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My name is Tom Johnson. I was a volunteer at the
City of Ten Thousand Buddhas for the last 12 years.
My primary service was to Buildings & Grounds,
but I also helped in a number of other departments,
including security (guard duty). Most people know
me personally, because they would see me at the
Mountain Gate from 6 PM until 9 PM. Of course, |
went also went to evening ceremonies and could be
seen there too.

I arrived at CTTB in 2007 from Berkeley,
California. I grew up there, and the Berkeley Buddhist
Monastery was my next-door neighbor (that is
anotherstory). I first met the Venerable Master Hsuan
Hua back in 1992 at the Olema Vedanta Retreat. 1
belong to a group called the Vedanta Society. They
are a Hindu group that has a temple in Berkeley. The
Master gave a talk at that Vedanta Retreat which I
attended. It was an interesting time. The Master gave
his talk and a ‘young’ Dharma Master Heng Sure
translated for him. At the end of the first talk, which
lasted from 8:30 AM to 10 AM, everyone left the
tent for a quick rest break. The retreat took place in
a tent with a huge roomy grass-floored area. I was
sitting there and for some reason I said to myself,
“I'm going to sit here and see what he (the Master)
does next.”

Everyone left and I was the only person from the
retreat still sitting in this huge grassy-floored tented
area during the break. The Venerable Master was still
seated and Dharma Master Heng Sure was sitting
next to him. They weren’t moving. The three of us
just looked at each other for a few minutes, and then
the Venerable Master looked over at Dharma Master
Heng Sure. With a smile, he nodded to Dharma
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Master Heng Sure to leave. I saw the Venerable Master reach down
and pull his leggings up. Dharma Master Heng Sure looked over and
did the same thing. It was amusing to say the least. I had ‘alligator
eyes’ to see that.

Among the Hindus there is a saying, “If you see an ‘awakened
soul’ three times, then your spiritual life will awaken.” In my
lifetime, I have seen the Master exactly three times, and I am so glad
that I did. Two of them were at CTTB. After the Olema Retreat, I
began to have fantastic visions of the Master. My mind was drawn
to him. I just couldn’t stop thinking of him. One day, I was at a bus
stop in Marin somewhere and I was just thinking of the Master,
then all of a sudden, I looked over - and there He was! Then, He
disappeared! I was shocked. I had many visions of the master, some
of which I wrote down. I always wanted to go back and ask him
about these vivid, dream-like experiences and ask him about them,
but I never had the chance. However, I did meet Dharma Master
Heng Sure sometime after the Olema Retreat. He was looking for
a building to turn into a new Buddha Hall in Berkeley. I told him
that I had just the building in mind that might work. There was
an old church building next door to my mom’s house in the center
of Berkeley. I showed it to him and he liked it. A few years later, it
became the Berkeley Buddhist Monastery. We lived next door to
each other until my mom came down with Alzheimer’s disease. She
moved out of her home in Berkeley to live with my sister in 2007,
and I went to live at the City of the Ten Buddhas.

My first duties at the monastery were with Buildings & Grounds. I
became the CTTB liaison with the Ukiah Fire Department. The Fire
Marshal, Dave Haas would come to inspect the buildings and write
up the violations. I would then work on correcting the ‘violations’
or to be more specific, performed fire signage and electrical work.
He would return to note our corrections, then we would go through
the same thing for another building, and we did this one by one,
building after building. As part of my job, I was able to see the
layout and design of every building at CTTB along with the Fire
Marshal. Dave Haas went through every building at the temple to
try to get the temple fire safe. I got to see every building and go
where nobody usually looks (in basements, attics, etc..). He also
told me an unusual history of Ukiah and the old mental hospital.

There is more information about the old state hospital (which
is now CTTB) that can be read from books in the public library in
Ukiah. I looked into these and other stories. I copied some of the
better stories and used to give them out to people to read. I also met

quite a few people who used to work at the old state hospital and
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they told me stories that were insightful and very informative.
This helped to enrich my story telling to people about the
temple grounds. It also helped that I was able to look at the
old architectural prints of the buildings. These are works of art:
they were drawn with pencil and have NO mistakes on them.
They also have the dates of the buildings on the all of the
prints. This is how I came to know the ages of the buildings.

The most useful thing about my experience as I served
at the temple was that I realized that people needed help. Of
course, I couldnt help everyone and wasn’t going to either,
but I had the opportunity to help others in need. I discovered
that at the temple all sorts of help is needed. Oftentimes, I
ended up doing a lot of jobs that no one else wanted to do,
such as disposing of hazardous waste. Nobody wants to handle
poisons and hazardous waste...so I got the job, and learned
that it is not as bad as people might think. In Buddhism, you
can take a psychological perspective to everything that you do.
In this case, poisons are just substances. If you respect them,
they are not necessarily bad or harmful - it is what you do with
them that makes them harmful (i.e. spilling them). If you just
remember to be respectful of them, life is good. I found this
sort of attitude to also be helpful when working with people
at the temple too.

I always thought of Guanyin Bodhisattva and her need
to help others while I did my work. I wanted to think that
somehow I could be like her. Well, I don’t have as many arms
as she does, so probably I can’t be exactly like her, but it is nice
to try...to just try. It was a pleasure to be a service to those who
needed help. For years, I had always wanted to so dome sort of
“service” work, like the kinds that Mother Teresa’s people do.
Hindus call this sort of service “karma yoga.” While I lived in
Berkeley, there were few opportunities for me to perform this
kind of work. At CTTB, there were endless requests for help.
It was a pleasure to receive them and respond to them.

I have had many good memories in the Buddha Hall; it
was always a pleasure to attend the ceremonies for me. The
best memories I had were when I first came. I would go to the
morning ceremonies and just love ‘the morning air’ It is such
a different time of day and had such an unusual attraction for
me. It isnt easy to get up at 4 AM, go to ceremony, then work
all day, go to evening ceremony, and try to do everything else
you would like to do with yourself. You cannot do everything
you would like to do when you get older. If you are young,

enjoy and make the most of your youth while you have it. #
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Q&A with Venerable Master Hua at the Vedanta Society's Retreat
mn Olema, California on May 25, 1992
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Question: My question is on intention. What is a skillful response when
the intention feels clean, and yet harm comes from the action that the

intention provoked?

Venerable Master Hua: In terms of intention, the first thing to do is to rid your
intention of any selfish benefit. In every situation, if your intention is to benefit
others, then you will not obstruct others. On the other hand, if you only intend to
benefit yourself, then you will obstruct everyone. If my answers are wrong, I hope

you all will correct me.

Question: Venerable Master, I want to ask you something. You’re an
American among Chinese, I'm a Chinese among Americans. Because I
was born in Suzhou (in China), when you speak I understand what you’re
talking about. Because I understand what you said, I think the Venerable

Master’s self-nature and my self-nature are the same.

Venerable Master Hua: You still do not know yourself. I am the stupid one among
the stupid and you are the intelligent one among the intelligent. ’'m not only one
with you, I'm also identical with all living beings. When I'm with ants, I feel like
an ant. When I'm with great people, 'm not much lesser than them. When I'm
with the most insignificant people, I don't feel 'm more superior than them. The
Dharma is level and equal, there is no high and low. I'll tell you something else
today. Whoever wants to activate their inner wisdom and potential has to do it from
within. Whatever I say to you is only an extrinsic similarity or a graphic indication.
You have to mine your true wisdom by yourself, you yourself have to uncover it.

There is no way I can convey it to you. What I can say in words is not true wisdom.

Question: We can appreciate the beauty of Atman in Vedanta. We can also
understand the necessity of transcending the jivaatman (self), but what about
the Buddha-nature which seems often to be similar with the Atman, the true
self.

Venerable Master Hua: If you are looking for the Buddha-nature, you're talking now
and it's the Buddha-nature who is talking. Eating: it’s the Buddha-nature eating.
Running: it’s the Buddha-nature running. Every act you do, it’s none other than
Buddha-nature doing it; however, it is only if youre on a good road that it is the
Buddha-nature. If youre on a bad road, it’s the demon-nature. So the difference
between good and evil lies within a single thought. You must know that within
this one thought, fundamentally, it’s different yet not different, not different yet
different. The Chinese character for “mind” (.[») symbolizes the Buddha-nature
very well. It’s described as,

Three dors like clustering stars,

A hook like the new moon.

Animals and Buddhas
Both come from here. &



