A Conversation with Dharma Master Heng Lai
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Given by Dharma Master Heng Lai to DRBU Students via Online Conferencing on July 11, 2020

Chinese Translated by Zhang Chin Fa, Janet Lee
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Question: Dharma Master, I wonder, if you could talk
about your transition in life to becoming very serious

about your practice.

Dharma Master Lai: I didn’t get serious until I was at Gold
Mountain Monastery. I still wasn’t feeling that I was good
or ready enough to live at the temple. Then, it was just a
big empty mattress factory. At that time, they were doing
a lot of remodeling work. I still had a lot of false thinking,
so I caught a bus and went to Florida; then I flew over to
the Bahamas, because I used to live in the Bahamas, and I
tried to just forget about everything. It was too much for
me. | used to be in the charter business and went about
goofing this way and that, wasting time on sailing yachts.
Finally we went back to Fort Lauderdale and I was working
on somebody’s boat. One day I went to a park and sat there
and just thought about my situation. I said to myself, “I
can’t keep doing this.”

I really needed to return to Gold Mountain and start
getting serious. At that time, I still hadn’t taken refuge; I
still was not a disciple. I said, “I really need to start being
serious about this.” At that the moment I had thought this,
all the birds around, pigeons and others, lit in the air and
everybody in the park looked up watching them take off.
Then I felt Shifu’s presence with me, even though I was in
Fort Lauderdale. He was with me and said, “Everything’s
okay.” To me, what I experienced pretty much cinched
the deal. I said, “Woah, this person really is a spiritual
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master.” It was no joke; I never had an experience like
this. I needed to get back to Gold Mountain. With $20,
I started hitchhiking; I left Fort Lauderdale and got back
to San Francisco in four days. When I'd stuck my thumb
out for a ride, people immediately picked me up. I knew
the Bodhisattvas were helping me, because it was just so
unnatural. I was about 22-23 years old. My thoughts
were confirmed when a young, single, blonde girl my age
picked me up. She said, “I'd never picked up a hitchhiker
in my life. I've never done this in my life, but somebody
came to me and he said, ‘it’s okay.”” She told me this when
I got in the car. And it was like this all the way across the
US. I got rides from everybody.

I got back to Gold Mountain very quickly. It was
amazing. I didn’t even spend the money; I still had
the $20. So this pretty much cinched the deal for me.
I started getting serious about cultivating, because I
realized this was a real master. I better start doing what
he wants me to do. I knew he needed to be there for a
reason. I didn’t know what it was, but I knew that it was
above my power to add or detract from whatever it is. I
needed to really seriously just do what I should be doing,.
I am not philosophical; I just care about telling you the
truth. I was brought up as a Catholic and I rejected all the
teachings pretty much; I just was not into it. But when
you meet a real spiritual cultivator with real spirituality,
you just know it in your guts. That’s what kept me going.

I only knew why I came many years later when the
Master told me: “The only reason you’re with me now is
because in a past life you were in China with me and you
made a vow to come back and help me in the West. That’s
why I keep bugging you. And so I keep you around me.”
“Okay, sure. I don’t remember all of this.” and he said it
doesn’t matter if I don’t remember. So that’s how I got to

where I was.

Question: I heard that if you meditate for a long time,
one might encounter demons and weird spirits. Does
one always have to face demons in Chan in order to
advance the next level or can one get to the next level
without the demon part?

Dharma Master Lai: I have demons in my own thinking.
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We create all the demons by ourselves. In Buddhism they
say everything is made from the mind alone. That’s a real
statement. We create our own demons; we just make them
up. Are demons spiritual beings? Yes, in a way, there are. One
time, Shifu showed me what they look like.

It wasn’t like what I thought it did. I couldn’t see it,
but it was these obstructions that are really your own false
thinking. We create our own roadblocks and we call them
demons. But could it be spiritual being? Could it be another
being another person or another creature out there? It is a
demonic force. So, yes, I suppose so. But the real thing is
we've got to get ourselves over our own demons.

You can handle any demon down the road. It’s about
you and yourself. You really need to get by the false thinking
mind, as Shakespeare said it is the “pale cast,” a flaw. We all
live in this pale cast. It’s like an overcast sky above us every day
that we get so used to. We think that’s what reality is when it
breaks open for the first time. When you see yourself, there’s
a sun and a blue sky; it’s not just overcast. With the first taste
of this, you'll know. It was the same with Elder Xuyun. The
Venerable Empty Cloud cultivated until he was 54 years-old
before he had any spiritual experience. He worked intensely
hard at cultivating.

All of us have our own karmic obstructions created by
past lives. These aren’t created by demons, but by you and
me. Our mess is the karmic webs we've created for life after
life. We've created this big mess and now we got to get out.
That’s what the Buddhist path is, the eightfold path. What
did the Buddha do? The first thing he did was cultivate all
aesthetic practices. He fasted and discovered that it was not
the Middle Way. He sat under a Bodhi tree. “I'm not leaving
this spot until I wake up, period.” Then in the early morning,
the Buddha saw a bright star and woke up. What did he say
upon waking? He said that everything is made up by people’s
minds due to their attachments, that all sentient beings have
the Buddha nature and can become a Buddha like him.

He had discovered the essence, the truth of all sentient
life, all living things. Over the years he cultivated the eightfold
path of how to do it back then, 2,500 years ago. He showed
people that if you do this and that, you're going to wake up
sooner or later and be able to obtain Buddhahood.

This is one thing I've always experienced with the Master.
He’s lockstep with the Buddha all the time. He teaches us just
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like the Buddha taught it himself. It’s like he’s always
teaching us. If you've ever read the tales of the Buddha
and how he taught his disciples, he never says do this
or do that. He'd always wait until living beings mess
up; he waits till they’re in a real bad situation. It was
just like with Ananda who messed up with Matangi’s
daughter. He waited for some kind of situation to
develop and he'd pull them out of the fire just in time
to let them understand and see their situation and not
to go that route. That’s how he taught, and that’s how
the Master taught. He used to feed us all kinds of
“ropes” that we about ready to hang ourselves with it.
And at that right moment, he would come and save us
and basically say, “Can you see what your mistake is?”
It happened all the time like this. So one experience
I really had with the Master was I realized he was
teaching just like the Buddha taught. He was teaching

us the same way, a real way—that’s a real teacher.

Question: Dharma Master Lai, how did you
continue to practice after so many years? What
is the advice from the Master that you remember

until now?

Dharma Master Lai: “Patience, patience, gotta have
patience. Sou pe He.” You need to have patience.
I'm really impatient, because I want to have full
enlightenment, and I wanted it right now without
waiting. Shifu says, “Nah, it doesnt work that way.”
We all have our karmic obstructions that we have
to work through. Just have patience with yourself.
I'm not talking about being impatient with others.
I'm just talking about being patient with yourself.
You already have the Buddha nature. It isnt going
anywhere, even when you die. You always have it and
will have it for unspeakable immeasurable kalpas, so
just have patience when you cultivate. This was my
biggest problem. At first, I was so impatient especially
with sitting in Chan. We had a 21-day Chan session
at Gold Mountain. It was two or three weeks and it
was 21 hours of Chan a day. I tried really just pushing
for myself to enlightenment. I wanted to have that

state | previously had again, so I pushed and pushed
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at the “ship.” Every day I stayed up till midnight sitting and
then the Master came down one day and saw me grinding
away. He walked over and said, “What doing?” “Shr Fu, 'm
trying to wake up.” “Stupid! You know? You don’t, you can't
force enlightenment. It just comes when it’s ready. Don’t be so
impatient.” He says we all already have the Buddha nature, just
be patient with it. When your obstructions are worn out, then
you’ll see your true nature again. Everybody has his or her on
time schedule. Don't let other people force you into some false
schedule. Just cultivate daily; get up in the morning, as the
famous Chan saying goes, “You get up, you eat, sleep, and go
back to bed.” So I walked and I sat in the Chan Hall.

That’s the biggest thing I've learned from the Master. Well,
the biggest I learned from him is how incredibly compassionate
he was. If you asked me one word, or one sentence, to describe
the Master, I would just say a compassionate, incredible heart
that is totally into you. He’s into whomever he’s dealing with
completely, because he wants you so much to be able to attain
Buddhahood. He said that otherwise he wouldn’t want to be
in this world. This world is nothing but a toilet and he doesn’t

want to hang out in it. “The only reason I'm here is to make

Buddhas.”

Question: Can you speak about your relationship with
Master Hua, and from your perspective, what does it mean

to be filial to one’s teacher?

Dharma Master Lai: To be filial to your teacher ultimately is
to become a Buddha or Bodhisattva. That’s the ultimate way of
being filial, because that’s what Shifu wants you to do. That’s
what the Buddha wants you to do. They want you to wake
up, because, as the Master used to tell us over and over again,
everybody has this nature; it was not just one person’s. We all
have it. Even an ant and cockroach has it. You start learning to
be filial to your teachers by cultivating the way, waking up, and
doing your practices. That’s being filial. Likewise, when you
do not practice, you are being unfilial. That’s pretty much it.
The Master always kept it simple. We get caught up sometimes
as we study very articulate and profound sutras such as the
Avatamsaka and others, especially if you are studying at school,
because the texts are sophisticated and extreme. But really it
comes right back to just being a Buddhist cultivator, day by day.

We all have this incredible nature in us, like a diamond. We're a
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diamond in the rough, a very rough one. But inside everybody
has this Buddha nature. Buddhism is the most democratic
religion in the world. It states that we all are basically Buddhas.
We bow to our original teacher, Shakyamuni Buddha, but we
do it in the profoundly, because he’s our original teacher, not
because he’s a god. It’s not because we think, “Oh we’ll never
to be like you. We're always gonna be below you.” We don't
have that attitude in Buddhism. In Buddhism, we say, “You
all can be also be Buddhas.” Our job is to wake up to this and
help others wake up too—that’s the Bodhisattva Path.
Several years later in 1975, I asked Shifu if I could leave
home. I thought, “Well, Shifu’s been really patient with me.
I better go up and see if I can leave home.” So I went up
there to Gold Mountain. At that time, Loni was there, the
former Heng Yin. She was there with an old woman in her
90s, who wanted to become a Bhikshuni. She was very old
and she was going to leave home. I went up and bowed to
Shifu and I said, “I wanna leave home,” and he says, “Why do
YOU wanna leave home?” He said this in a way as if he said,
“What are YOU doing here?!” I thought he was going to be
so happy that I wanted to leave home. But, no, he asked me
what I was doing there. “Why do YOU want to leave home?”
I told him that I wanted to leave home ... to cultivate. And
then he says, “You know the Elder Master Xuyun lived for
many, many years without any kind of enlightenment. And
he was very, very sincere.” He told me that one time, Elder
Master Xuyun attended a Chan session at a monastery. He
stayed in the full lotus for two weeks without moving. He
sat there without moving or eating or anything. He suffered
enormously because he had not woken up to the Way yet, and
was unable to enter samadhi. But he stayed there anyway. He
wanted to be an example for others, so that they would have
the mind and heart to cultivate the Way: to see if people could
do that too. That’s the character of a real Bodhisattva. That’s
the kind of way you lead by example. Now we know what to
aim for. But I was really surprised by the Master’s reaction,
because I always thought that he really wanted me to leave
home. No. Whether or not you leave home or is irrelevant to
the Master. He wanted you to be a Buddha. He wanted you

to wake up to your true nature.

$0To be continued
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