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A Dharma Talk by Dharma Master Heng Lai at the Buddha Hall of the City of Ten Thousand Buddhas on June 15, 2024
Chinese Translated by BT'TS Volunteer and Yinong

I got this job, and on the first day out, we went out under
the Golden Gate Bridge in this old tanker; this old ship. When
you're a sailor, you live in a small cabin. In this case, there were
three people in a cabin together; it was very small. All you had
was a little table and three bunks, three beds.

The people in that cabin are called “dory mates.” A dory is
a small skiff, a little rowboat. It’s an old nautical term, which
means these are your companions because you live very close
together. One of my dory mates was a Japanese guy from
Hawaii. Once we had lunch and finished our meal, he said

he needed to talk to me on the fantail, at the back of the ship.

When we went back there, he started talking to me and then
began scolding me. I stood there, not knowing why this guy
was scolding me.

I hadn’t even done anything yet, and he said, “Oh, you
want to be on this ship, and you have to do this; you have to do

that.” I was looking very closely at him, and I noticed that his
eyes suddenly changed to Shifu’s. I knew that Shifu had gone
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inside him. It was basically Shifu who was scolding
me, it wasn’t my Japanese dory mate. I realized that
the Master was basically scolding me for leaving the
temple. He said, “Why are you on the ship running
away from Gold Mountain again?” It’s basically
what I gathered from that experience, so I felt really
bad. Anyway, I became very close with my Japanese
dory mate over the months as we sailed over the
ocean.

The ship was named the Idaho Standard. It was
a very old ship built during World War II. It was
called a T2: rusty, old and very small for an oil tanker.
The usual route was going first to Honolulu, Hawaii,
then to Wake Island (which is a small little island
in the Pacific, east of Japan), next to Anchorage,
Valdez, then back down to El Segundo in LA, and
then back up to San Francisco. On the way back
from Wake Island, the captain of the ship got a
telegram and told us that we were then diverted to
the Samoa Islands. We needed emergency fuel and
needed to go down there.

The captain of the ship said, “I've been working
for Chevron for thirty years, and we never have
been diverted like this, ever. We always go the
same route. In fact, I don’t even know if we have
the proper charts to go there. It’s a vast distance,
and the Pacific Ocean is really big. It would take
us around 2,500 miles to go to the Samoa Islands,
which would be a couple of weeks because we only
traveled about 15 miles an hour.”

I've always wanted to go to the South Pacific. It
was one of my dreams. And all of a sudden, we got
to go. I couldn’t believe it. Everybody was excited.
We had never been on such a trip before. I had
suspected that the Buddhas and Bodhisattvas were
somehow behind this.

On the way there, the weather was always
very friendly. I could see the moon and the stars
every night because we had to stand watch. I
had previously learned how to recite the Great
Compassion Mantra at Gold Mountain. I had a
set of hand beads that I used to recite the Great
Compassion Mantra while watching because we
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couldn’t do anything else; you're not allowed to read, watch TV,
or do anything. You had to watch the ocean for other ships, and
you had to do that for four solid hours at a time. We had three
watches every 24-hour period, so it's quite a number of hours
where there’s just time when you have to contemplate the ocean,
so it gave me a chance to recite the mantra.

At night, I could see all the stars. There was no light pollution;
it was quite beautiful. You can see the entire universe, and then
the moon will come up. It began to dawn on me that no matter
where I run, the moon’s always there, the stars are always there,
and that represents our true nature. So why am I running? Why
am I on this ship running away from myself? I need to go back
to Gold Mountain. I need to go back and cultivate.

I was able to understand that. When we got to American
Samoa, we were only there for two or three days and were going
to leave, but then we got rerouted again. They sent a message
to the captain to let him know that we got rerouted; we had to
go to Papeete, Tahiti. I said, “Oh, this is my dream. I've always
wanted to go to Tahiti. This definitely has to be the Buddhas and
Bodhisattvas’ doing.”

We took off out of American Samoa and headed to Tahiti.
Usually, a tanker ship would only take 18 hours turnaround time
to unload and load fuel. It’s all done by hoses and doesn’t take
long. You don’t usually have much time at these kinds of ports.
The whole crew was very excited to be in Tahiti, but we realized we
wouldn’t have much time. Then, all of a sudden, the agricultural
inspectors came aboard the ship and told us that we had a bug on
the ship that we brought over from Samoa. We couldn’t leave for
three more days, as they had to spray the ship. All the crew was
celebrating. We were so happy to have three days in Tahiti.

Also, my Japanese dory mate and I became pretty close friends,
and we'd always go ashore together. Because I stayed vegetarian
even when I was working on the ship, we were looking for a
noodle shop. We always went ashore looking for a noodle shops
to buy some noodles or buy some steamed buns if we could find
one. We usually could find one.

After our three-day stay in Tahiti, we went back to Alaska
again, and from there I finally got back to San Francisco. By then,
Shifu had returned from Brazil. I decided to quit the Chevron
shipping company and return to Gold Mountain.

When I finally got to Gold Mountain, Shifu was right there in
the office. I opened the door, and there was Shifu. He said, “Ah,
so you finally came back again.” I eventually asked him to take
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refuge in the Three Jewels, and he gave him the name of Guo
Hui (“to return”).

Now, Shifu used to always look for property. He was
always doing that almost every day. He would call down
(from upstairs) and say, “Do you have time?” I'd say, “Yes,
Shifu.” He said, “We go take a look.” I said, “Okay.”

Wed have different real estate agents line up all these
properties to look at usually around the Bay Area. We'd drive
over and pick up a real estate agent and go take a look at all
these places for sale. Shifu was constantly doing that.

The Master would never say anything to the realtor, hardly
ever. He would speak very little, and usually let us ask the
questions. Also, he taught us to never talk about feng shui
in front of the real estate agent. Because if you talk about
feng shui, then they’ll use that as a hook to try to make a
sale. We'd always look at properties, especially if we were
interested in properties that already had some assembly hall,
either a church, a lodge, or some meeting hall.

The master would always have us pace the hall. We didn’t
have a measuring tape, so we just paced it with our feet. We'd
walk in one direction and then walk in the other direction
to see how long and wide it was. Also, which way did it face?
Did it face north, south, east, or west?

We wouldn’t just use one real estate agent; sometimes,
we had two or three, even four of them, looking for places.
The Master was always busy doing that. One day, I think it
could have been 1974, I got a call from one of the agents
who said that there’s this big place up north near Ukiah: The
old Mendocino state hospital that’s been closed down by the
state government. The state had it, but they closed it down in
1972, 1 think it was. It was called a closed bid for people to
buy it. A vineyard bought it, and they were trying to sell the
buildings up there. He said, “I don’t know if you're interested,
but it’s quite large, several hundred thousand square feet of
buildings. It even has its own firchouse.”

When the agent hung up the phone, Shifu called me
on the phone and I told him that there was this place up
north in the Ukiah area, 120 miles north. It's basically a city.
“Oh, really?” “Yeah, sure, it’s quite big. And several hundred
thousand square feet.” And he said, “Well, we can take a
look.” And that is how we found the City of Ten Thousand
Buddhas.

At that time, we had two bhikshus, the former Heng Ju
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1974: World Peace Day celebration in a Seattle park.
19744 » @3 B & B RAT & FoAeF B BALE D -

and Heng Yo, who were doing the Three Steps, One Bow

pilgrimage. They had nearly finished most of their journey.

They started in San Francisco and were going to end in
Marblemount, Washington, which is a small little town
north of Seattle. We had some property there. They were
going to go up there to establish a monastery. So when
they made it to Seattle. Shifu said, “Okay, we're going to
go too. All of us will go to Seattle, and we’ll have a World
Peace Day celebration in a park there.” So the Master and
everyone went up there. After the event the Master turned
to the four of us—Guo Fa (Bob Olson), and Randy
Peterson, Heng Sure, and me. We were all laymen at that
time. He said, “Okay, you people, when you
go back to Gold Mountain, stop by the big
Mendocino Hospital and take a look.”

We drove down in Guo Fa’s truck, and
the groundskeeper, Wally German, and the
vineyard owner (whose name I forget) came
to meet us.

They took us on a tour of the entire
property. Everybody knows that the CTTB is
pretty big. It has many buildings. It took us
a couple of hours to walk through the place.
Heng Sure, at that time, was taking pictures
with his Nikon. In those days, they didnt
have digital cameras, we just had film. He was
taking a lot of rolls of film, trying to get every
little building and detail to show Shifu when

2 N 2L B
we returned.

T IRIZ 4B R ER 73 T M MfE =57
eLUSF I - HAREEER TN IS AT —(E /)
FAEATFELL (Marblemount » SFRAEALLD - Feff
TEAREA—LEE7E - T E R &L —
SFREA o MM AR T PR o B AZR - T F
> P B2 L - A NEVE L PEHEE - P
MEEBEr—ESEZRT THAMNEH 4
BOUEE) o 4 N B AT —E A T P
° E@J%ﬂi{ﬁ L ANEEATPUE A —— 5
72 (Bob Olson) -~ 574 (Randy DPeterson) -

B (ElFEAREER - RE) 3R TR
ﬁ"ﬁlﬁlj‘:mﬁﬂ’ﬂﬁﬁi » MRER BB AMEFT 2P
SN EEBE -

BAMABEZFUEN R HE TS - GHtEH &
Wally  Germanfl#gaE L (FE T {ATHF)
AAREIATT -

M E T8 7 R M E - REREAH
o EREEIRA > AIRZEE - JFHE T
e/ N A ESEE WA T - AL E B
HyNikon (JERE) MBI - EFEI A EAL
TR - JRPIHBVEER - iin TIRZEER -
sk [ S R R SR AN A B AT 40 N 2K - 4F[El R 4E
EANE -

ERMERE - RE (HE) K Lk L%
T o WMERIISF A —FRE 5 ] O R
R o LI BIBEAGI JEAT R E IR - 3K

1974: Bob Olson, Randy Peterson, Dharma Master Heng Sure, and Dharm
Master Heng Lai—then laymen—visited the big Mendocino Hospital.
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1975: Venerable Master Hua visits.
19755 » L AR o

When we finally got back, Guo Zhen, Heng Sure,

went upstairs right away. We had a darkroom at Gold
Mountain to develop the film. He ran right up there
and started developing all these pictures he'd taken. I
was standing near the office, and Shifu called down. I
told Shifu that we had returned and that Heng Sure
was upstairs developing the film, and he would show

Shifu. Shifu said, “No need. I have already looked at it.”

I told Heng Sure. I said, “Shifu doesn’t need to see the
pictures.” But we still have the pictures, so at least we
have a historical record.

Over time, the Master decided to purchase the place.
But, in those days, DRBA had hardly any money at all.
We had very little money to buy this place. The Master
started talking directly to the owner of the property,
who was a vineyard owner. The owner and Shifu would
speak, and Shifu negotiated at first. Shifu said, “Okay,
we'll make an offer on the hospital; we'll buy the hospital.
The owner said, “Oh, no, I can’t just sell the hospital.
I got to sell the whole thing.” Later, after some more
back-and-forth discussions, then Shifu said, “Okay,
we'll buy the two quads and the hospital. (The quads
are today the Great Compassion House and the Joyous
Giving House). Shifu liked the quads the best. He liked
the covered walkways. He said that in the future, we
should have covered walkways throughout the CTTB.
He really liked the Great Compassion House and Joyous
Giving House for that reason. Also, the buildings were
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around a central area, and they all sprouted out from those
walkways. He really liked the two quads for these reasons.
Shifu said, “Okay, we'll buy the two quads and the hospital.”
The owner said, “Oh, no,” again. After more back-and-forth
negotiations, finally, the Master said, “Okay, well just buy
the whole thing then.”

In the meantime, our disciples at Gold Mountain and
other places who knew Shifu was going to purchase the
property were getting nervous. A disciple said, “Shifu, this
place is too big. We won’t be able to manage it, and we
don’t have money to buy it. What do we do? We don’t know.”
They’re very afraid. Shifu said, “Actually, this place is too
small.” He sent me up here to help out. There are many
stories related to this.

After we bought the City of Ten Thousand Buddhas,
Shifu didn’t stop looking at the property. People would ask,
“Why are you still looking at property?” He said, “There are
two reasons to buy property. One is that in the future, they
can become places to cultivate the Dharma. Another reason
is that purchasing property ties up money, so you can’t spend
it because you people will probably spend it all if it sits in
the bank.” So those are his two reasons.

Shifu was very, very frugal, even with all this going on.
When people would send him a letter in the mail, he'ld save
the envelope and use it for taking notes. He'd write on both
sides, open it up, and write on both sides. That was the level
of his frugality. He was very frugal in everything he did. We
didn’t have money when we were in Gold Mountain.

In those days, we were called S-A-B-A, the Sino-
American Buddhist Association. Then Shifu said, “Sino
means Asian American. And I'm not interested in just Asia
and America. I'm interested in the Dharma Realm, so we
should change our name to D-R-B-A, the Dharma Realm
Buddhist Association.”

The Master always taught us individually. Sometimes,
during his lectures, we'd compare notes after the lecture
and say, “Oh, the Master was talking about something I did
today.” Another person said, “No, the Master was talking
about something I did.” We all thought that he was talking
to us, but after comparing notes, we realized we were all
getting the same dharma simultaneously from Shifu.

We practiced a lot of things that we dont do so much
anymore today, which we should do. For instance, the
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Master said we shouldn’t hide all our faults. We used to do a lot
of repentance back then. People would bow before the lecture.
People who are offering the incense, would kneel down and make
a repentance. If they made a mistake or did something wrong, they
would tell the whole assembly.

Shifu encouraged us not to try to hide our faults. He says, we
had a Catholic priest that used to really like Shifu a lot. He came
and visited us, and Shifu even let him hold a mass here, which is
a traditional Catholic ceremony. One time, Shifu did talk to him
about repentance. He said, I noticed you guys in the Catholic
tradition have this little box you go into, a confessional box, and
then a person talks to you. You transmit your errors to God. He
said, “First of all, God already knows this stuff; he doesn’t need
you to transmit it to him, and number two, why are you hiding
in a box?” He says you should go out before the assembly and tell
everybody.

We had many teachings like that especially in the early days of
Gold Mountain. There are many stories about all of us because the
Master was very intimate with us about these matters. He taught
and transformed us every day.

How do I explain this? Hmm. He entered me. It’s the best
way. He merged with me. I just sensed him there. He spoke to
me internally. I don’t know how to describe it properly but it was
obviously an experience I was having, a spiritual experience, and

he came to me and told me to simmer down. “You don’t need to

be working so crazy; you're not going to achieve anything this way.”

He spoke to me very intimately and did it at a level where I knew
he understood all my problems.

When people study the Avatamsaka Sutra, you're studying the
mind of a Bodhisattva. It’s not just a human mind, but a cosmic
mind because when you attain a certain level of the way, you
become an arhat in different stages of Arhatship. You'll understand
this stuff; you actually don’t just understand it; you become it.
I¢’s just like you understand how atoms work intimately within
the universe and can manipulate them accordingly to teach and
transform living beings.

That was the profound experience I had, but it was not like
some voice from heaven came down; it was not like that at all.
Ic’s very intimate, it comes in, and it’s quite natural. You say, “Oh,
I've had this kind of experience before.” This is because we all
have the Buddha nature. Everybody forgets that. We all have the
Buddha nature and great wisdom within us. When it’s triggered by
a Bodhisattva of that magnitude, it just brings us back home again
to who we really are. %
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