Unifying Buddhist Traditions: Engaging in Interfaith Sharing
Al SIS R, RARARM

A talk given by Reverend Heng Sure during the Fifth World Buddhist Forum in Putian, Fujian, China on October 28, 2018
EEHGEN BE F LB hEhE

I learned about the Mahayana Buddhist tradition of China
from late Chan Master Hsuan Hua, a Buddhist reformer.
He was equally critical of both the Theravada and the
Mahayana traditions. For example, for thirty years, during
ten consecutive ordinations of monastics which were held
roughly every three years, when Master Hua transmitted
the three platforms of precepts in America among the three
Masters and Seven Certifiers, he invited Bhikshus from
China, Taiwan, Thailand, Sri Lanka and Vietnam. He said,
“For too long, the Southern tradition has run far to the
South; and the Mahayana, the Northern tradition, has
only known to travel far to the North. In the 21st Century,
it’s time now for leaders of Buddhism to turn back from
the north and the south and meet in the middle, which was
the Buddha’s original intent.”

Master Hua told me that I could look to Venerable Ajahn
Sumedho, an American monk in the Thai Forest tradition
of Elder Ajahn Cha, as my role model in cultivation.
When Ajahn Sumedho was looking for a home for his first
monastery in America, Master Hua offered him 120 acres
of Mendocino County mountainside, and it became the
foundation of Abhayagiri Forest Monastery in Redwood
Valley, 20 miles north of City of Ten Thousand Buddhas.
Last year the Sri Lankan elder American monk Bhikkhu
Bodhi lectured on the Abhidharma for three weeks to the
four-fold Assembly at the City of Ten Thousand Buddhas.

24| EBIERE

Z0—NF=8

WA AT —— EE MEE
AT — — S P AR E R - B
D ENE— LB RIS SR >
FREa B RS MR > fth—
TRET o DU AE 5% B (4 =SB A
Rl > A EEs T A E TR - R
2R BT REED > ERE
FHI = RS o REIE PR LS
EHRERCE=FFFT 0 KY
F=480 -0 BETRESE
AT REA - EALHEN Y L

TRALK > M EERE  ILE
FEIE - MAECKZE = +—H=L
T B EEZ A B e L
[EEH - RREEFEEGS - EE
FHRFERVARE - |

HA BN ST m AR
R FH BT - R —f
BRREIHMETIREZERENSE
Bl - EffEEEE AR REE
YRS - ISt SR B S —
PESFRARE - BN B AR AT
— A SEEREILLAR o FEDIN AT
fllEEEr > S BRIy o
HYALALLIA & - (F Ry P pl S R



So if I could create my ideal Buddhism after observing the Buddhist
world for 42 years as a Bhikshu, my ideal would be to improve intra-
Buddhist harmony and mutual learning of Buddhist schools. We would
remove the words “Small Vehicle” from our vocabulary and instead say,
“Southern Tradition,” or the tradition of the Elders (Theravada). This is
a first step to heal the split between Northern and Southern traditions
so that when Buddhists step out into Interfaith gatherings where non-
Buddhist religions are present, we arrive as a unified body of wisdom
and compassion. Surely the Buddha’s intent was not to have various
schools of his disciples in competition with each other or be distant from
each other and out of communication.

I was present when Master Hua demonstrated his open-hearted
attitude toward religious leaders of other traditions. In Los Angeles in
1978, I was present when Master Hua met the late Paul Cardinal Yu-
bin, the Chinese Roman Catholic Cardinal. Although they came from
the same hometown in Manchuria, they had never met each other. They
had gone forth to become leaders of their respective traditions. Cardinal
Yubin came into the living room where they met in Los Angeles and
said, “I very much like the sound of your voice, although I've never seen
you before.” Master Hua replied, “Of course you do, we are Dharma
friends.”

Later on Master Hua invited Cardinal Yubin to the City of Ten
Thousand Buddhas and the thought occurred to him, “How shall I get
the Catholic Cardinal to bow to the Buddha?” So when they came in
front of the large thousand-handed image of Guan Yin Bodhisattva in
the Ten Thousand Buddhas Hall at CTTB, Master Hua said, “Cardinal
Yu, I have an idea. I want you to be the Buddhist among the Catholics.
What do you say?”

Cardinal Yubin wrinkled up his brow and looked cross. “Don’t get
upset,” Master Hua continued. “Hear me out. I want you to be the
Buddhist among the Catholics and then I will be the Catholic among
the Buddhists. That way when two of the world’s major religions don’t
fight, we can show others that peace among religions is possible. What
do you say now?” Cardinal Yubin paused a moment then slapped his
thigh and said, “Let’s do it!” Then, he made a half bow to Guan Yin
Bodhisattva. He went on to accept Master Hua’s invitation to serve as
Director General of the Institute for World Religions at the City of Ten
Thousand Buddhas.

This collaborative spirit led the way for a joint Buddhist Catholic
monastic gathering in Gethsemane Abbey in Kentucky in 2008, a
meeting that brought Theravada, Mahayana and Zen Buddhists,
as well as Buddhist scholars, together with Roman Catholic monks

and scholars to discuss our shared attitudes toward protecting our
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natural environment. The result of the gathering was a book
entitled: Green Monasticism: A Buddhist-Catholic Response to
an Environmental Calamity,( Gethsemani Encounters Book 3),
(Lantern Books).

Although we want to join with our brothers and sisters from
other religions in meaningful dialogue, if we fail to recognize the
value of our own treasures of wisdom it is harder to dialogue as
equals. Master Hua pointed out the need for Chinese Buddhists
to open up our Mahayana sutras and translate them into the
world’s languages. This is a serious missed opportunity to spread
the Dharma. Our sutras have such profound principles of wisdom
and compassion that create genuine benefit for humanity. Before
Buddhism can truly become a world religion and fulfill its
potential to spread both Buddhism and Chinese culture far and
wide, we must share the sutras with the world.

For example, we know that anywhere in the world hotel
rooms have bedside tables. In the drawers of most of those tables,
you find a copy of the Holy Bible in the local language of that
country. How many times have you opened up the drawer to find
a Buddhist sutra? In the ideal Buddhism that I want to design, in
every hotel room in the world when you open up the drawer you
will find the Holy Bible as well as a copy of the Lotus Sutra, the
Amitabha Sutra and the Vajra Prajna Paramita Sutra.

Now, I would like to share a true story about wherever people
cultivate the Way, humanity benefits in inconceivable ways. In
October 2017, severe wildfires broke out in Northern California,
causing our neighboring Buddhist community of Abhayagiri
Forest monastery to evacuate in the dark of night. Twenty-cight
people fled the fires, not knowing when they would return and
whether or not they would find their newly renovated monastery
intact when the fires were out.

The monks of Abhayagiri found shelter at the City of Ten
Thousand Buddhas for a week after where they received offerings
from the upasakas and upasikas. During this time, the two
communities blended together in ceremonies, meditation, and
in daily work. After one week of anxiety about their home, the
local Fire Marshalls gave permission for them to return. Driving

back to the mountain, surrounded by scenes of burned-out
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homes and vineyards on every side, the monks worried about
what they would find.

As they approached their monastery, they were greeted by
a group of firefighters who had used their monastery parking
lot to manage the fire trucks and equipment. One of the
firefighters, an Apache Indian from New Mexico said, “We
have fire-fighters here who have seen a lot but we have never
seen anything like this. Your forest rejected the fires. The
flames burned right up to the edge of your property and then
stopped. It’s as if something was protecting your forest. Not a
blade of grass burned. This is a spiritual place. Whatever you
are doing inside, keep doing it.”

They discovered that both their monastery and their
neighbors’, a Catholic monastery where monks live and pray
all day and all year round, were spared by the forest fires that
burned on every side. But next door on the same mountain
was a Thai monastery. A Thai Buddhist monk had built a
monastery there, but had no disciples and no cultivation
going on at his place. He set up the monastery and then
returned to Thailand, leaving the monastery in the hands of
one caretaker. When the fires came, the monastery burned to
the ground; the fierce heat even melted all the Buddha images
so their faces were unrecognizable.

Of the three monasteries, only two survived the catastrophe
of the forest fires, the Buddhist and the Catholic places
both received the protection of the devas and the Dharma-
protectors because both communities were doing spiritual
cultivation inside. The empty Bodhimanda, although it held
the superficial signs of Buddhism, without people doing the
Buddha’s work inside, it did not get protection.

Finally, it’s time now to let go our attachments from the past
when we didnt have contact with each other, much less with
believers of other religious. The old tribal views no longer
apply to people of the 21st century living in the global village.

So now in the 21st century, in a time of ecological crisis,
Buddhism can lead the way towards mutual learning and
harmonious exchange. We can unify the Northern and the

Southern traditions, and bring the teachings of wisdom and
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compassion into Interfaith conversations, and in this
way, demonstrate the value of religion in solving the
afflictions of our modern world.

Buddhism in China preserves the jewels of traditional
Chinese culture: virtue, humaneness, filiality and the
Dao, and the centuries of Buddhism in China has made
them the foundation for world-transcending wisdom.
Buddhists can give these gifts to living beings and
share their benefits that the Chinese have enjoyed for

centuries. Amitabha | &
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Putian — The Fifth Buddhist World Forum Held in China

From October 28-30, 2018, the Fifth World Buddhist Forum was
held in the city of Putian, Fujian, China. The forum’s theme was the
“Exchange for Mutual Learning; The Middle Way to Perfect Harmony.”
Its thousand plus participants, from various Buddhist circles— experts,
scholars, and celebrities, along with other special guests—came from 55
countries and regions. At their invitation, a delegation from the Dharma
Realm Buddhist Association (DRBA) participated in this year’s forum.
The delegation members were Reverend Heng Sure, Bhikshu Jin Chuan,
Bhikshu Jin Wei, and Upasika Madalena Tan.

This year’s forum was divided into seven sub-forums, each with its
own theme:

1. Buddhism and the Maritime “Silk Road;”

Buddhism and Charity;

Buddhism and Environmental Protection;

Buddhism in China, America, and Europe;

Buddhism Across the Taiwan Strait, Hong Kong, and Macau;
Buddhism in China, Korea, and Japan;

Buddhism Along the Valley of the Lancang-Mekong Rivers.

All of these themes concern the well-being and development of
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Buddhism itself, and are closely connected with the vision for harmony
and peaceful co-existence of all people in the modern world.

Reverend Heng Sure, President of DRBA, was invited to give a talk
for one of the sub-forums. On October 30, the forum’s last day, he was
also invited to read out the declaration of the Fifth World Buddhist
Forum, together with Dharma Master Zongxing, President of the BAC
(Buddhist Association of China). Sharing the stage with them to witness
this declaration were many eminent monks and virtuous ones from all

over the world. &
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