Continuing to walk on the unsurpassed path of Bodhi
—In Memory of Dharma Master Heng Hsien
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Written and Translated by Gong Tongzuo
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Dharma Master Heng Hsien (the middle).
BREE (BF)

In 1969, Dharma Master Heng Hsien, while pursuing her
doctorate, learned about the eminent monk Venerable Master
Hsuan Hua. Her Sanskrit classmate, Ron Epstein, introduced her
to this great kalyanamitra (a wise spiritual mentor), inspiring her
to embark on the path of spiritual practice. She officially entered
monastic life in 1971 and attained full ordination in 1972.

Dharma Master Hsien was a prime illustration of a scholar-
turned-monastic. She came from a scholarly family. Her father was
a professor at the University of California at Berkeley and a famous
economist in the United States. He had even been invited by the
President of the Philippines to plan the country’s economic policy.
Master Heng Hsien herself received a PhD in South Asian Studies
from the University of California, Berkeley, and taught courses
on “Indian Civilization” and “Sanskrit” at the same university. She
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also taught many courses at the Dharma Realm Buddhist University,
including a variety of language courses.

The languages Dharma Master Hsien understood and even mastered
included English, French, Sanskrit, Pali, Chinese, Latin, Greek, Arabic.
She also studied Hebrew, Egyptian, German, Vietnamese and more.
After she joined the Sangha, she soon began to translate on-site for
Venerable Master Hua’s lectures. When the Venerable Master went to
Europe to spread the Dharma, Dharma Master Hsien gave full play to
her language skills and used fluent interpretation to help the audience
understand the Master’s teachings that were direct to the mind. Dharma
Master Hsien also served for several years as the Venerable Master’s
teaching assistant during his lecture series on the Shurangama Mantra,
the Nirvana Sutra, and the Confucian Analects.

Revered as a “living dictionary,” Dharma Master Hsien was often
sought after for advice. Not only because she had great learning and
was proficient in many languages, but also because she was very wise
and could give guidance to younger generations of practitioners in
just a few words. Dharma Master Hsien, who preferred solitude and
quietness, could effortless showcase her eloquence in crucial moments.
She had a remarkable ability to resolve seemingly intractable situations
through her articulate communication.

One example is: when the Dharma Realm Buddhist Association
applied to establish the Sangha and Laity Training Program, the
authority-in-charge questioned that not all teachers in this training
program had high academic qualifications. Dharma Master Heng
Hsien pointed out in her defense letter that Buddhist temples have
always trained monastics to train the next generation of monastics,
and the requirements for teachers are very different from the general
education system. Because Dharma Master Hsien cited scriptures, her
arguments were clear and convincing. Finally, the Sangha and Laity
Training Program was successfully established, with Venerable Master
Hua as the director.

Dharma Master Hsien’s Dharma name was “Guo Pui” in which
“pu” is Samanta in Sanskrit, and together with her monastic name Hsien
(Badra in Sanskrit) is Samantabadra. The major Buddhist scripture
she translated throughout her life was the Avatamsaka Sutra, with
Bodhisattva Samantabhadra as its Dharma host. Her doctoral thesis is
also about a section of the Avatamsaka Sutra: “Three chapters from the
Gandavyiha Sitra: a critical edition of the Sanskrit and Tibetan texts
from the youth Sudhana’s visits to the Bhiksus Meghasri, Sagaramegha,
and Supratisthita, with English translation and commentary.” Venerable

Master Hua once said that Dharma Master Hsien’s translation was very
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precise, “not one word too many, nor too little.” Dharma Master
Hsien always took notes of Venerable Master’s lectures in detail.
When the members of the Buddhist Text Translation Society were
transcribing the Venerable Master’s recordings, if there were any
gaps or unclear points, they would think of “asking Dharma
Master Hsien to see how she took notes back then.”

Dharma Master Hsien’s practice along the way was consistent
with the six guiding principles strongly advocated by Venerable
Master Hua: “No fighting, no greed, no seeking, no selfishness, no
self-benefitting, and no lying.” Therefore, Dharma Master Hsien
had a good afhinity with people. Fran Laughton, who knew her for
more than half a century, pointed out that Dharma Master Hsien

“never compared herself to other people or compared people to
each other. She never said bad things about other people, and she
always lived in the present time.”

Dharma Master Heng Hsien passed away on September 25,
2023, with a life span of eighty-two years, a monastic age of fifty-
two years, and an ordination age of fifty-one years. A few days
before her demise, Dharma Master Hsien once said: “I've done
what I came here to do. There is no reason to go on in this body.”
Residing in the Tower of Blessings with her, Dharma Master Heng
Bao extols Dharma Master Hsien as a key figure in DRBA’s history
of spreading Buddhism in the West, making a glorious page.

Dharma Master Heng Bao has written a special verse to bid
farewell to this widely respected bhikshuni. The translation into
English is by Dharma Master Jin Jing:

Venerable Master Huas brilliant disciple, a PhD.

Her oceanic wisdom surpasses the sangha,

Being well-versed in many languages,

She translated numerable sutras,

Propagating Buddhadharma to benefit living beings
Abundant merit and virtue is accumulated.

She was humble, personable and compassionate.

Ovwer the age of eighty, she left with no regrets.

Done with her karma, she departed for the Land of Bliss.
Amitabha welcomes her with a lotus flower.

After being transformationally reborn in the lotus,

She will return riding on her vows.

Continuing to walk on the unsurpassed path of Bodpi. &
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