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Who Is a Bodhisattva?
FF E=hE ?

Editor's Note: Reverend Heng Sure and Dr. Martin Verhoeven were invited by DRBU to give a two-lecture series on
February 13 and April 10, 2023. In these two lectures, they read excerpts from their journals that they wrote to the
Venerable Master Hua on their journey from Gold Wheel Monastery in Southern California to the City of Ten Thousand
Buddhas: a highway-bowing pilgrimage that lasted from 1977 to 1979. They also retold the story to the audience of the

incidents that happened along the highway.

%3 : 20235F2H 1384108 » F R B KREEFEETEEMFET

M X ERMT ARG LR

JEoo it MGHEBE c BEEEFRET - B XI1EEERE T AP SN TR B ERAE 2Kk
(1977-1979)F 89 B 4%k o MR IMr Z TAMES RO LR PAE L GRF -

By Daniel Nguyen

Chinese Translated by Janet Lee
FeHL A X

IR A o

The lecture began with Reverend Heng Sure and
Martin Verhoeven reading excerpts from their journals
which they wrote on their journey from Gold Wheel
Monastery in Southern California to the City of Ten
Thousand Buddhas (1977-1979). Both Reverend Heng
Sure and Dr. Verhoeven took turns reading what they
had written and then they would retell the story to the
audience of the incidents which happened along the
highway. Two stories that were retold stand out to me
the most. The first is as follows:

Dr.Verhoeven recounted the times where he had to

cook lunch for both himself and Reverend Heng Sure.

Lunch often consisted of rice and what he could gather
from the fields outside. Some weeds which Dr. Verhoeven
found were wild mustard greens and wood sorrel and
he would cook them and eat them with soy sauce. One
day he had read about fennel and how it makes a good
digestive tea. He had discovered some along the road.
He began to pick the fennel and suddenly a stranger
drives by and gets out of his car, wearing khaki pants
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looking like Wally Cox and says, “Excuse me, what are you
doing?” Dr. Verhoeven responds, “Well, I'm a Buddhist monk
and I'm preparing lunch here and I'm cutting some fennel for
tea and as a spice.” The stranger responded, “Well, I'm a plant

botanist from California Polytechnic State University and that’s. ..

hemlock that you're cutting. ..and what you have in your hand for
lunch is enough to drop a cow dead.” Martin responds, “But my
book says fennel...”

The strange man replies, “That’s hemlock, that’s the same stuff
that did Socrates in.” Martin gives a sigh of relief and thinks to
himself, “I was just saved from killing Heng Sure and myself!” He
then says out loud, “Well, the next chapter in this book is on
mushrooms.” The strange man with a look of concern shakes his
head in disagreement and says, “Son, let me tell you, there are
two kinds of mushroom gatherers. There are old ones and there
are bold ones. But there are no old, bold ones.” Later on both
Dr. Verhoeven and Reverend Heng Sure recount this incident to
Venerable Master Hua and the Venerable Master tells them that
the plant botanist was a manifestation of a Bodhisattva and that
they should have bowed to him.

The second story is as follows: Dr. Verhoeven and Reverend
Heng Sure recall the story of Venerable Master Empty Cloud (Xu
Yun) when he was on his pilgrimage to Mount Wutai in China.
Those of us who have read the autobiography of Venerable Master
Empty Cloud will recall that there were various accounts where
Master Empty Cloud almost died because he had dysentery
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and no food but was saved by the wandering beggar, Weniji,
who was supposedly a manifestation of Manjusri Bodhisattva.
Keeping this story about Master Empty Cloud in his mind,
Dr. Verhoeven thought to himself, “Wow, we’re going to meet
Manjusri Bodhisattva on our pilgrimage and I am not going to
miss this chance!”

After bowing for a year and a half, both Reverend Heng Sure
and Dr. Verhoeven were still hundreds of miles away from their
destination. One wet and cold night, both Reverend Heng Sure
and Dr. Verhoeven were reading the Avatamsaka Sutra under
some redwood trees and the passage was about giving or dana
paramita. Just as the both of them had finished reading about

giving paramita, a man comes along who’s half naked with wild

hair, unshaven, and really smelly and asks the two monks, “Uh...

you guys got anything for me?”

Initially both the monks thought that he was just a freeloader,
a mooch. [Editor’s notes: Reverend Heng Sure was upholding a
vow of silence during the three steps one bow pilgrimage.] But
then they started writing notes back and forth to each other,

“Maybe this is a Bodhisattva, a spiritual being coming to test us?”

“Maybe this is a sign that were spiritually blessed, we should
give him some of our clothes...” came written another note.
Thinking that the beggar might be some transformation of a
Bodhisattva, the two monks gave the beggar a jacket, a new hat,
and a new pair of shoes. But then after giving him those items
he continues to ask, “You got anything else? It’s cold out here.”

The two monks think to themselves, “Oh, yes! This is a test
from heaven!” Without a second thought they give the beggar
their sleeping bags as well and their rubber boots, thinking to
themselves: “The Bodhisattva gives unflinchingly!” The beggar
then leaves and at this point both the monks have nothing left in
their station wagon. Reverend Heng Sure then writes a note to
Dr. Verhoeven, “We forgot to bow to him...” Shortly after this
takes place, a park ranger pulls up next to the two monks and
has this beggar by the scruff of the neck. He asks the two monks,
“Excuse me Venerables, this guy claims that you gave him all this
stuff, is that true?” The two monks nod in agreement, but the
park ranger is in complete disbelief.

At this point both Reverend Heng Sure and Dr. Verhoeven
place their palms together and do a slight head bow to the
beggar before he is taken away by the park ranger. Three days
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after this incident, both the monks were completely deprived of
warm clothes and other material necessities. However, just then the
Venerable Master Hua arrived and both the monks tell the Master
about the beggar and the park ranger and waiting for the Master
to confirm that the beggar was indeed Manjusri Bodhisattva.

The Master after listening to their story leans over and says,
“Stupid! You guys have no wisdom whatsoever!” The Master
continues, “Buddhism is about not seeking anything! You stop
seeking pretty women, and nice cars and now you became monks
and now you're seeking spiritual attainments?! Same greedy mind
just different object.” Dr. Verhoeven then says, “Wait, so you're
saying that the beggar wasn’t Bodhisattva Manjusri?” The Master
says, “No, probably the Bodhisattva was the park ranger giving
you a chance to get your stuff back!”

So, why did I choose these two stories? It’s because I remember
a verse that Master Hua used to say, “Guanyin Bodhisattva appears
right before your eyes, but you can’t recognize her!” In Venerable
Master Hua’s commentary on the “Universal Door Chapter,” he
states the following: “Guanyin Bodhisattva manifests in many
ways. Sometimes he just appears and speaks the Dharma and
vanishes. At other times, he might not necessarily use his spiritual
powers and beam down a transformation body. He may be born
in the world as a person, splitting off part of his soul to go to the
world to be a person, study the Buddhadharma, and then teach
and transform living beings.

He just manifests in that body to teach living beings. When
someone believes in Guanyin Bodhisattva and makes offerings
and relies on the Bodhisattva’s Dharma to cultivate, that person
turns into Guanyin Bodhisattva, and Guanyin Bodhisattva has
gained another transformation body.”

The point of all of this is simply that, you never really know
who or when a Bodhisattva is coming to test you or to aid you.
Having said this, it’s not that we should constantly be seeking out
spiritual lessons, but rather, right in the mundane life, in the most
practical sense, someone who gives you difficulty could very well
be your good and well knowing advisor in disguise.

Usually, when someone gives you some affliction, they become
a mirror to your own flaws or shortcomings. It's not always
necessarily the case that the problem lies externally (although it
could be), but rather the loud mind that finds mistakes or flaws with

uncomfortable conditions. Sometimes when we start cultivating,
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we rub up against others. Our views conflict with theirs
or they do something that you don’t like and so there’s
friction between you and that other person. However,
if one can reflect on the two stories told by Reverend
Heng Sure and Dr. Verhoeven as well as Master Hua’s
commentary on the Universal Door, the person who’s
giving you trouble may very well just be a Bodhisattva
coming to test you or they could be helping to aid you
from harming yourself—you’ll never really know. I
suppose it’s not until one has amassed a lot of wisdom
that one can tell who is and who isn’t a transformation
of a Bodhisattva.

To depict this more clearly with a personal example,
I'll relay a story of my own. I'm living in a community
with over a dozen other men. Everyone has their own
habits and their own way of comfort. Some people play
music loudly, some talk and laugh loudly. Now, I'm
someone who prefers solitude and quietness so it has
taken me awhile to become accustomed to this. I would
notice in myself moments of heated affliction and anger
and I would want to tell people to keep quiet. But then
I noticed in myself that I was paying attention to these
thoughts of mine that were giving me trouble.

I was fueling the negative emotions by paying
attention to the loud noises outside. We often hear the
phrase, “Turn the light within” but I dont know how
many of us really know how to do this. Maybe most
people know how to do it, but I certainly didn’t. When I
noticed that I was paying attention to these ‘loud noises’
from the external environment, I had a small realization.
I realized that these loud noises from others was the result
of my mad mind wanting to grasp onto those sounds
because my own mind wasn’t quiet enough. Till this
day I don’t really know how to quiet my mind because
I’m a terrible meditator, but at least I had some small
realization that if I truly know how to calm my mind
down, what’s loud externally won’t affect the solitude

and peace within. #
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