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A Conversation with Fred Klarer continued
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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, & # ) 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 Doctor from

Harvard Law School. Fred currently lives in Yaphank, New York and continues his Dharma practice.
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Q: What were some of the expectations Shifu had of his

monastic disciples, and how did he teach them?

A: He taught everybody the same way. As I said before, he
interacted with you individually, but in the group lectures, at
Dharma lectures, and community talks and the like, he would
be more general. But for monastics, first of all, you have to
understand that you are living off of other people, that every
grain of rice you eat, and every piece of paper that you use,
and every item of clothing you wear, somebody worked for,
they came from some person’s effort. And you had better be
very clear about that, you dont deserve anything, that you
have to earn it.

That’s why, frankly, I went to work for a year. Because I
didn’t want to start with a debt. And I'm glad I did. Although

it took me away from the daily efforts in the community, I
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felt that when I became a monk, I at least would have paid
something into the account. I think that was Shifu’s first
expectation. He didn’t expect you to be some great master
or anything. But first of all, you maintain the precepts as
purely as possible. And you recognize with gratitude, the
opportunity that you have, that other people are paying for
it, other people are working and contributing. So you can sit
on that meditation stool, or you can translate that sutra, but
Shifu’s first expectation was that you recognized what others
were doing for you and that you owed it to them to do a good

job. That’s what I would say.

Q: Do you have any suggestion for how Buddhism can
prosper in the West? What should we do differently from

what we are doing now?

A: Well, I don’t know what youre doing now, so I can’t answer
from that perspective. But I think the most important thing is
to practice genuinely, to be a really serious practitioner, and to
recognize that doing that is the single most important thing
you can do. It’s very easy to externalize your desire while we've
got to print books, have lectures, or have meditation sessions.
Yes, these are all very, very important, but there are a lot of
people who have turned Buddhism into a business. I don't
think we should do that. Personally 'm not very impressed
with that. But you know, that’s my own perspective.

I’m not qualified to do say that, because it’s too likely I'll
make a mistake and say something that will mislead people.
I think that you have to recognize what you know and what
you don’t know, as Confucius said. And the best thing to do is
stick with what Shifu taught. He left these vast resources. I also
very highly recommend listening to the original lectures. You
know, people often don’t recognize that he’s transmitting these
Dharmas. He used to start simply giving a Dharma lecture.
When he reads the sutra, youre receiving a transmission of
that text from an awakened person. I mean in some ways the
lectures are kind of boring, because you've heard all the stories
after a while and he’s saying very basic things. But first of all,
he’s transmitting these Dharma thought. They are living. A

sutra is something that’s alive.
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And he’s transmitting it to us through his own
embodiment of it, and so to hear it is invaluable. If you
can’t hear him in person, you can listen to the tapes,
for theyre just as good. He is behind them all, so to
accept and listen to it is just what Manjushri says in
the Shurangama Sutra about hearing the sound is the
best method for teaching in our Saha world. Then
Avalokitesvara continues the teaching on, following
sound back to its source. Even if you don’t know Chinese,
you should still listen to those lectures, honestly, because
it’s just this river of living Dharma that washes through

you, and it’s fantastic.
Q: How do you spread the Dharma?

A: The Dharma doesn’t need to be spread. The Dharma
is available to anyone who’s interested. But you need to
be a person who is able to pass it along. Again, I am
not a Dharma teacher, so don’t misunderstand me. I'm
simply speaking from my own experience. If I'm wrong,
I apologize. If I say something that you think is wrong,
you should definitely pay no attention to it.

On the other hand, I've been deeply involved with
Dharma since I was a kid and I still am. I take it very
seriously. I really think the key is always bodhichitta.
First, if your motivations are not pure, it doesn’t matter
what you do, youre not going to do it right. You
start with bodhicitta, which is about becoming a fully
awakened Buddha, and the nature of the Buddha mind
is compassion and action. But you have to understand
how much of that you really understand, and what
you can do. I've seen so many people in this modern
Buddhist world who begin to think they know better.
They think, “I know better, we're going to change this
or we’re going to change that.” Yes, there are things that
maybe do need to be changed, but unless youre the
person who knows exactly what to do, it’s too easy to
make a mistake. I'm very conservative about this sort of
thing. There are people or some Buddhist groups who are
very popular and well known, and yet in my experience
they have drifted away from the core, the core teachings.

You can’t do it that way, if that makes any sense again.
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I’'m just giving you my own take on this. Dharma is the absolute
center of my life all day long every day. I practice and study very
extensively. The fact that I've understood virtually nothing is a

bit puzzling, but you do what you can to go on.

Q: Would you like to share some of your meditation

experiences?

A:There is no point in sharing this, really. People have experiences
in meditation. They’re many different kinds of experiences in
meditation, some of them are the results of past causes coming
to fruition. Others are from connection to other beings who can
help you. Time and space can be modified. I would sit for three
or four hours, and it seemed like about twenty minutes to me.
It was also really funny, as it would get light, the birds would
all start chirping, and after a while I could understand them—
that was the kind of interesting experience. They were just like
people talking about what is for breakfast.

I don’t know. I'm reluctant to talk about that sort of stuff for
a couple of reasons. One is that these are not the essential issues
in practice. Many times contemplative experiences are simply
causes coming into fruition in your current state. What's much
more important is how you react to them. There is the chapter
on the “Fifty Demon States” where it said very, very clearly that
you can have all kinds of experiences as the skandhas disintegrate,
or various things happen with the elements.

What’s far more important is that you are not moved by the
experiences and that you recognize the essential nature of every
single event. Physical, psychological, or whatever perfect and
pure manifestation of the nature of reality happens, it doesn't
matter. So to talk about specific experiences takes you away from
what’s really important, which is awakening. I mean, there’s no
secret that I've had a lot of interaction with various beings and
have experienced all kinds of other states. But you know, it isn't
important.

I don’t know why Shifu would have me talk about this stuff,
and he had me talk about everything. He had me talking about
some things, but a lot of other things that were not public. And
I don’t really think it’s appropriate to talk about those sorts of
things. For one, 'm not an awakened master, and I have no way
of judging the quality of this experience. 'm not qualified to tell

other people about them and what they mean. And I think more
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importantly that it’s too easy to want those things to happen.

“I want to see a Buddha, I want to see a Bodhisattva, I want
to see the absolute quiet and peace”— every one of these is a
conditioned experience. And we’re trying to get beyond that.
Even if it’s conditioned, you need to get to the core of it. Shifu
used to have me talk about these experiences at the Buddhist
Lecture Hall, and I was never very happy about doing it. But he
told me to do it, so I did. And it would encourage people, but it’s
not that I'm special or something; it’s just that’s my experience. I

think that’s all I can really say.

Q: Could elaborate a little bit more on what bodhicitta means,

and how do you know if you have it or not?

A: T'll let you know when I find out. 'm working on it. The
word is a compound Sanskrit word, bodhi and citta. Bodhi comes
from the Sanskrit root, which means “awareness,” “awake.” It
meant “to wake up from sleep.” “Citta” means “mind.” Bodhicitta
is an awakened mind, but that doesn’t tell you a whole lot. What
is bodhicitta? Bodhicitta is the essence of a Buddha. And that
essence is the nature of reality, and part of the nature of reality is a
function of compassion, of recognizing that that awakened state
is the natural state of all beings. So anyone who is truly awakened
naturally wants to help others awaken.

That’s what bodhicitta is. It’s an absolute commitment to that
experience and that interaction with others. Now, I'm not an
expert in this sort of thing. There are lots of books that you can
read. But ultimately, you have to reflect on these sorts of things
and see how it is within you. Shrfu talked about this a lot. He
talked about in the very phenomenal way: don’t be selfish, don’t
be stupid, care for other people. I think it’s a lifetime process. I
mean, there’s a Tibetan teaching from the Kanjur, called “Parting
from the Four Attachments.” It’s just four lines. The first line
says, “If you're attached to this life, youre not a Dharma person.”
It really means exactly what it says. If you think this life is so
important, then you have not really entered into Dharma.

Then the second line says, “If youre attached to this world,
youll never escape it.” If youre attached, that's why these
experiences of going to this heaven or this place are still a
conditioned existence. We need to transcend that. So if you want
to get born as a god or as a whatever, you're missing the point.

The third line is kind of hard to translate. “If you are focused
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on your own goals, you don’t have bodhicitta.” The
Tibetan words, for bodhicitta is “pure mind.” It’s not
that bodhi awakened mind is the pure mind. If you're
focused on your own goals, you dont have the pure
mind of a Buddha. Does that mean you cant have
any goals? No, it doesn’t. But it means that you're not
selfishly focused on wanting to be an arhat, and instead
you want to be a Bodhisattva.

The fourth line is that if you have a view, (if you're
grasping at views), you don’t have the view.” It’s the
same thing with someone like Shifu; he didn’t think
about bodhicitta. That was probably the last thing he
would ever think about, for he was bodhicitta. I'm
just a guy who read a lot of books, tried to figure
out, and tried to understand some of these things. I
know Shifu used to tell me it was because I read a lot
of commentaries. He said, “Youre not going to learn
anything in the commentaries; you have to internalize
the text.” He said, “In fact, you should write your own
sutras.” Does that mean that you run and write sutras?
No, of course not. What he was saying was that every
sutra is the expression from an awakened being into
words of an experience. And so that’s what we have to
do.

This is my experience and I could be dead wrong,.
You could find someone else who thinks that I'm
completely off base. But I think it comports with
what Shifu taught, which is that you have to start
with the mind of the Buddha, even if you can’t really,
even if you can only do one little grain of sand on the
beach, it’s still what you have to do. As you lose that
selfishness and that orientation, the world opens up
into this marvelous place. And the only real reaction
to it is compassion: that I've woken up one tiny bit
compared to the people around me and all the stupid
things they’re doing, yet I do most of them myself and
only occasionally I don’t. And all I can do is hope that
they will wake up to that, and I'll do what I can to
help them. That’s what bodhichitta is; it’s about action.
Its not about some big idea. Again, this may be the

ravings of a madman here, but this is what I think.
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Q: Do you think Buddhism has become
mainstream in the West? Or do Americans
still look at the Dharma as exotic?

A: I think it’s pretty well widely accepted, not
that there’s a whole lot of followers, but it’s
recognized as a legitimate part of our culture.
Mostly what people think of when they think
of Buddhism is either the South Asian aspect
like Buddhism from Thailand, Burma, or the
Tibetans, but nobody is surprised that I'm a
Buddhist or that my house has five thousand
Buddha images in it.

A lot of people have Buddha images. In fact,
Buddha images are very common in people’s
houses, you see them all over. There’s a sense of
peacefulness that people like about that and so
is that exotic? It certainly isn’t exotic the way it
was when I was a monk. My walking around
in gray robes and stuff was a little weird. But
I dont find anyone now who would find me,
at this point in my life, to be particularly odd
or out of the mainstream. On the other end,
the understanding that most people have of
Buddhism is completely off base, that is a whole
other issue.

For me, its an opportunity to build a
connection with other people in the Dharma,
which is very, very important. Anyone who’s
a disciple of Shifu is our Dharma brother or
Dharma sister, and it’s very important that we all
pass through many lives together doing this and
working on these things. So 'm happy to share
what I can. I trust that anything stupid I said,
you'll ignore. But more importantly, is that we
all are from different generations at the moment,
yet we're all united in a deep faith in the Dharma
and in Shifu’s manifestation. I think the fact
that youre all putting your lives into keeping
Dharma alive in the world and finding ways to
propagate, is really wonderful—that makes me
really happy. &
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