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Remembering an Inspirational Life:
Former Dharma Master Heng Shou
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By Richard Josephson

Chinese Translated by Janet Lee
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I met Heng Shou in 1972 at Gold Mountain Monastery
in San Francisco. This was about three years after he met
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Master Hsuan Hua at Waverly Place. Our friendship and
communication continued as both our lives took many
twists and turns. In some ways our friendship served as a
rudder of support for both of us and is one of the reasons
our friendship remained constant for fifty years.

We shared with each other our new insights resulting
from our dharma study and meditation. This was always
very stimulating for us, as our paths were very different, at
least in terms of study. Heng Shou was a visionary and relied
on the Avatamsaka for daily study, whereas I preferred logic,
linguistics, and the Madhyamika/Nagarjuna tradition. In
terms of meditation, we were also different. Fred relied
on the Great Compassion Mantra, whereas I preferred
investigating Hua Tou(Chan Topic) technique and reasoning
and used the Shurangama mantra only as supporting
practice.

Fred Klarer (former Heng Shou) left this world on
May 15, 2025, and was cremated on May 19. He had
generally been in good health but suffered from Chronic
Inflammatory Demyelinating Polyneuropathy, a rare
neurological disease that affects the nervous system. The
disease left him handicapped in both legs for decades, but
it rapidly advanced one evening recently. He awoke one
night unable to move his body, yet was fully cognizant. His
wife, Diane, immediately called emergency services, and
Fred was taken to the hospital. After two months in the
ICU and therapy, Fred left this world.
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Fred was already a bhikshu when I arrived at Gold Mountain
as a novice. Born on April 13, 1948, he was two years younger
than I. We became friends mostly through our long walks after
lunch through the streets of San Francisco. It was through
these conversations that I learned directly from Fred of his
remarkable experiences in samadhi. His deep meditation skills
began to develop upon meeting Master Hsuan Hua. They met
at Waverly Place on the suggestion of his brother, Heng Jing
(Steve Klarer), who had arrived at the feet of the Master one
year prior.

The two brothers both had meditation skills, but only Fred
maintained his samadhi skill and continued to develop spiritual
abilities throughout his life. Not only did Fred maintain a daily
practice, but he also kept it even while pursuing a law degree
at Harvard University, his first undertaking after seven years of
monastic life.

However, practicing law was destined to conflict with
Fred’s morals. He found himself rich but in a hospital with
life-threatening bleeding ulcers. He vowed that if his health
returned, he would quit Wall Street and do something to
benefit humanity.

Fred later started a new company: Multi-Media Associates.
Fred mastered Macromedia, an advanced programming
language that powers much of the animation we see. Using
his new programming skills, he developed an interactive
environmental-protection game. The educational game was
purchased by New York’s Long Island Power and installed in
kiosks throughout New York. He also developed educational
tools for children on environmental learning.

After several years developing educational software, Fred
began a new enterprise to earn a living within the domain of
“Right Livelihood.” During a dinner one evening, Fred and his
wife, Diane Kramer, a child psychologist, noticed how often
individuals who divorce seem to harbor animosity towards
one another. They discussed the fact for several days. They
considered the idea of putting Fred’s legal abilities and Diane’s
education as a psychologist together.

They formed a new company whose sole aim was to counsel
people during their divorce, enabling them to go their separate
ways with love in their hearts. They never took sides and never
interfered with divorce proceedings or facilitated them. This
unique idea, combined with their credentials and abilities,
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ensured that their divorce mediation company became a great
success. That was the livelihood Fred would pursue with Diane
until the end of his life. In our conversations, he often said that
bringing an end to conflict between couples was rewarding and
supported his daily dharma practice.

Throughout Fred’s professional life, we would have regular
conversations as if nothing had changed since we walked the San
Francisco streets trading our dharma notes. Our conversations
revealed to me that my friend’s involvement with the practical
necessity of earning his livelihood did not in any way hamper his
spiritual life. He viewed it as a dharma activity and approached it
that way. Our conversations revealed to me that his occupational
activities were auxiliary supports to his meditation, much as my
family was mine. We seldom discussed our personal lives, except for
brief inquiries, as our conversations always turned towards dhyana
and samadhi.

Many people are not aware of how profound Fred’s spiritual
experiences were. For example, there was a period of several weeks
at Gold Mountain when Fred would go up on our third-story roof
every evening after ceremonies. He would sit directly above the
Masters room and meditate while the Master was doing the same in
his room. During our walks, Fred talked about these journeys and
the sounds that the heavenly bodies emitted, which surprisingly
impressed Fred more than the visual experience.

Many at Gold Mountain were aware of Fred’s meditation
abilities. Fred would often sit in the office and inform us that brick
walls did not affect his vision. Another indication of his meditative
skill was his recollection of past lives. When Fred recollected being
a bhikshuni in Shakyamuni Buddha’s assembly, the Master certified
it as fact. Fred also spoke to me about that experience.

On one occasion, Diane expressed her doubts about the truth
of reincarnation and challenged Fred’s belief in it. Fred replied,
“Diane, I don’t believe in reincarnation, I know it through direct
experience.” That is Fred, and I loved him for that. He always spoke
from experience. I could keep pace with him in our philosophical
debates, but as for spiritual experiences, Fred ruled. We were both
strong in very different ways.

Fred’s love of dharma always radiated from him and never failed
to shine. He never missed a day practicing the dharma. In fact, he
told me that he had to reduce his work time to make more room
for study and meditation. He became wealthy none the less for
that decision. This brings to mind a question put to the Master.
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The question was: “How can I make my livelihood and
practice the dharma?” The Master replied, “Put the
Dharma first, and the money will follow.”

After Fred’s monastic life, Fred received teachings for
over a decade from a Tibetan master, Namkai Norbu.
He and his wife attended those teachings several times a
year in New York and also participated in several retreats.
The organization became aware of Fred’s samadhi power
and sutra learning derived from study. They invited
Fred to be part of the “inner circle” of the organization.
When I visited Fred in New York he and Diane took
me to a four-day teaching. It was at the teaching that
I learned that Fred had never met Namakai Norbu. I
was surprised and asked him why. Fred replied, “I
need no other teacher but Shifu and although many
opportunities were presented to me to meet Namkai
Norbu and join the inner-circle I have declined.”

There were many instances when Fred and the
Master were together. One time the Master told Fred he
wanted to show him something and asked Fred to drive
him. They arrived at a garage and Fred wondered what
it might be. Fred opened the garage door, and there was
a big wooden table that looked like it was as sturdy as
an elephant. The Master boasted that he had built it all
by himself and asked Fred over and over, “Isnt it the
strongest most perfect table you have ever seen?” Fred
said the Master was beaming with pride as he showed
off its many qualities.

Once while searching for land with two other
bhikshus, they stopped for lunch. There was a pond
there and the two bhikshus started skipping stones, but
Fred began eating immediately. The Master said to Fred,
“Why don’t you go skip stones with the others?” Fred
replied, “I know what is important.” The Master laughed
and said over and over again, “Heng Shou knows what
is important.” For years after that the Master often
repeated those words whenever he saw Heng Shou.

His life was an important inspiration to me and
many others as well and I hope it is for the readers of
this reflection. May we meet in Sukhavati. %
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