Gathering In

—Upasika Helen Woo Shares Her Experiences with the Next Generation
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My father, Yu Tianxiu, was an educator who received his
PhD and five additional degrees in the United States.
He was invited to teach at Beijing University, so I was
born in Beijing in 1936. Now, I am eighty-three years
old. When I was fourteen years old, I left Beijing and
stayed in Hong Kong for a year and then came to the
United States. I spent my teenage and college years here
in the Bay Area, and then went on to City College and
finished my education at Cal State, Los Angeles with a
degree in Fine Arts. I appreciate the good life.

When I was a kid in Beijing, on Sundays we always
went to a Christian Sunday school that offered a
Salvation Army style of music education to sing songs—
that was my earliest experience learning religious songs.

As I grew up in the United States, I started going to a
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Christian church, and eventually met my husband who was a very
devout Catholic. Years later after I met Shifu (Venerable Master
Hua), our family took refuge with Shifu. We all became very devout
Buddhists because Shifu was our teacher.

During the countercultural movements in the 60s, there were
many hippies and things started changing and so I think there was
also a lot of moral confusion. But I had a wonderful life. At that
time, you could say I was a party girl. That was the kind of life I was
living.

I was always active when I was in college and after too. Yet,
nothing made me really happy or truly satisfied. Finally, in the
early 1970s, as I approached my fortieth birthday, I really started to
search for an answer. Although I went through stages exploring the
Catholic and Christian faiths, I thought their theories didn’t answer
all of my questions. Since I was approaching forty, I wanted to know
what life was all about. Why am I here? After this, where will I go?
Are we here temporarily for this short period of time and then gone
forever? Those were the questions that started arising in my mind. I
thought about this. I explored different religions and also had close
friends of different religions. I also knew of the Muslim tradition.
Yet, none of these religions really answered my questions about life. I
thought I could try Buddhism after I visited many Buddhist temples
in Taiwan in 1971, but I hadn’t had a chance to go to a temple in
China yet. The first time I went back to China was in 1979. Back
then, there were really no Chinese religious places in America.

In 1976, my Taiwanese friend said to me, “We have a good
Dharma Master right in San Francisco. Why don’t you take refuge
with him and be his disciple?” Actually I didn’t know and never
heard of the Master, since I had been in LA since 1957. That friend
called Shifu and told him there were people who wanted to take
refuge and he was very happy about it.

As time went on, more and more of my friends, even those who
don’t knew anything about Buddhism were all curious and all wanted
to take refuge and go to San Francisco. At first there were 10 people,
but soon there were 15, 20, 50, 100, until there were around 150
people who wanted to go. There was no way we could arrange for
them all to take buses, because I didn’t know how to charter buses
at that time. But, we had some nerve, and I had a friend call Shifu,
even though none of us knew him yet. He asked him if because we
had so many people, could he come down to LA? We know that its
very impolite to make such a request, since we should go to him to
pay our respects and take refuge there instead of asking him to come

down, but we had too many people.
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Shifu was very compassionate and he agreed. When he first
came down, he stayed in my house. He brought everybody.
By everybody, I mean the very early disciples, including the
Sangha (Buddhist monastics) and those people who lived around
southern California who were already Shifu’s disciples. Shifu
already had many translations of sutras in Chinese and English.
When he brought everybody down with him, he brought all those
books with him too. He arrived at during the evening at the LAX
airport. I had never met a Buddhist before, but I knew they were
vegetarian, yet I didn't know how to prepare vegetarian food for
the next day. I wondered, “What should I do?” When we went to
the airport, a lot of us prepared a banner to welcome Shifu. Many
people were very happy and they welcomed him in a respectful
way at the airport, although none of us were Buddhist. We didn’t
know the traditional manner.

He came and stayed in my home in a small office downstairs.
The monks and laymen stayed in the garage and the backyard.
The nuns and ladies stayed inside our family room and in various
places. I was so busy settling everybody that I didn’t get to see
Shifu at all. I was so excited that we had a wonderful teacher that
came to us. | somehow knew he was someone special, although
I had never met him. I never even saw him closely until the next
morning. He was sitting on the couch in my living room. (Still the
same one after 47 years.) Shifu was sitting on my white couch and
I came near him. I knelt in front of him and looked into his eyes.
My god, it was like something hit my stomach. My sensations
were all mixed and emotional.

I felt like, “This is so terrible, and, gosh, I miss you so much,
and I haven't seen you for so long! I finally found you again.” I
started crying; cried a lot — a lot of tears came down.

Shifu said, “You came back.” That was all he said. At that
time, Dharma Master Sure saw me crying and everything else.
From then on, my life totally changed because I felt that I had
come back. I knew for the rest of my life that I would be a
different person.

You have to remember before I met Shifu that I was a party
girl and did everything — played mahjong, danced, played music,
went all over, just to have a wonderful time. The first few months
after I met Shifu, he came every month. There were many people
who heard Shifu was coming to Los Angeles and would come to
my house to take refuge.

The first time he came, because we had so many people and

didn’t have a place or temple, I rented the Masonic Hall in South
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Pasadena so it could accommodate all of us. When we went there, it
was a very hot day in the summer, (the temperature was) in the 90s. In
the old days, we didn’t have any air conditioning, and Shifu wanted to
instill goodness into us. We didnt understand and weren't traditional
Buddhists; we were just a group of people, many who were younger
than me. Most of us never heard of bowing before and Shifu wanted
us to start the ceremony by bowing. We bowed and continued bowing
for about 3 hours, and at times we all looked at each other, turning
around, wondering what’s going on? What is this? When the bell went
‘ding’, we bowed. We got so hot, and some could not stand it. Later
on, I understood that Shifu knew we had very heavy karma and lots
of bad habits. To be his disciple, we had to get rid of some bad karma,
so we had to keep bowing. Finally, he gave each of us a Dharma name.
We all were given our own Dharma name, and then the ceremony
began. That day, we all took refuge. Then that night, he came back to
my house and we got to talk a little bit more.

As time went on, I started thinking as I observed the Sangha and
I realized the kind of life they lived. They had become vegetarians,
ate only one meal a day before noon, and worked hard, didn’t touch
money, and gave up everything. I admired them so much. I thought,
“I am already 40 and not young anymore; so what role can I play
to support the assembly?” It took me about six months to figure out
what I should be. I was already happily married and had two kids that
were still teenagers and not grown up yet. I felt that I couldn’t be like
the Sangha and leave the home life. I thought really hard on this and
realized that I could be a good Dharma protector. At that time, I made
a vow that I would try my best in every way to be a good Dharma
protector. After a couple of months, I thought since we now have an
abbot, we should have an official temple, a place for him to teach us.
We cannot just have him casually in my home. A few of my friends
and I then looked around for a place and that was how we started the
first Gold Wheel Monastery.

At the first Gold Wheel Monastery, more and more people came.
As soon as we started Gold Wheel Monastery, Shifu brought Dharma
Masters Heng Sure and Heng Chao, and they started the Three Steps,
One Bow Pilgrimage from Gold Wheel. There is a book about their
experiences on the Three Steps, One Bow Pilgrimage. In the very first
picture of the book, you can see both of them bowing in front of
Gold Wheel Monastery. The man by the door was my husband. In
1976, they began the Three Steps, One Bow Pilgrimage and I arranged
deliveries of their food and everything to take care of them.

One of you asked me what kind of Dharma door you should choose
to cultivate. There are 84,000 Dharma doors and this is stated very
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clearly in the sutras, in every way you can achieve Buddhahood.
It’s up to you, your own conditions, your own affinities, and your
own preferences. In the beginning, you have to find something to
enjoy and do. Later you won’t feel bored too much or back away
from it. The more you do, the more you accomplish, and then
you'll achieve happiness through your practice. Dharma will really
give you happiness. You will also gain wisdom too. A lot of times,
in your mind, you have things coming out and you don’t know
where they come from. They are from your own wisdom, your
own cultivation; for our original true wisdom comes through bit
by bit; gradually we gain all of this. The more you gain, the more
you want to increase your cultivation. Because you know by doing
that, you will get smarter. Through cultivation, you will see lots
of things, understand more things, and then increase your own
homework.

In the beginning, I began with the Great Compassion Mantra.
Next, I started reciting sutras. Then back in 1983, during the
very first session of the 10,000 Buddhas Repentance at the City of
Ten Thousand Buddhas, I started bowing it as another homework.
That took about forty days to finish. I started bowing it in 1983 up
until a year and a half ago when I stopped because of my health.
I bowed the 10,000 Buddhas Repentance everyday. I bowed 100
per hour for the ceremony. I finished 62 sections of the 10,000
Buddhas Repentance every day. I kept going for thirty something
years. Actually, I am a very lazy person. I said that I wanted to
bow every day 100 bows until the day my legs can not hold me up
anymore. That’s the kind of vow I made. In the beginning, it was
difficult. For thirty years, I kept on. Once I broke my leg, I was
in a cast and still bowing. I was a little bit younger then and had
more energy.

I started bowing the 10,000 Buddhas and remembered Marty,
the former Heng Chau. One time in a lecture, he talked about
why he chose to bow. He chose to bow because we are about
the same, we are all very arrogant, very self-righteous, we always
wanted to be number one and think we are always the best. We also
do not listen to people. By bowing, we not only repent of all the
wrong things we did throughout this lifetime and past lives, but
also at the same time developing ourselves and thus being more
compassionate toward ourselves too. Bowing has been a wonderful
experience for me. After I heard this from Marty, when I bow,
I think it is wonderful. Its not just physical, but mental, and it

builds my character.

SO F4E

30| EBIERE ZO—NENS

17 - &P eSS R /(B IUT0AFT
B —(EAFTE AT LB B R > R E
ERIREC ~ IREVR& ~ IREV =4 - A
H—FiG - tEH CEEEBITHVAR
BTSSR EH > 25
PRBIEE - IR - SLEA Rt
MEREITTEENES - BEAGHER
2 WEREEEEE - R
TRE O IR — 22 BH - RG-S R1E A
ez - EERIREEZmA - 7
REYETTINZKR - BTG RERMA T
BB E - REGHEERS - B
TEEREEETT - NBIRAE - AR
GRS EI - mB BT IRFEEE
% HRE % - QIRERINE CHYDER -

WFE 4G - FeFFRIET > BAKRBAE
&L - 19835 - EFhHE KRBT EHE
WA > FRBH AR S P A R > — T
ok KMEAE T PO+ KA Bl - $fE1983
RGBT > BRI —FFZAT > B
FER > AEAEL - REREFEER
B - B/NEFFEL005E - R AT LASE A
B Ay o2{E BT - BB 7 =1
A - HERRMEE  HEREFHEXR
FEL00FF EL R FRAVAR(EEA _£T7 - MIBHZA6I0
B BREREF T =1TF - AKX
PRER THE > B LE R o IRIRER Y
FE o NEALE REFEK > AR HEE
57 -

FRE PR AR > AR T > 5L
B RME AR © A — RALH LEHTRFE
fie 2|5 C R A B FFF b - MEFEFF
b - BERFBRMAIEEKIE - B ~ &
EHEE— > |BERSHCRY - AR
BINEVER « #EBFEM - M~ &S
SANBE R LT AV ES - [FRE T E B
B - ARG - Fb > B3k
S —EREERE - BTE TS
FEAREIIRHE - RGRE - A2
fE b > HEAS T _ERVETT > IS T I
Hyimts o

s> To be continued



