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A Conversation with Fred Klarer
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By Fred Klarer to Dharma Realm Buddhist University’s Venerable Master Legacy Club on October 7, 2020

Chinese Translated by Janet Lee
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Fred Klarer (Dharma name, Gwo Hu, %X # ) first met the Venerable Master Hsuan Hua at the age of twenty-one

in the spring of 1969 at the Buddhist Lecture Hall on Waverly Place. Fred later went on to take refuge and also

received the novice precepts at the conclusion of the Summer Session of 1969 where he received the monastic

name Heng Shou ({2 5F), which he kept for his seven years as a monastic. Since then, Fred has gone on to receive

a Bachelor of Arts in East Asian Languages and Literature from Harvard University and a Juris Doctore from

Harvard Law School. Fred currently lives in Yaphank, New York and continues his Dharma practice.
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Q: Can you tell us about your background, how you
encountered Buddhism, and how you came to know the
Master?

A: I grew up overseas in Germany and England. When I was
a child, my father was in the military. We lived in England
and every year we would move to a new house. When I was
a child, I had this terrible feeling that something was missing,
like some part of me wasn't there. When I was probably nine
or ten years old, I picked up a book by Christmas Humphreys,
I think, that was a translation of a text originally from Ceylon
(now Sri Lanka) and I thought, “Ah, this is what’s missing!” It
was like a piece of a puzzle that fit right in. That was it for me.

I really had not been a deep spiritual seeker or anything like
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that, but that was all I wanted right off the bat.

I kept studying Buddhism on my own. When I was living
in San Francisco in the mid sixties. My older brother was in
Seattle studying Chinese and Buddhism at the University of
Washington. He and Ron Epstein and a group of people came
down to San Francisco.

Ron had found Shifu, so a group of people came down to
San Francisco; that must have been in 1967 or 1968. They
spent the summer doing the Shurangama summeression, that
was the first session. My older brother told me about the
abbot a little bit. I never went down there because I had the
terrible feeling that if I went down there, I'd never leave. So
when we got back to San Francisco a few weeks or months
later, probably in the late spring, about six or eight weeks later,
I went to the second summer session and I never left there.

That’s what happened.

Q: Can you talk to us about what your experience of

meeting the Master was like?

A: I was sitting at the Buddhist Lecture Hall, which was a
long time ago, and probably no one now has ever even seen
it. It was on a fourth floor walk up on Waverly Place in
Chinatown. It was a Taoist temple and the Master had rented
it and put Buddhist images in front of the Taoist images. I
don’t remember what was exactly there, but there was a Hsu
Yun image he had made.

There was a big library table in the front part of the one
room that was there. I was sitting with my brother, who had
just been a novice monk for a few months then. As I was sitting
there, I just felt this presence and then the door opened and
this huge ball of golden light appeared with this Chinese guy
in the middle of it. He walked in. That’s how I met the abbot.

Q: I’'m curious what inspired you to join the Sangha and
how that process happened for you.

A: It was obvious for me from the beginning. I knew that
if I went down there I would end up becoming a monk. I
didn’t think about it in that sense—it wasn’t like, “Should I?
Shouldn’t I?” It wasn’t a choice; it was just the next thing to

do in my life. If I'd only known what I was getting into. It was
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wonderful. 'm not one of these people who's a spiritual
seeker, if that makes sense. He was my first teacher, but
I've studied with a couple of other people since then.
You find your teacher, and that’s your teacher, so you

don’t need to run around meeting lots of other people.

Q: Would you talk to us about what it was like

cultivating in those early years?

A: It was really hard. We didn’t know what we were
doing. We were a bunch of American middle class
hippies; we jumped from a wild and crazy life to an
even wilder and crazier life. None of us knew how to
do anything, and the Master had to teach us even how
to tie our shoelaces. He was really willing to help us.
We were not like other Chinese monks and a couple
of lay people who had known him for many years
who would come and show us how to beat the fish
and things (play the Dharma instruments)—we kind
of had to figure the whole thing out. I didn’t know any
Chinese, and the way I learned to read it was from a
copy of the Shurangama Sutra.

After the summer sessions, I went to work during
the day. I figured that if I was going to join up asa monbk,
I wanted to have credit (make merit) beforehand. I
worked and contributed to the community. At night,
whatever we did, I'd come to listen to the abbot’s
lectures and participated in the recitations and stuff,
then I would kneel at the altar there with a copy of the

Shurangama Sutra.

Q: Are there some experiences you had with Master

Hua that stood out that you could share with us?

A: Being around him was a notable experience. He
was a great teacher and a greatly awakened one. He
would say to me, “Are you awaken now?” He was
always disappointed when I said, “No.” That was very
much what he was like, he had such faith in people
and such belief that it was just that easy, just like that.
And hed be disappointed when you didn’t do it. Youre
supposed to be a Buddha, what’s wrong with you? So
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that’s what it was like interacting with him.

Once or twice he'd say don’t get attached to that, which was
probably the biggest lesson. These are just events in practice,
events in contemplative practice, and they arise as circumstances
due to and your past associations and karmic structure coming
together. He was always very clear about them. If I had some
progress about something, but he would never proactively bring
things up. It was always a reaction to something that happened.
For me, I think he was always disappointed that I was always so
deeply selfish. I just wanted to practice for myself. He didnt try
to stop me either.

He said something about me once in a public gathering.
He said wistfully, “Guo Hu could become an arhat, but what a
shame, to be so selfish.” He was always interacting with people,
he wanted you to become a Buddha right now. He had the
insight and the tools to help you do it. When you would fail,
he said, “Oh well, we'll give it another try another time.” That’s
what it was like. you probably never saw this place. The Buddhist
Lecture Hall was a like a railroad apartment, it was a tiny place. I
think you can still go there now and see it.

Once, for several days, he had been announcing in lectures
that “Guo Hu has a good connection with the dragons.” He
told me, “You better make sure it doesn’t rain.” So I was really
worried about the weather. We went to Mount Tamalpais and
the clouds were getting thicker and thicker, it looked like we were
going to have a major rainstorm. We got up there on the top of
the hillside. Everyone was spread out and as we got started, he
went to me and said, “You know it better not rain.” I said, “Ok.”
What was I going to say? We started the ceremony. I forget how
long it was too but there was a point where you release the birds.

My older brother was officiating, and when he opened the
first of the cages, some of the birds popped out, and the clouds
parted letting in this tremendous beam of sunlight right down
where we were. We were surrounded by these heavy dark clouds
and this beam of sunlight just came. It was illuminating, and it
was an amazing sight when the birds all took off. It was one of
the most amazing things I've ever seen. So we finished up and
toward the end everybody put things away and wrapped up their
robes up. The abbot walked by me and said, “Boy, you lucky.”
That’s him in a nutshell.
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He just had this tremendous belief in people. If you are the
worst person in the world, but you've made one good root, that’s
whathe paid attention to. And thatwas absolutely his characteristic.
You ask the question, what was it like to cultivate with him? That’s
what it was like: when you're with a fully awakened person and
you are under his compassion and bodhichitta.

And all he wanted you to do was become like him. That was his
utter focus, twenty-four hours a day, every single moment. And
he took different manifestations with different people, different
people needed different things. And so one person would get
scolded and one person will be praised. But the point was exactly

the same in both instances. If that makes any sense.

Q: You have already mentioned some of this, but what were

some challenges as a monk?

A: I was twenty-one. One of the personal challenges is that none
of us had the faintest idea what we were doing. If you're Chinese,
and you're born in Taiwan, or even in China, it’s part of the
culture you grow up with, even if you're not even a Buddhist, it’s
around you. You know, we didn’t know anything. I mean, at least
my older brother and Ron Epstein, and some people had studied
Buddhism, but for people like me, it was a completely different
world. It was a struggle to deal with the language and trying to
learn it; you have to remember that this is in the mid nineteen
sixties. There were no online resources to learn the language—all
I had was a Mathews’ Dictionary. Just that was a tremendous
burden on everyone. Another example, learning how to sit in full
lotus. That was like being crucified. It took me a good six months.
The way I learned to sit that way, was in the first meditation
session, the summer session I went to.

I really didn’t understand meditation very quickly, what I
started to do was memorize the Great Compassion Mantra. Then
I would use that as a timing mechanism, how long I could sit. I

spent months doing this. I thought, “Okay, I'm gonna sit here

for one whole recitation, and blast through it as fast as I can.”

That was a ninety-six day session. Gradually, my body adjusted
but we had those kinds of struggles that I think people from a
Chinese background wouldn’t have, because theyve grown up
with it. Learning to eat awful food once a day and never sleeping
were other challenges. I didn’t lie down for almost six years. It’s

hard to say what whether these were challenges, for we didn’t
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even consider these challenges, but more just what we had to do.
We didn’t know anything, and so we had to kind of make it up,
learn, and figure it out.

Shifu was a tremendous teacher, but he was only one person.
People who have never lived in monasteries think it that living
in a monastery must be some nice, peaceful place. It isn’t. Living
in a monastery is like living inside a pressure cooker. You learn a
lot about yourself. When you're in such a restricted environment,
it comes down to you. I remember seeing people come to our
sessions, and literally jump up screaming, running out the door,
and never coming back. It wasn't easy. You had to really have
some very deep commitment to want to be there. Anyone who
wanted to be there was welcome. You had to follow the rules, try
your best and face the challenges. That was all it took.

I think the hardest thing about it, really, was living in such
close quarters with a bunch of people who were just as crazy
and incompetent as me. We just had to really, really learn that
cultivation isn’t about a particular practice, whether you do
prostrations, repentances, study sutras, meditate, or recite
mantras. But practice, cultivation is about the whole thing. It’s
about how you live your life and how you interact with yourself
and others.

And that’s what it was about, very much. Shifu really taught
us what practice was about, it didn’t really matter so much what
specific thing you were doing. The Great Compassion Mantra
was my main practice, and in many ways, it still is, (just as it has
been) for many, many years. Nobody told me to do that. That is
just pretty much what I did. So the challenge is to face yourself,
to recognize who you are, and what work you have to do, and to
be honest with yourself about it. And also listening to the Master,
taking his advice to heart and trying to do your best. That’s really

the challenge. All the rest of it is external.

Q: We have another related question. Its two questions,
actually. How do you apply what you learned from Shifu, the
Venerable Master, to your professional career? And do you
feel that the Venerable Master is still helping you spiritually
in your daily life?

A: Shifu’s right next to me twenty-four hours a day. I've never

been separated from him since the day I met him. That’s to say,
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as we sit here right now, I'm sure that I try to be real careful,
I don’t say anything really stupid, because he’ll come back at
me. So it’s not like he’s in my past. He is part of my life and
my presence, and I've had many dreams with him that are
very, very valuable to my practice.

And I have no doubt that I'll meet him again. I have no
doubt at all. He’s not going anywhere, that body of his wore
out, but he has another one already. And my body is wearing
out too. So you go through these changes, and you have to
build deep roots with Dharma and with your teacher.

When you see him again, you’ll know that your
cultivation, or practices in something, is of a single lifetime,
that i’s a commitment. If you have that commitment, it
doesn’t matter what you're doing on a daily basis, for all of
that is somewhat secondary.

When I went into practicing law, I could have become an
academic and a professor. But I just didn't see that as a way
I was going to be really focused on practice, on cultivation.
I’m quite sure that I was right about that, for what I've seen
how academic Buddhism has gone. I needed a way to make
a living, obviously, so I thought the practice of law was an
opportunity to be of service to people in the real world. It
has proven to be that; it was a good choice, the best choice,
and there’s no way to know the answer to a question like
that. But the real point is that the essence of practice starts
with bodhichitta (the mind for bodhi), with the absolute
dedication to becoming a Buddha and everything that
entails.

Once you've done that, as noted in a sutra that mentions
revolution, that the basis of consciousness evolves and you
become a different person from that. Then what proceeds
in your life thereafter is always focused on practice on
cultivation. I think people often make a mistake in thinking
that some particular practice is super important, such as

“TI have recited five million mantras,” or “I did two billion
prostrations.” Yes, these are very, very important, but these
are specifics. Underlying all of this is an absolute dedication,
in every single moment, to becoming a Buddha, to making
the Dharma live within you and in your interactions with

other people, and hoping you can have that effect on other

people.
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For almost forty years, I have read the Avatamsaka Sutra,
every year, at least one time through, then a couple of years ago,
I decided I was going to read it with the commentary instead.
You begin to absorb the things in the sutra; and if there’s any
lesson to be had from the Avatamsaka it is bodhichitta—that
is everything. If you can perfect bodhichitta, you're a Buddha,
there’s nothingelse to do. From my perspective, thatisabsolutely
crucial, for that is to develop that absolutely unconditional
commitment to becoming a fully awakened Buddha. That’s
what bodhichitta is: the bodhi mind, awakened mind. And
so, how it affects your life daily, given your life condition and
existence, it’s hard to know. You have to see what comes up.

Shifu’s teaching was really focused on that kind of practice.
I don’t want to say anything against that. But we all make our
own decisions that we have to live with genuinely, according
to our circumstances, and how the Dharma articulates in our
lives and the world around us. Every moment is an opportunity.
If you're committed to Buddhist practice, to realization. Then
every single moment is an opportunity to practice.

It took me a long time to learn that. I would complain
to him that we’re so busy, and we don’t have time to practice.
He would say, “You don’t get it. It’s not about sitting on some
meditation seat. That’s not so hard. It’s about living your life
and making these truths real moment to moment while you
are interacting with yourself and with the world at large.” Do
you know why any one person does any one thing? Who the
hell knows? Because it is very complex; you have got to be a
Buddha to understand causality.

I think i's much more important to understand what
causes the plan than to analyze the results; because the results
are complicated, if that makes any sense. I recognize people
have asked me to do this, because I'm one of the people from
the early days, but there are other people around who probably
know more than I do. However, I'm happy to give you my
recollections and my response after all these years. But it’s
really not very complicated. Dharma is very simple. It’s really
simple. It’s doing it that is hard. In fact, I would say to Shifu,

“I can see now it’s not hard at all.” So that’s it in a nutshell. Is

that any kind of answer?

2 To be continued
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