Challenges and Collaboration

at the City of Ten Thousand Buddhas
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A Talk by John Scroggs at the Buddha Hall of the City of Ten Thousand Buddhas on August 23, 2024
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My name is John Scroggs. I have been working on the
buildings and grounds at CTTB for quite a long time.

I haven't been in this Buddha Hall for three years. Some
events transpired between today and the past, but I'm glad
to be back and thankful that I'm still able to be here.

One of the reasons that I want to speak is that over the
last few years, more and more people have been coming to

the City of Ten Thousand Buddhas whom I don’t recognize.

I don’t know who they are, and they also don’t know who
I am. It makes for a difficult sometimes bumpy road to
accomplishing some of the work we are involved in.

This world of Samsara is always difficult and fraught with
danger, as you probably heard a little of about in tonight’s
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sutra lecture. I don’t think it has been getting any easier. Most
everything in the world of Samsara seems to be becoming more
complicated and difficult to accomplish. Making mistakes has
been easier than it was in the past.

Sometimes, problems have a humorous aspect. This recent
problem with the I'T system is an example of that. On the day
of this particular problem, we were trying to have a meeting,
and only some were there. We were waiting for the parties
who needed to be present to have our conversation. Finally,
the last person walked in the door and sat down so that the
meeting could begin. At that point, the internet went kaput.

We've had a sort of good and bad relationship with the
internet regarding practice and cultivation at CTTB. It’s a very
welcomed tool, but it has always been fraught with hazards
and danger. Often it is looked upon by many people who
want to cultivate seriously not as a blessing but as a distraction.
When the internet went out, I had the thought, and I'm sure
other people had the thought, “Oh, this is a sign.”(We could
concertrate on cultivation if there is no internet.)

Anyway, we went down to see what was going on, and
we realized that we had a serious problem. Not only was it a
serious problem with the internet, but we couldn’t have our
meetings and the main internet person had just taken off for
a month vacation and another important person was down in
Los Angeles. Thus, it was up to us, really old guys, to try to get
together and figure out what could be done. It was one of these
problems that initially caused a lot of difficulties. Still, it was
actually probably a very good thing for the community because
we have all of these different disparate groups at CT'TB, and
usually, the work that we do is fairly compartmentalized, and
it only involves maybe the boys’ school, the university, TM
or maybe Joyous Giving House. Yet, it never really affects the
whole community. But this particular problem seems to have
concerned everyone. Therefore, we had to draw on everyone,
the whole community, to try and solve this problem—so we
did.

We were successful. We had almost all of this work done
before our main I'T guy came back. We still have a little work
to do, but we basically have most of it done, and the system
that we have now is, in my opinion, better than we had before.

Is more reliable, and it will give us a plan B for other
problems that may arise in the future. So now we can not
only conduct all of our Zoom meetings but also do all of the
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bookkeeping work and information gathering that we need
to continue our businesses here. We also have the opportunity
to once again enter the world of information overload.

I'm sure that no one here indulges in that way except
probably me. But from my exposure to whats going on in
the world, it seems to me that we are in a very dangerous
time right now. This theme has been prominent in Master
Hua’s teaching and activities all of his life.

When the Master came to this country, I knew that
we were almost ready to blow up the world because of the
Cuban Missile Crisis. At that time, he went on a thirty-five-
day fast and concentrated solitude prayer to try and alleviate
that situation. Due to his compassion and sacrifice, we're
here today, but I think we are probably in a more dangerous
time than that. After that Cuban Missile Crisis event, we,
the disciples of Shifu at the Sino-American Buddhist
Association at the time, did many things with world peace
as the motivation and concept for activity. Dharma Master
Heng Ju and Heng Yo went on a three-steps-one-bow
pilgrimage up to Seattle for world peace. In 1973, they had
a gathering in Seattle for world peace.

I think that everything that we were doing at that time
was probably because of the condition of the world and also
because most of the people were involved in one way or
another with the Vietnam War crisis. Peace and the pursuit of
peace in the world were themes in the Buddhist Association
from early on. From the very beginning until the present day,
all of the work of the Sino-American Buddhist Association,
the Dharma Realm Buddhist Association, DRBU, the
monks, the nuns, the translators, and the teachers, all their
work has gone on to promote peace to benefit the world.

However, I was not there for most of that. Although I did
meet the Master in 1969, I didn’t return to Gold Mountain
until late 1974 or early 1975. Someone here can probably
correct me on my timing.

I’m not telling you this to try and gain some undeserved
deference or respect from you or the people I work with. I'm
probably the least accomplished and the least knowledgeable
of any of the members of the Association during this whole
period. I spent six years playing around in the East Bay over
in Berkeley before I came back.

I’'m just saying that I don’t presume to have the merit and
virtue of lecturing on the Dharma from this platform, but I
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have been involved for a long time in increasingly difficult
work here. I came across an analogy, a metaphor, that I
thought was appropriate, and I want to pass it on to you.
Hopefully, this might help us in our future work.

Who’s shaking the jar?

When I first heard this story, it was presented as
something that scientists had devised and they were
conducting this experiment. Essentially, they took a jar,
put it on the table, and filled it with red and black ants.
They observed their behavior. They were perfectly peaceful,
and didn't disturb each other.

They went about whatever their business might have
been in that jar on the table, and then someone took the jar,
picked it up, and shook it. When they shook the jar, the
red and black ants suddenly started fighting, trying to kill
each other. Anyway, I traced this story back, and it didn’t
originate with these scientists.

As far as I can tell, it actually derives from Mark Twain.
Mark Twain commented, “When things start going wrong,

look at who's shaking the jar. Don’t try to blame each other.”

So, that’s the principle. I think it’s a very important
principle. Our inclination is that if youre a red ant, you
want to blame the black ants for something you don’t
understand and vice versa.

In some of these experiments, they put beetles into
the mix, but whatever it was, different species of insects
got angry and went to battle with each other when their
environment was disturbed without looking around and
being able to understand that something else was going
on. Some people, things, principalities, and powers in
the Christian tradition were shaking the jar, causing this
disruption. If you want to solve the problem, you're not
going to solve it by fighting each other.

It would help if you looked at the bigger picture. In
our tradition, Master Hua’s teachings refer to these
principalities and powers as demons that would very much
like to see the world destroyed, but they are unable to do
so as long as someone living in this world is able to recite
the Stirangama Mantra. So, this is our practice, and I think
we need to continue this to save the world from all of these
hazards and dangers at this time. %
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