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Chan Retreat Recollections
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A Dharma Talk by Dharma Master Heng Lai at the Buddha Hall of the City of Ten Thousand Buddhas on June 15, 2024
Chinese Translated by BT'TS Volunteer and Yinong

The Buddhas and Bodhisattvas, the Venerable
Master, the Great Assembly, Amitofo.

I met the Venerable Master in December 1969
in Chinatown, in Waverly Place, in the Buddhist
Lecture Hall. I was searching for somebody to help me
understand my earlier experiences. I didn’t know how
to speak with anybody, and I didn’t know where to
look, but by causes and conditions, I was able to meet
the Venerable Master.

When I saw him, I realized that I found someone
who could truly understand me. When I met him,
he was teaching the new shamis and shaminis (male
and female novice monastics) how to fold their sitting
cloths. I didn't know what a sitting cloth was. I just
knew he was folding sitting cloths and showing them
how to put them on the bowing bench.

At that time, the former Heng Yin walked up to
the Master and, in Mandarin, told him that I wanted
to meet him. Shifu looked at me, laughed and he said,
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“Oh, you finally arrived.” That was my first meeting with the
Venerable Master.

Through various causes and conditions, I left and ran
away, then came back and ran away again, and then I came
back. I finally moved into Gold Mountain Monastery, which
was bought and established in 1970, in 1971 as a layman.

At first, I felt bad about eating the food of the Three Jewels,
and I had no real income or money. I went to Oakland and
got a job, and it turned out that I started working for the
then mayor of Oakland. At that time, it was Mayor Redding,
and he was building a sailboat, so I helped him build his
sailboat, and he paid me.

I wanted to talk to the Master about my experiences at
sea before I had met him. I had had a spiritual experience,
and I didn’'t know how to deal with it. I did not know how
to talk to him about this matter, but intuitively, I knew he
understood my situation, but I didn't know to what extent.

I tried to be patient and listen to the lectures. I had to
stand during the lectures because if I sat down, I'd go to sleep.
I stood during the lectures and tried to understand what the
master was speaking about.

They had the first big Chan session the first year I was
there. We had a 98-day Chan. Shifu told us that traditionally,
in China, when they had a Chan session, it was very strict,
the rules were very rigid, and very few people could practice
that way. Here in the United States, we don’t have that ability.
He says, what we'll do is that we won’t punish people by
beating them with a stick like they do in China if they drop
off to sleep. He says, “We don’t do that. We won’t do that
here. If somebody sitting next to you in meditation falls
asleep, don’t bother with them, but if they start snoring, then
you can wake them up. Other than that, just mind your own
business.”

He said that we take investigating Chan seriously. We sat
twenty-one hours a day; We would walk for twenty minutes
in between sits, then sit for one hour, and then walk again up
to midnight. Then we rested until three in the morning and
started again. Shifu said, “Those of you who don't think you
can follow the schedule, can go to bed at 8 o’clock at night,
but you should really try to follow the schedule. Everybody
has to understand that everything is made from the mind
alone, and you can truly do this if you set your mind to it.”

I was really nervous about doing that Chan session,
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because I thought it was impossible. How can we sit till
midnight? That’s inconceivable. But I took Shifu’s instructions
directly. I said, “I’ll try my best.” We'll see what happens at 8
o'clock. I was able to survive when 8 o’clock rolled around.
My legs really hurt, but I was able to do it still. I said, “Well,
I’m not dead yet, so I guess it’s okay, so I'll just stay here.” It
worked out, and I was able to go all the way to midnight. The
last two hours, in the last two sits, my body stopped fighting
with me and relaxed, and I was able to sit full lotus without
any pain. I was really happy, free, and easy during those last
two hours. It was probably just because of exhaustion, but it
was a good feeling. I thought, Well, I don’t even need to go
to bed; I'll stay in the Buddha Hall and try practicing sitting
up all night and see if that works. I was able to do that until
three and I said, well, I'll keep that up. I learned a lot about
the teaching then.

The Master taught us that Chan is not about sitting in
meditation but about investigating Chan. He used to call
it “investigating Chan.” He said, “What do you mean by
investigating Chan? You shouldnt just sit there and recite
the Buddha’s name. It would be best if you investigated who's
reciting the Buddha’s name. Who is this person sitting here?
It would help if you investigated it much like a cat sitting in
front of a mouse hole, waiting for the mouse to come out,
ready to pounce on it. You need to have that kind of intensity
to investigate “who.” Who you are? Who you truly are. Who
your real Buddha nature is.”

This made profound sense to me because before I met the
Master, I was a sailor on a ship. I was an AB, (able-bodied
seaman). As an AB, I had to stand in long watches for many
months at sea. I was able to do this very thing.

I stood there. I didn’t sit. Seamen were not allowed to do
anything but watch the ocean. Because of that, I started to
investigate my huatou. They call it huatou, investigating a
meditation topic. I was investigating. Who am I? How did
I get here? I was investigating that very same thing. I didn't
know that that was Chan.

I'd had a profound experience where my mind completely
stopped thinking for just a second, and it was enough to
realize that this profound release and peace was what I needed
to grow. I wanted that to happen again, so that’s why I was
looking for a teacher in the first place. I really took that very
seriously, and I would sit there really tightly during the day,
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focusing on who, who, who—all day trying to investigate. I
wanted to break open that wonderful experience I'd had before,
but it wouldn’t break open.

Back then, Shifu would give instructional talks, sometimes
two or three times a day during the Chan session. During the
sit, he'd walk up and down along the Chan benches and look at
everybody, seeing what they were doing.

He stopped by me when I was focusing hard on my topic. My
jaw was really tight, and I was trying to think, who, who? And
Shifu leaned over and said, “What are you doing?” I said, “Shifu,
I'm trying to gain awakening.” Shifu started laughing. He goes,

“No, no, no, no. You can't force your brain to wake up. The more
you try to do that, the more it will run away. Enlightenment will
run away.” That’s how he worded it. He said it would run away.

“To wake up, you need to let go and just cultivate and be patient.
When the time arises, it will arise on its own. You can’t force it.”

So I kept doing the Chan. The next day, I still got caught up
again, really working hard, and all of a sudden, the Venerable
Elder Xu Yun, Empty Cloud, entered my mind. I don’t know
how to describe this. He entered my mind and spoke to me in
absolutely perfect English. He called me by my lay name, which
was Eric. He says, “Eric, you need to simmer down. Stop pushing
so hard.”

I was always afraid of Master Xu Yun because when I saw
pictures of him, he looked so strict and extremely tough. I saw
those big posters of Elder Xu with his finger burned off. I thought,
Oh, this cultivator is really tough! and I was always afraid of him,
but when he entered my mind, he was absolutely compassionate.
He was just really joyful, and he was very, very good to me. He
just talked to me as if he was my close friend, and that really got
me going. I really decided to work hard then. I went through the
Chan session and gained a lot of success that way; I could simmer
down, cultivate, and start establishing a foundation by doing the
entire Chan session.

Later, in the 1970s, some disciples in Brazil asked the
Venerable Master to come down there and lecture the Dharma for
them. Shifu agreed, so he went to Brazil and stayed for around six
months, a long time. When he went down there, I stayed at Gold
Mountain for a while, but all the people there were young. They
argued with one another, but Shifu wasn’t there. I didn’'t want to
hang around here without Shifu, so I just went out and got a job
on an oil tanker for Chevron from Richmond, California.

s To be continued
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