A Conversation with Dharma Master Heng Lai
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(continued)

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

Chinese Translated by Liu Rui
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Question: Someone asks, “How do we get out from the
mess we are in?” I think it might be related to what you said

about how we create this mess of our karmic conditions.

Dharma Master Lai: You start by getting into the principles
of the Buddhadharma and start listening to the Buddha. He
taught precepts, samadhi, wisdom, right? That’s how you do it.
First you got to start following the rules. If you don’t follow the
rules of cultivation, you're just going to spend your entire life
in the mud. You won’t go anywhere, even if you cultivate all
day, meditate all day, and bow all night. It won’t really matter
if you don’t have any foundation. You need to build your
foundation. But it’s boring: Who wants build a foundation?
We'd rather build a house than a foundation. But you have to
get the foundation built, and you do that with the precepts.
You have to follow the basic precepts, rules, so you don’t get
turned by all conditions in life. That’s the Buddha’s teaching.
From precepts come Samadhi—that’s where you start getting

some results— and from Samadhi comes true wisdom, your

real Buddha wisdom.

Question: Dr. Ron Epstein asks about Great Master

Hanshan in your practice.

Dharma Master Lai: 'm just really stupid when it comes to
this kind of study and the intricacies of the Buddhadharma.
Before I even met Shifu, I picked up this book by the
American poet Gary Snyder. He was a noted member of
the “Beat Generation”back in the 60s. When he was younger,

he went over to Japan. He studied Japanese and Chinese and
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he lived in a Soto Zen monastery as a layman. There, he
learned about the three sages of the Tang Dynasty: Han
Shan (Cold Mountain), Shi De (Pick Up) and Feng Gan
(Big Stick). These three sages lived at Guoqing monastery
down in the South near the Tiantai Mountains. At the time,
nobody believed these people. They just thought they were
a bunch of crazy monks. Everybody shunned them, even
their own Dharma brothers in the monastery. They thought
they were crazy, but they were actually great enlightened
beings. Cold Mountain, Han Shan, was a transformation
body of Manjusri Bodhisattva. Feng Gan came to the
monastery originally on the back of a tiger, so the monks
at that monastery knew that he was a very special person.
He lived in the library at the back of the monastery there.
Later, when Feng Gan took his usual walks, he heard a little
boy crying in the reeds out in the wilderness. He picked up
the little boy and brought him back to the monastery. This
boy was named “Pick Up,” because someone had picked
him up. He was an abandoned orphan. Not only did he
grow up in a monastery, but he also became enlightened in
a monastery as a bodhisattva. He’s a transformation body of
Samantabhadra Bodhisattva. There are many stories about
him. They’re just really wonderful stories, and I read these
from Gary Snyder. Snyder also translated about 27 poems
of the original 300 poems of Hanshan.

Hanshan wrote poems and couplets on things, such as
rocks, trees, the insides of barns, and people’s houses. These
poems were later collected. I believe originally there were

over 600 of them; now only about 300 are left.
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Arhat’s image of Snow Moutain Monastery
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Great Master Hanshan’s image of Snow Moutain Monastery
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When I read those poems for the first time, I thought, wow,
I can tell this person really had the Way. You can just tell this
person was ... of the universe. He was, I guess nowadays, you call
it “woke.” I knew there was something very special about this
person, and the Master was the same. That’s another reason why
I wanted to meet the Master, because I figured he’s probably a lot
like Hanshan, Shi De, Feng Gan.

Years later, when I was tracing a picture of Hanshan from a
woodcut, the Master came over and looked at it. He said, “Oh,
this artist that did this really captures Hanshan’s nature.” But then
he told me Hanshan wasn’t that fat; Hanshan was skinny. He
started describing in detail what Hanshan looked like. I figured
that’s really something. Years later, Madalena Tam told me that
the Master used to actually stay at Guoqing Monastery.

Question: What advice do you have for young people who are
considering a monastic life and how did Master Hua instruct
you personally and others from your generation about leaving

home?

Dharma Master Lai: Well, everybody’s different; everybody has
his or her own path, really. My situation was quite a bit different
than a lot of others. Everyone has his or her own individual
stories regarding that. If you imagine that after leaving home that
you would magically become enlightened, it doesn’t work that
way. The monastic life only affords you the ability to actually
focus more on cultivation. Then you need to make good use of
that. And of course you need to help others too by working, even
just by maintaining a monastery, and running ceremonies: these
alone help people. This is what I got out of leaving home.

When the Master asked me, “Why do YOU want to leave
home?” He says, “You leave home to become Buddhas. To
cultivate to become a Bodhisattva and a Buddha.” But leaving
home is so you can really focus on cultivating. You don’t want to
have a job to worry about or a family to bring up—these things
will distract you forever. So people leave home so they can totally
focus on cultivation and help others to do so too.

A lot of our monks and nuns, our bhikshus and bhikshunis,
help run our schools. They teach and do all kinds of related work.
This is not just part of their own personal cultivation, but they

have more time to devote to this than if they had jobs or families.
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Question: I would like to ask you something that it’s
been around my mind since I heard the story that you
mentioned when we had Venerable Master’s Nirvana
celebration ceremony. It was a story about the church
that the master wanted to buy from a Christian group.
And I am really curious about what had happened. In my
mind, it was just a piece of Master saying that he assisted

Jesus in his heart. I don’t really get what happened.

Dharma Master Lai: To me, the Master’s always said that he
doesn’t make distinctions about religions like other people
do. He looks at people’s strengths and the weaknesses, but
mainly at their strengths. For instance, he says Jesus was a
great bodhisattva, for he had a heart of a Bodhisattva. He
always had great respect for Jesus and the Master connected
very well with priests. We had Cardinal Yubin come to
CTTB.

The Master was attached to Buddhism; he’s attached to
everybody becoming a Buddha. If you insist on his having
an attachment, then we can say he has the Bodhisattva
attachment—the ultimate attachment of everybody to
become a Buddha. He always told me, “Look at a person’s
nature.” Of course the Master could see people’s true nature,
their Buddha nature that gleams out. And what does he do?
He thinks of every expedient in the book to get that person
to look at their own Buddha nature so they can turn and
start focusing on their own true Buddha nature. Once you
break that open, you automatically have wisdom; you will
automatically blossom like an incredible flower. That was
his goal. He was constantly working on it.

For instance, we went to look at buses to see if we could
get a bus, the Master wasn't really focused on the bus. He
was focused on the people who are showing us the bus. He
was looking at their Buddha natures. I didn’t know that at
the time, for Heng Ju and I were just goofing around or
just tailing along. But later on, I came to realize that the
Master was teaching and transforming. He looked at the
bus sellers’ Buddha natures and was figuring out how to get
these people to look at their true nature. He’s not attached
to whether he believes in Christ or God or anything else.
He’s not attached to believing or not believing in that. He’s
the real McCoy.

#0To be continued
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