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A Talk Given by Ron Epstein, Ph.D.,Chancellor Emeritus, Dharma Realm Buddhist University

at the City of Ten Thousand Buddhas on May 18, 2019

Chinese Translated by Liu Rui, Janet Lee
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Buddhism in the world today is in a position for which
there is no equivalent in the whole history of Buddhism
up till now. In traditional societies, the governing model
was by and large a paternalistic one in which the ruler
was the one who was responsible for whether the country
was run virtuously or not. He was the one responsible for
the welfare of his people. But in a democracy, it is not the
ruler who is responsible. There are no autocratic rulers in
democratic countries, or at least that’s the theory. We, the
people, as citizens, are responsible for our democracy. That
Buddhist monastics and laypeople have a responsibility
toward everything that goes on in our society is, as I say
above, a position that we as Buddhists have never been in
before throughout the entire history of Buddhism.

Some of you may be thinking: “Well, Dr. Epstein, this
isn't really quite right. Although in terms of civil society
Buddhism has never existed in a culture with democracy,
we do have an alternate model of democracy that goes
back to the time of the Buddha himself—that model is
the Buddhist Sangha.”

What you say is true. I grant you that according to
the Buddha, the Buddhist Sangha should be governed by
a kind of a direct democracy that is based on a concern for
others which involves treating others with great kindness
and compassion. Therefore, if we wish to take up our civic

responsibilities, we can begin to learn by observing the
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direct democracy applied right here at the City of Ten Thousand
Buddhas and to teach responsible democratic living to the children
in our schools. And we can practice it ourselves. Some of us have
grown up in countries where we've learned about democratic ideals
from the time that we were very little, and others have grown up in
countries where there is no democracy at all.

Since secular democracies are fairly recent, before that Buddhists
have always lived in non-democratic countries. From the time of
the Buddha, there has always been a kind of tension between those
who tried to protect the independence of the Sangha and rulers
who desired to control Buddhism. Some of you are probably, very
well acquainted with some of the more famous examples in China.
For example, one of One such is an essay written by one of the
founding masters of the Pure Land school titled, “Why monks do
not bow down to emperors.” The topic addressed that monk’s
struggle to maintain his independence.

In the Tang dynasty, in ancient China, during one of the
great repressions of Buddhism, between 842CE and 845CE, the
Buddhists and Taoists were fighting for recognition in the Imperial
Court. At one point, the Taoist priests got the upper hand and
almost convinced the emperor, who was not quite sane, to round
up all of the monks in the Capitol, dig a big pit, and bury them
alive. So, historically the stakes from these tensions were sometimes
very, very high.

Now, I'd like to share some events from the life of the Venerable
Master Hsuan Hua. First, in China, he had to traverse very
powerful political currents. Later he came to the United States, and
continued to navigate through powerful currents. I think we can
take him as a model of how one can follow the Bodhisattva Path in
a democracy. The Master operated in this new situation to develop
Buddhism in a democracy. Almost all of you know the story of
the Venerable Master meditating for three years at his mother’s
grave in Northeast China. While he was meditating there, he had
a vision of the Sixth Patriarch coming to see him and giving him
a big job, that of bringing proper Dharma to the West. So here
is this young man who was 19 or 20 years old, and only had two
and a half years of formal education. He probably hadn’t traveled
any farther than Harbin in his whole life, and he was given the
job of bringing proper Dharma to the West. During this time in
China, the Master had to go through extreme difficulties due to
the historic situation in which he was living. In order to get to the
West to spread the Dharma, first he had to get out of Northeast
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The Sixth Patriarch in China
—Great Master Hui Neng

China alive, in one piece, and functioning as a human being.
Where he was living was right in the crosshairs of the Japanese
army’s forcible recruitment as they came through and just grabbed
any young man they could get and forced them into the Japanese
army. The Communists also engaged in forcible recruitment at
this time. He had to be a draft dodger. If he was going to fulfill
the duty that the Six Patriarch gave him, his number one concern
had to be staying alive.

How many of you know about Unit 731? From the very early
days, the Venerable Master made sure we knew about it because it
was very, very close to where he grew up. Unit 731 was a special,
medical experimentation unit that the Japanese army at that
time set up. The kind of medical experimentation that they did
was very similar to the kind that the Nazis did in Europe. These
utterly inhumane experiments were done with complete disregard
for human life and suffering. The Master could have easily been
swept up, taken there, and died.

Let us fast forward a little bit. Soon after the Master completed
his filial practice by his mother’s grave, he entered monastic life
and then left Northeast China to go to Potola Mountain to be
fully ordained there. Next, he went to see Elder Chan Master
Xuyun and received the Dharma transmission of the Weiyang
Chan lineage. Then, he went to Guangdong where he participated
in a Chan session with Dharma Master Minguan who was very
impressed with him and asked him to stay and take up a monastic
office. The Master said, “No, the Communists are coming. They’re

not only going to close down all the monasteries, but they will also
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During Venerable Master Hsuan Hua’s three year vigil
beside his mother’s grave in Northeast China, he had a
vision as he was meditating of the Sixth Patriarch in-

structing him to bring the Proper Dharma to the West.
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make everybody go back to lay life, and they’re going to take
all the money from the monasteries.” Unfortunately, Dharma
Master Mingguan did not make it out in time back then.
Later, however, he did get to Hong Kong. I was very fortunate
to meet him there in the mid-1960s. He was a remarkable
person. Anyway, back then the Venerable Master had a good
enough grasp of the political situation to know when it was
time to leave and go to Hong Kong.

The Venerable Master was in Hong Kong for more than
ten years (1949-1962) , and he taught the Dharma to his
disciples there. Then, as the ‘60’s approached, he decided
that the time was right for him to go to the West. He had
two young disciples, Stella and Madalena Tam, who had
gone to the San Francisco Bay Area for their education. They
discovered that there had no Mahayana way places, so with
the Master’s approval, in 1958, they established the Buddhist
Lecture Hall of San Francisco, then in 1959, registered as an
non profit Organization. Therefore, the Tam sisters with a
few local disciples who took refuges with the Master before
he came to the US, help made arrangements to invite him to
come to the United States. This was not just a matter of buying
a plane ticket, since it was very difficult for Chinese people to
immigrate to the United States.

Now, I would like to briefly digress to another related
topic before returning to the Venerable Master’s life story.
In 2006, Dharma Realm Buddhist Association (DRBA) sent
a delegation to Mainland China. Among the people on the
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Disciples of San Francisco Bay Area, who took refuge with the Vener-

able Master before he arrived in the United States greet him at San

Francisco International Airport upon arrival from Hong Kong, 1962.
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Dharma Master Mingguan (bottom row, third from right)
and Venerable Master Hua accompanied by laypeople in front
of Western Bliss Garden Monastery, 1956.
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The final day of the 1937 Winter Chan Session at Nanhua Monastery. Elder
Master Xuyun (second row, second from right), Venerable Master Hsuan Hua

(second row, second from left), Upasika Ananda Jennings (second row, third
from right).

delegation were Abbot Heng Lyu and Reverend Heng Sure.
I had the good fortune to be able to tag along with them. We
were interested in finding out about a video series about the
life of Elder Chan Master Xuyun that was being made for
Chinese television. I think it had around twenty episodes. We
wanted to see whether we could put in an episode about the
Venerable Master meeting Elder Master Xuyun and giving
him the Dharma transmission. We went to see the producer
who was very cordial. He asked whether we had gone to see
the Venerable Master Ben Huan, one of the closest and most
senior disciples of Elder Chan Master Xuyun. At that time,
I think he was 99 years old or 100 in Chinese years and was
still very vigorous, but we hadn’t been able to get in touch
with him. The producer just pulled out his cell phone, and
said, “Well, I have his private cell phone number.” He called
him up and said, “There’s a delegation from the City of
Ten Thousand Buddhas here that wants to see you.” Master
Benhuan said, “Tell them to drop everything and come and
see me right away. This is very important.” So we dropped
everything, changed our whole schedule around and went to
see Master Benhuan at his temple in Shenzhen.

There are two things that stood out for me about our visit
with him. The first thing we found out was that, according
to Master Benhuan, he was the person who introduced the
Venerable Master to Elder Master Xuyun. We got to hear
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Venerable Master Hua introduces Faith In A Verse from the
Elder Master Xuyun to his early disciples on Sacramento

Street in San Francisco, 1963.
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him talk about what it was like when he introduced them. That was a
direct verification of the meeting between these two masters by somebody
who was very well respected in the Chinese Buddhist community.

Our delegation also had an opportunity to have our own question and
answer session with Master Benhuan. He was very gracious, kind, and
generous with his time given the constant flow of people wanting to pay
their respects to him. Somebody in our delegation asked him the following
question: “In order to establish a Buddhist monastery, a place where people
can most effectively practice cultivation and become awakened, what
aspects should we pay attention to? He had a long list of requirements
for doing this, but I think the first three were: One, you should find
some place that has very good fengshui—geomancy—and good energy.
Two, you should choose a location where there are a sufficient number
of lay followers, so that they
can make enough offerings to
support the monastery, so there
will be enough food, clothing,
and medicine for the requisites of
the monastic life. And three, you
have to be able to get along with
the local officials. I hope we will
all continue to follow the Master
Benhuan’s advice about this. The
Venerable Master also placed
great emphasis on good relations

with local officials.
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Chinatown, San Francisco, late 1950s.

Now let’s get back to the

Venerable Master’s biography.
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The Tam sisters tried very hard to
arrange things for him, which was very diflicult, especially find a place for
him to stay. When the Master first came to the United States, some people,
mainly in Chinatown, also took refuge with him before even meeting him.
The temple didn’t have very much money, and there were a lot of politics
in Chinatown. The situation required a lot of hard work and suffering.

In the 1960s, there were two powerful political groups in Chinatown,
and each of them had their own newspaper. One was the Chinese
Communist group and the other one was the Chinese Nationalist group.
Both of them wanted the Master to publicly announce his support for
their side. He steadfastly refused to do that and maintained his political
neutrality from party politics. The result was that both sides attacked him
very viciously. People spread untrue rumors about him and made things
even more difficult for him than they would’ve been otherwise.

I met the Venerable Master at the very end of 1965. When I met him,
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he had already moved out of Chinatown to a slum
apartment building near Sutter and Webster in what
is now considered Japantown. Very few people from
Chinatown came to see him and very few of them
made offerings, so it was very tough times. He slowly
attracted more Western disciples, but we were all
either students or hippies and none of us had any
money, so we weren't helping very much financially
to keep things going. It was a quite a struggle.

The Master moved back to Chinatown in 1967
to Waverly Place. But in the 1970s, since that place
was too small, we moved to 15th Street in the
Mission District, and the Master named it Gold
MountainChan Monastery. Things were very tough;
we did everything ourselves pretty much to renovate
the monastery.

It was at Gold Mountain Monastery on 15th
Street that he suggested that when the election season
came around that we should have a Candidates’
Night and invite all of the local politicians who were
on the ballot to come and speak. Almost all of the
candidates came and spoke. A number of them were
very impressed with the Venerable Master, including
George Moscone, who later became the mayor of
San Francisco; Carol Ruth Silver, who was then a
San Francisco Supervisor and helped the Venerable
Master start our schools and is a member of the board
of trustees of Dharma Realm Buddhist University;
and also Frank Jordan, the Chief of Police. Later on,
Frank Jordan appointed the Master the Buddhist
chaplain to the San Francisco Police Department.
The Mayor of Burlingame, A.C. “Bud” Harrison,
also came to speak.

I could go on for hours, but I thought I'd try to
tell you some of the stories that you might not have
heard before. Let me close by saying that after we
moved to the City of Ten Thousand Buddhas, the
Venerable Master continued to invite local officials
very often to CTTB and developed good relations
with many of them. He encouraged everyone in the
community, both laypeople and monastics, who are
US citizens, to make sure that they vote. So, I hope

that we can all follow his example. &
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Then Vice President George H. W. Bush, who went on to be elected President

of the United States, addressing a group of voters in Chinatown,

San Francisco, 1988.
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