Dharma Realm Buddhist University:

A Retrospective L.ook at the Venerable Master’s Vision
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I have been asked to speak on the Venerable Master’s vision of
Dharma Realm Buddhist University (DRBU). This is a daunting
task, and I seriously doubt that it is possible to completely
comprehend his vision of anything. Nevertheless, I will try by
sharing some of my observations and meager understanding of
the Master’s vision in regard to DRBU.

The Bodhisattva enlightens himself and enlightens others;
saves himself and saves others. The Buddha taught that ultimate
enlightenment is not some abstract ideal, but is the culmination
of the development of human consciousness and its capacity
to fathom the true nature of all things, and so encompasses all
knowledge and understanding. Of the Master’s 18 Great Vows,
in the first nine, he vows that he himself will not attain perfect
enlightenment until every single living being from every class
of living beings reaches enlightenment. And so, his vision, his
dedication to bringing all living beings to enlightenment is

inconceivable and unending.
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We know from the Venerable Master’s
biography, thathe, froman earlyage, recognized
the vital importance of education. In the face
of sparse opportunities in the agricultural,
rural environment where he was born and
raised, he avidly pursued education and was
able to memorize all the essential scholarly
Chinese medicine, classical philosophical and
literary texts by the age of 17. Not only did
he value education for himself, he recognized
the benefit of education for all, and at the age
of 18, with virtually no funding or support,
he opened a free school in his village and
began teaching there. And, he never abandoned his dedication to
education as an essential element to the enlightenment of all living
beings—throughout his lifetime, every breath up to his very last
breath, was dedicated to teaching and saving all living beings. And
this remains true today.

In 1969, seven years after first arriving in America, the Master
established the Sino-American Buddhist Association (SABA) —
later renamed Dharma Realm Buddhist Association (DRBA)—as
primarily a religious/educational endeavor. This is evidenced in
its Articles of Incorporation, registered with the California state
government. We know that the reason religious organizations are
granted tax-exempt status in the United States is based on their
intention to benefit society and individuals. Clearly, in SABA’s
case, the Master saw that the most effective and long-lasting benefit
to people and to society was through education.

From the Articles, we can also see that the Master’s vision of

education has always been diverse, and that interfaith and inter-
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disciplinary dialog has always been an essential aspect of the
Master’s vision of Buddhism and education.

And so, from the earliest days of the Buddhist Lecture Hall
and on to Gold Mountain Monastery, the Master conducted
educational activities as described in the Articles of Incorporation,
and this evolved up to the establishment of Dharma Realm
Buddhist University (DRBU) in 1976, when the Master first
announced it as his gift to the United States of America for its
200* anniversary.

It wasn't until 1984—ecight years later—though, that DRBU
was legally certified by the State of California to grant degrees. In
that same year, the Master changed the name of SABA to DRBA.
And so, the Master’s vision on education was then revealed to
extend not only internationally, but to the entire Dharma Realm,
and thus he expanded the very meaning of “universal” and
“university.”

The master taught that education is a lifelong process, one
in which we never stop learning. Eventually, he established
educational programs for all ages and all propensities and abilities.
He didn’t leave a single person out, but included all.

Moreover, as a reformer of education, he reinstated its essential
role in teaching people how to be human, in introducing students
to the joy of learning, in initiating each student in a life-long
process of trying to ever become a better and better person, in
making each student aware of their connection and responsibility
to themselves, their families, society, and the world.

This expanded vision of education to include not only academic
learning and job preparation but character development, means
that every place isa classroom, and every situation is an opportunity
to learn and to practice—whether sitting in a classroom, riding on
a bus, or working in the kitchen.

And now for a couple of stories to illustrate:

The Master was the Founder, first President, and primary
instructor of DRBU. It all started at Gold Mountain Monastery
(GMM), when education was part of the daily routine; any proper
and available subject was offered; this turned out to especially be
the study of many different languages.

With the move to the City of Ten Thousand Buddhas (CTTB),
the entire campus became one, huge classroom. Everything at
CTTB was interconnected—in the Avatamsaka state—and every
member of CTTB was a student.

Classes the Master taught comprised the “core curriculum.”

One of my favorite classes was Duilien, or Matched Couplets.
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This was a skillful and fun way that the Master taught classical
Chinese culture, poetry, syntax, grammar, vocabulary, and so on.

From the late nineteen seventies to the late eighties—on weeks
when he was not visiting one of the branches like Gold Buddha
Monastery (GBM), or Gold Wheel Monastery (GWM) to encourage
and instruct the nuns or monks there—he would commute from
San Francisco to Ukiah on Friday evenings, arriving just before
7:30pm. Without stopping to rest or drink water, he would go
directly to Wonderful Words Hall and wait for the assembly to
arrive. At the end of that evening’s lecture, he would write on the
board the first line of a couplet for us to match, so that we would
have a sleepless night trying to come up with a matching line for the
next morning’s class.

Early the next morning, the Master
would promptly open the class. Every
person living at CT'TB, no matter what his
or her age, would attend this DRBU class.
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In an orderly fashion, each student would
go up to the board and write down their
matching line until the huge board was
entirely filled. The little ones who couldn’
reach the lowest part of the board would
be given a stool to stand on. Everyone
was cooperative, helpful, and polite, and
everyone happily engaged in the class. As
students wrote their matching lines, the
Master mingled among them, going over
cach matching line. In some cases, he
would make corrections or changes, and after going over each one,
he would give it one or two circles. Not all of his changes were
corrections; some were ways of communicating a personal teaching
to the author of the matching line, while simultaneously providing
a teaching for the entire class. Whether the Master made changes
to a matching line or not, each student would get a circle or two,
and each would get a personal teaching that only he and the master
understood—a “secret Dharma,” a timely teaching, while at the
same time, we all learned from each other. After being seated, each
of us would look toward the person at our left and to our right with
a knowing smile of recognition of this inexplicable state.

Another education innovation that the master created in those
days he titled “Developing Inherent Wisdom.” The very title of this
teaching method speaks to the Buddhist principle that all living
beings possess the Buddha Nature and can become Buddhas. It
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also reveals the Master’s hope that his disciples develop

and learn to use their own wisdom. This also involved
developing one’s “Dharma-selecting Eye,” or an ability to
perceive things as they really are, especially as it pertains
to what is beneficial and what is harmful; to what is true
and what is false. In other words, critical thinking.

Now, this method of Developing Inherent Wisdom
was delivered in a very specific format.

* The Master assigned a Teaching Assistant (Dharma
Master Heng Hsien) to prepare reference material for the
class. This usually included a glossary of technical terms,
as well as difficult Chinese characters, for that passage.
In those days, the cutting-edge way of reproducing these
handouts was with a mimeograph machine. Whether or
not you know what that is likely reveals your age!

¢ The Master would also assign someone to write the
passage on the board in both Chinese and English before
class.

e The class would begin, of course, with requesting
Dharma.

e Next, the entire class in unison would read from

the board and recite the passage in Chinese and English.
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¢ Following that, the teaching assistant would
give a brief introduction and overview of the
passage of text with reference to the handout.

e The Master had two containers of sticks—
one container for male students and one for
female students. Each stick had the name of a
student written on it. At this point, the Master
would pull a stick from one of the containers and
that person had to go up to the podium and do
one of three things:

1. Recite the passage from memory, or

2. Repeat the Teaching Assistant’s introduction
and overview, or

3. Give his or her own interpretation of the
text

e The sticks were pulled such that men and
women took turns—the master always gave men
and women equal opportunity to learn and to
speak.

e The first two speakers followed 1-3 above.

e The next two speakers were supposed to
critique the first 2 speakers, so that altogether 4
students got up to speak.

e At the very end, the Master would do a
wrap up, adding any important points that were
overlooked, and correcting any misstatements that
had been made by the speakers.

One of the beauties of this method was that
nobody dared to fall asleep. Everyone had to
prepare for class and pay attention in class in
anticipation of being called upon, and so this
method was effectively engaging.

Of course, everyone would much rather have
sat and listened to the Ven. Master’s commentary.
Nevertheless, this was a way that the Master taught
his disciples to speak Dharma themselves.

This was also a way to illicit his students’
inherent wisdom, by learning how to listen and
to think critically. And, of course, at the end he
would clear up any mis-statements or half-truths,
so that everyone came away from the class with
proper understanding and proper views.

And so, the essential points of this teaching

method were:
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* Close reading of the text

* Engaging students in the class

e Activating critical thinking

¢ Developing skill in listening, comprehension, and
speaking

e Sharing insights

* Developing Inherent Wisdom

Now, as to the vision of DRBU’s scale and influence,
the Master compared it to Nalanda, the world’s first,
grand, Buddhist, international university in India, and
he further predicted that one day DRBU would reach
the stature of Harvard. He stated that DRBU’s programs
would eventually include every known discipline and
area of knowledge and skill.

Ever since the Venerable Master’s Nirvana, those
disciples who received his compassionate instruction
have endeavored to understand his vision of education
and to carry iton. In DRBU, a small but dedicated group
of former DRBU Professors and alumni, and Instilling
Goodness Developing Virtue School (IGDVS) teachers
and alumni, have dedicated themselves to understanding
the Master’s vision and methodology, articulating them,
and bringing DRBU closer to the realization of them.

After years of working toward this goal, DRBU’s
Mission and pedagogy incorporates the essential
elements of the Master’s method of “Developing
Inherent Wisdom.”

In closing, let me share DRBU’s current Mission
Statement.

Dharma Realm Buddhist University is a community
dedicated to liberal education in the broad Buddhist
tradition—a tradition characterized by knowledge in
the arts and sciences, self—cultivation, and the pursuit of
wisdom. Its pedagogical aim is thus twofold: to convey
knowledge and to activate an intrinsic wisdom possessed
by all individuals. Developing this inherent capacity
requires an orientation toward learning that is dialogical,
interactive, probing, and deeply self-reflective. Such
education makes one free in the deepest sense and opens
the opportunity to pursue the highest goals of human
existence.

It is our profound hope that DRBU will one day

reach the full extent of the Venerable Master’s vision. &
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