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Faith, Vows and Practice
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A Dharma Talk by Dharma Master Heng Shun at the Buddha Hall of the City of Ten Thousand Buddhas on March 27, 2024

Chinese Translated by Xing Chin Yuan and Jiangbo
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I'm going to talk about faith, vows, and practice.

I was thinking about how fortunate we are to study under our
teacher. Although the Venerable Master is not here physically,
we still have his Dharma. It’s so hard to find someone like the
Master who is truly enlightened, especially now in the modern
world.

When I first became a Buddhist about fifty years ago, I was
literally trying to search the world for a teacher like the Master.
I went to Thailand and Burma in my search. It’s so hard to find
a teacher like the Master.

Even though he’s not physically present, we still get to hear
his teaching like we heard just now from his taped lectures on
“the Ten Grounds” Chapter of the Avatamsaka Sutra in which
he explained what the Dhyana States of Meditation are like.
We are very fortunate to still be able to study his teachings.

I was also thinking about how hard it is to find a good place
to cultivate, a place like the City of Ten Thousand Buddhas
(CTTB). Most of us have been here for a while, and take it
for granted. However, it’s truly amazing. I remember around
fifteen years ago, there was a Canadian monk (of European
descent), whose teacher was a Tibetan teacher.
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He was originally ordained as bhikshu in Taiwan
in accordance with his teacher’s instructions. He then
traveled to all of these different places throughout the
world to find the best place to cultivate.

He ended up coming here for several weeks to a
month. He told me that of all the places he visited,
the CTTB was the best place for someone like him
who really wanted to cultivate. He was pretty young—
probably thrity years old or so.

He actually got permission from his Tibetan teacher,
who had escaped from Tibet and started a monastery
in Canada, to stay here at the City of Ten Thousand
Buddhas.

He was so happy. He was going to spend the rest
of his life cultivating here at the City. However, his
teacher then told him that he wanted him to go to India,
where the Tibetan community was located in northern
India. The Dalai Lama lived there in exile. His teacher
said, “I want you first to learn Tibetan.” So he left and
unfortunately never came back.

I think his teacher purposely did that, knowing it
would take several years to study Tibetan. Then, it was
very difficult to come back here, so I never heard from
him again.

My point is that it is an incredible opportunity to
be able to cultivate here at CTTB, especially in this day
and age.

I was at Gold Mountain Monastery for seventeen
years and now ['ve been here at CTTB for over
thrity years. I think being here so wonderful. We
have ceremonies and sessions together. We have so
many opportunities to work and practice every day.
Everybody here really wants to cultivate.

The Master said we should never take the conditions
we have here at CTTB lightly. We must have created
much good karma past lives for this to come to fruition.

Faith

Speaking of faith, vows, and practice, this is based
on what I learned from the Master’s teachings. He
said that the most important thing with faith is that
you truly believe that the Land of Ultimate Bliss of
Amitabha Buddha is real.
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If’s just as real as anything else we experience in the world.
And the second aspect of faith that the Master would teach is that
you have faith that you yourself can be reborn there. Now, this
reminds me of when I first came study with the Master in 1974.

The City of Ten Thousand Buddhas didn't exist then. We only
had a Gold Mountain Monastery on 15 Street in San Francisco.
I actually came in June of 1974, directly from Thailand.

Although I became a novice in Thailand, I was no longer a
novice when I came to Gold Mountain. In Thailand, the rule was
that once you become a monastic you had to stay with your teacher
for five years to learn how to become a proper Buddhist monk.
One cannot just leave one’s teacher without first undergoing five
years of training with him.

So, I had to disrobe. At the time I disrobed and I also formally
became an eight-precepted layperson. When I first came to Gold
Mountain Monastery, I only stayed for one week. At that time, I
felt things were too difficult, so I went back to Chicago. However,
I came back in August 1974.

I still remember how hard it was during my first year. Gold
Mountain was a converted mattress factory. The walls were made
of dingy grey colored bricks. At the time, I felt that it was a
horrible environment. Actually it was a really good environment
for cultivating. We did the best we could to make it a monastery.

I remember that first year I was there. I had studied the
Theravada tradition for over four years and, as previously
mentioned, had just been a novice in Thailand. And now I was
supposed to have faith that I could become a Buddha? So, it was
difficult for me during the first year at Gold Mountain. When I
came in August 1974, the Master was lecturing on the beginning
of the Avatamsaka Sutra. It was Chapter three, which is entitled,
“Samantabhadra’s Samadhi Chapter.”

I'washearing the Master lecture eight timesa week and listening
to all of these incredible states of the Avatamsaka. Coming from
the Small Vehicle, I'm thinking, “How can I become a Buddha?
Are you really serious?” Thus it was hard to orient myself to these
incredible states of the Buddhas as described in the Avatamsaka.

However, after an entire year of listening to the Master’s
instructions every day and I was also doing the Great Compassion
Repentance once a week on Saturdays, things changed and it
wasn’t so difficult anymore. At that time, during the first year
I was at Gold Mountain Monastery. we only did the Great
Compassion Repentance (in Chinese) once a week. We also
did the Medicine Master Repentance in English once a month.
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Therefore, having faith can sometimes be a struggle, but if you
have a good teacher, you can overcome not having enough faith
Now, regarding having faith, my students ask me now, “How
can we become Buddhas? It takes many millions of lifetimes to
become a Buddha.” When listening to the Master’s lectures on
the Avatamsaka Sutra, 1 really delved into Chapter 17, “The
Merit and Virtue from First Bringing Forth the Bodhi Mind.”
I tell my students that in that chapter it teaches that once
you reach the first level of enlightenment of the forty-one levels
on the Bodhisattva Path (the first level is called “First Bringing
Forth the Bodhi-mind”) youre irreversible from becoming
a Buddha. You are 100% guaranteed to eventually become a
Buddha. At that stage, you've already eliminated a tremendous
amount of difficulty and suffering. Therefore, it is much easier
for the Bodhisattva at that level, to follow the path, even though
one might have many more lifetimes before becoming a Buddha.

Vows

Next is vows. I remember the Master instructing us that it’s
really important to make your vows when you first wake up in
the morning. This is something I've done for many decades.

Every morning, I make my vows. The Master taught us,
“You make your vows in the morning, and you evaluate how
you did in the evening.” Of course, the most important vow for
us is to be reborn in the Land of Ultimate Bliss in our next life.
That is very important.

As I mentioned in a lecture I gave a while ago, I was talking
to Bogdan (Professor R. Bogdan Staszewski) from Poland, who
had just given a lecture for DRBU about quantum mechanics
and the quantum realm. He himself really believes in the Pure
Land and wants to be reborn there. He said, “I don’t know if
you become a Buddha in the Land of Ultimate Bliss or go to
another world later.” I just explained to him what was taught in
“Chapter on the Practices and Vows of Samantabhadra” (Chapter
40 of the Avatamsaka Sutra).

In my previous lecture, I talked about how I have two very
intelligent friends who are not Buddhists.

One has been a lawyer for over thirty years and the other
one has been a Marriage and Family Therapist (MFT) for over
forty years. They’re both, like me, in their seventies. Earlier last
year they criticized me for wanting to be reborn in the Land
of Ultimate Bliss. They said, “What are you going to do? Just
sit there, cultivate, become a Buddha? What about other living
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beings? Don’t you want to help people, help living beings?” So 1
told them, as I also told Bogdan, that according to the “Practices
and Vows of Samantabhadra,” it says very clearly that once
youre reborn there, after a certain period of time, (you don’t
know how long it will be), you will receive a “prediction” from
the Buddha that you will definitely become a Buddha in the
future. Once you have received that prediction, you can literally
go to all the worlds throughout the universe, helping living
beings. The Pure Land is like your sort of “base of operations.”

Therefore, youre not abandoning living beings. You're still
helping living beings for incredibly long periods of time, and
in incredible numbers of worlds. Then the chapter says that
you will eventually become a Buddha in some other world. So,
I was able to counteract the criticism of my good friends. Also,
Bogdan was quite delighted to hear this teaching which he had

never heard before.

Practice

In terms of practice. I remember the Master rarely telling
people what to practice. In my many years of studying with
him for over twenty years, I myself only asked him once.

I said, “Shifu, is it all right if I do this particular practice?” I
asked about memorizing a particular sutra. And the Master said,

“Whatever method (Buddha-dharma) you do, as long as you

practice it with utmost sincerity, stay with it, and you focus on
one method (he said in Chinese: —F9% A “deeply enter one
Dharma-door” ), then you'll be successful.”

To end, I just want to quote some things the Master said
about being here at the City of Ten Thousand Buddhas. These
are quotes by the Master from notes I took back in 1992.

He said, “In the whole world, only the City of Ten Thousand
Buddhas is so pure. Other places have afflictions. In other
places people gossip and talk about people’s rights and wrongs.
Whereas here in the City, Bodhisattvas and Buddhas are always
mindful and protective here. And if you bring forth the Bodhi
mind, they’ll help you.” That’s one quote.

In the other quote, the Master said, “Everything at the City
of Ten Thousand Buddhas is good. You have food, clothes, and
a place to live. Everything is good! You really should cultivate
the path. If you still don’t cultivate well, even if you're in the
Pure Land of Amitabha Buddha, you won't cultivate, so this

is the best place. So what are you waiting for? Cultivate now!”

Amitabha.®
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