,
after four years, he left his seclusion room.

Two interesting things happened afterwards. When he got out of
seclusion, Shr Fu made him the abbot of Tathagata Monastery. Heng
Sure was the first abbot of CTTB. Most people also don’t know that
Heng Kuan was actually the first abbot amongst all the American
monks. Shr Fu made him the abbot of Gold Mountain back in 1981.
So, Heng Sure was the first abbot here in 1987. Shr Fu later sent Heng
Sure to Gold Buddha Monastery in Canada. When Heng Qi came out
of seclusion, Shr Fu made him the abbot. Right after that, Shr Fu was
invited to go to the University of Hawaii to give some lectures. At that
time, I was Shr Fu’s personal attendant so I got to go to Hawaii with
Shr Fu and Heng Qi.

Heng Qi had just come out of seclusion several days or
perhaps a week earlier, as I recall. As far as I know, he hadn’t
talked to anybody for four years with the exception of that
one visit with his parents. Therefore, he wasn’t used to
talking, and his brain had changed. It took him
about a month before he was back to
normal. I remember during
the trip to Hawaii, I would
ask him something, and it
would take him about ten
seconds or so to answer. I'd
say, “Heng Qi, Shr Fu said we should do this.” I
would have to wait, and then, finally, he would answer. So that was
an interesting experience.

Another thing that was even more interesting that he recently told
me that his mom passed away this past February at the age of 101.
He said that he ended up taking care of her during the very last week
of her life. He took care of her by himself in her home. He described
exactly what he had to do for his mom during this critical and final
stage of her life. When he described what he did for his mother, T was
taken aback. It was so much like Shr Fu’s description of how he had
cared for his mother before she passed away.

I thought that was quite interesting. Filial piety is so important
whether we’'re monks, nuns, or laypeople. We've heard this expressed
so much in the Earth Store Sutra. Again, it is so important, because
it can be a motivating factor for us to cultivate the Bodhisattva path.
Therefore, the Venerable Master and Heng Qi are two living examples
in modern times of how we should practice filial piety. (I really

shouldn’t be in the same sentence with Shr Fu as an example of

filial piety!) &
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