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How I encountered the Sirangama Siitra
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An Excerpt from Xiaojuan Shu’s Interview with Norbel Casas (BA'22)
Chinese Translated by Zhang Chinfa
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I was very interested in meditation, primarily because I
was interested in martial arts, and I just found out there was a
synergy with them that I didn’t know was there before. I had
been meditating on my own for a bit; however, my qigong
teacher said, “You need to find someone to teach you because
you might hurt yourself.” I said, “okay.” And I found one in the
mountains and learned from him.

But after learning from him, I still felt as if something was
missing. Then I discovered a book about spiritual paths and
their meditation techniques, which basically explains all the
world’s spiritual traditions, legends, meditation techniques,
and it seemed that while each culture has a different language,
but they somehow all point to the same thing.

The authors recommended that if you walk on the spiritual
path, no matter which way, which religion, or which path you
take, one should read the Siirangama Siitra and the Perfect
Enlightenment Sutra. I started with the Strangama Sitra, and
I did not know what I had got myself into. It took me a lot
to get started, but once I started reading it, my whole world
just turned upside down, especially when I got to [the part]
where Ananda was talking to the Buddha. And the Buddha
said, “Your thinking consciousness is not your mind.”

I closely identified with what I was thinking at that time.
Then I read about Master Hua and his explanation of that part
of their discussion. [I thought,] “Why didn’t they just say that?
Why did they have to speak so eloquently that I could not
understand what they really meant?” Then I thought, “Wait a
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second, who is this Master Hua? He sounds like he knows
what he was talking about.”

At the end of the Sirasigama Sitra was his biography,
so I started reading about him. I was very surprised by the
kind of person he was, how much he had accomplished,

and how much resolve he had. And then as I was reading,
it struck me, “Wait, he is the founder of DRBA, that’s

in San Francisco. That’s in California! I'm in California!”

Then I found out about DRBU through DRBA.

I was here (DRBU) because of the Sirangama Sitra.
Our cohort may be the first BA cohort that read the entire
sutra in class! I just felt that it was a great opportunity. I
know, I would not be able to penetrate it by myself. It was
as if I was going on an expedition with a group of people.
People are able to find more treasures, explore more, and
go deeper into the jungle. You could run into trouble with
wildlife if you were by yourself or misinterpret what a text
actually means.

In my first year at DRBU, I memorized the entire
Stirangama Mantra. I think I need to be very humble and
explain how I did it.

During the summer after my first year, I memorized
around 400 lines. And then the school started, and I just
kept learning a little bit more until I memorized the entire
mantra. But then for one class, I burned out. But with
help from Tomas, [who is in my cohort], I learned how to
recite it by listening like a typical memorization process.

This winter break I went to a three-week hybrid Chan
retreat at Berkeley Buddhist Monastery. I talked to a
Dharma Master about my experience. He said it’s great
that I can recite it by listening, but he still encouraged me
to memorize it by heart, so it felt as if I re-started again.
Basically, I'm relearning it by heart this semester. So no
matter where I am in the world, or no matter what crisis is
occurring, I can always call out to and tap into this mantra.

In the mornings, I usually do my own morning
ceremony [which includes the Stirangama Mantra]. Usually,
I follow along with a recording. It just feels very natural
like falling water, just by listening. Then in the evenings,
I try to just recite from the heart. For some people it may

feel like a practice, but for me, it just feels ordinary every

day. &
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