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Care Beyond Faiths:
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A Chaplain-in-Training’s Journey
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A Talk by Xiaojuan Shu at the Buddha Hall of the City of Ten Thousand Buddhas on June 18, 2024
English Translated by Andrew Yan and Xiaojuan Shu
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My name is Xiaojuan Shu, a graduate of Dharma Realm
Buddhist University (DRBU). After five years of studying and
working at DRBU, last fall, I was accepted to a year-long full-
time training program to work as a Clinical Spiritual Care
Provider (a.k.a. hospital chaplain) in a hospital south of San
Francisco Bay. Now, I have been in this training for nine months.
Tonight, I will share some reflections from my experiences over
the past nine months.

The training for “Clinical Spiritual Care Provider” (i.e. Clinical
Pastoral Care Education) is a professional training program
for religious or spiritual services that transcends religious or
spiritual boundaries. This training enables trainees from various
faith traditions to engage, under guidance and supervision, with
individuals in crisis. Through deep emotional and spiritual
communications with those in need as well as feedback from
fellow trainees, educators, and preceptors, the trainee gains
deeper insight into the needs of those who are receiving spiritual
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care; and by observing feelings, thoughts, and other mind-body
reactions, the trainee reflect on their life experiences as well as
influences from the family system they grew up in, the trainee
develops new self-knowledge; by reflecting on specific human
conditions through a religious or spiritual lens to expand
religious services’ depth and breadth, the trainees will be able to
develop skills in serving those who are outside their own faith
traditions a new understanding of religious or spiritual services;
and through collaborative work with interdisciplinary healthcare
teams, the trainees enhance their ability to foster interpersonal
communication skills across diverse social groups and professions.

Weekly, we submit reflections to our educator; we also hold
group discussions where we can share clinical challenges, personal
struggles, and issues related to interactions with peers or colleagues,
receiving feedback. Another assignment involves selecting certain
patient visits and documenting the entire conversation from
memory, which we then share with the whole group to discuss
what could be done better and what was done well.

Working at the hospital, I have encountered patients and
family members from various religious backgrounds, such as
Christians, Muslims, Hindus, Jewdaists, atheists, or those who do
not identify with any religious or spiritual groups. Therefore, this
training places great emphasis on connection and communication
skills, enabling trainees to grow their capacity to have deepened
spiritual conversations with individuals of different faiths or those
who are non-religious or non-spiritual.

In the hospital, people not only come from different faith
backgrounds, but also different social classes, family dynamics,
cultures and languages, and so on. Some are wealthy while some
are homeless; some received higher education from prestigious
universities while some have no formal education; some are
immigrants from other countries and some came all the way from
abroad to receive treatment here; some have nonstop visits from
families and friends at bedside, while some have none. When
people come to the hospital, regardless of their family situations
or social status, everyone faces the common conditions of sickness
and death.

Witnessing such a vivid display of birth, aging, sickness, and
death every day has drawn me closer to Buddhadharma. Every day,
Monday to Friday, after finishing my own morning recitation, I
bike or walk to the hospital for work. While working, I try to be
mindful of my feelings, thoughts, and physical sensations, hoping
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that by doing so, I can focus my attention on the patients
while remaining a certain degree of self-awareness. However, it
did not take me long to realize that my skills are insufhicient.
This has motivated me to continue spiritual cultivation while
working.

Now, please let me share an example!

I remember that in the beginning of the training, I felt
pressure, as everything was new to me. After two weeks of
initial training and familiarizing ourselves with the hospital
environment, we officially started visiting patients, and I was
still feeling a bit nervous at the time. Sometimes, I would
pacing in front of the patient’s room before entering.

Every trainee was assigned to four designated floors of
different service lines. One day, I received a call from a nurse
on the oncology floor who asked me if I could provide care
to a patient who was about to be discharged. I immediately
arrived. The patient was a caucasian American veteran. After
I introduced myself, he said, “Oh, I'm a Christian, I'm fine! I
pray every day. I don’t need any help!” I replied, “Okay. May I
come back later?” He replied, “Come back if you want.”

When I returned to his room in the afternoon, I heard him
being rude to the nurse, even using coarse language. After the
nurse left, as I was about to enter the room, he saw me and
immediately said, “Now is the worst time for spiritual care!”
For some reason, I still walked in. When I stood quietly in front
of him and before I said a word, he lowered his head and began
to recount all the suffering he went through. He, as a veteran,
fought in two wars in his early years, and later struggled with
alcohol addiction. Now, he was admitted to the oncology floor.
I did not have a chance to read his medical charts to know
more details of his medical situation before this visit.

After sharing for a while, he stopped, raised his head, and
said, “Do you have a mantra?” As a Christian, his asking about
mantras might mean something different, but back then, I
had just begun the training and had little skills in asking open
questions in order to understand better what he was asking
for. The mantra that I know and am most familiar with is the
Great Compassion Mantra. Thus, I briefly introduced the
Great Compassion Mantra’s background as well as Guanyin
Bodhisattva to him, and asked, “Are you interested in hearing
the Great Compassion Mantra? If you are, I can recite it for
you.” He replied, “Yes.”
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When I started to recite “Namo Guan Shi Yin Great
Compassion Bodhisattva,” he started to follow by putting
palms together and mimicking my voice. Then, I closed
my eyes, and with my most sincere heart, I recited the
Great Compassion Mantra for this American veteran. I
heard that he was trying to mimic my recitation too.

When I finished the recitation and opened my eyes, I
saw that the American veteran’s face was covered in tears.
He said, “Thank you so much! Now I know why you are
here today. God created everyone in his perfect image, and
I hope to always carry this heart to see myself and to live. I
didn’t mean to hurt the nurses who take care of me. I hope
they’ll forgive me. Thank you for coming!”

I was actually very exhausted that day, but after seeing
this patient, I felt a sense of lightness and ease. He was the
first patient who truly inspired me.

During subsequent training days, I discovered that
whenever I had false thoughts about how things should
be — for example, feeling good about visiting a patient
the previous day and then approaching the next visit with
a sense of scheming mind or desire to prove my worth,
thus seeing patients for my own sake — if I carried such
false thoughts, the experience often didn’t turn out as I
had expected.

However, at times when my mind is calm, serene, and
free from false thought, approaching patients with such a
mindset always results in interactions that leave me feeling
light and at ease, without any sense of fatigue.

In the past nine months, I encountered all sorts of
patients and their family members. All of them are my
teachers, each of them teaching me how to respect the
differences of life. In this training, I believe that the one
who benefitted the most is myself.

I often find connections with Buddhism throughout
the duration of this training, such as the impartiality
and compassion of Guanyin Bodhisattva as described in
the “Universal Door Chapter” in Lotus Sutra. When 1
visit patients or interact with their family members, their
perspectives are often vastly different, so I always think
about how to listen more attentively and communicate
more effectively based on their needs and circumstances.

Therefore, it is not about giving what I want to give but
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about providing what they need. By receiving this
training and learning opportunity, I hope that I will be
able to use Buddhadharma to cultivate continuously
and make progress while working. Amitabha! #
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Guanyin Saves Man from Robbers
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From the Collected Works of Master Yin Guang (1861-1940)

English Translated by Brian Bye Sheng Chung
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In the 19% year of the Republic, a young man from Suzhou by the
name of Guo Zhensheng was the proprietor of a small paper shop
on Jingde Road. One day, he accompanied one of his elder relatives
to Baoguo Temple to take refuge in the Buddhadharma. Master Yin
Guang told him: “We now live in times of chaos and danger, you
ought to recite the name of Amitabha and Avalokitesvara often.”
Unfortunately, being young and impulsive, he did not heed the
advice and dismissed it.

During the winter of the next year, Guo Zhensheng went to
Shanghai on business, but was stuck when conflict broke out, and
he could not return home. In fear, he sheltered in place until the
new year, but the fighting continued. Unwilling to wait further and
wanting to go home, he decided to take a longer route to bypass the
fighting, which had severed the main railway line. He thus boarded
a small ferry to Jiaxing. As the chaos of war spread everywhere,
river pirates infested the waterway and often robbed the ferryboats.
At this point, he remembered Master Yin Guang’s words, and he
silently recited the holy name of Avalokitesvara.

At nightfall, they were indeed boarded by robbers. They robbed
the first class cabins first (he was in second class) before turning
on the poorer passengers of second class. Everyone was robbed, yet
Guo Zhensheng, a large man wearing a leather coat, was completely
overlooked by the robbers. He was the only one to be unscathed.
This was because the Buddha’s protecting light prevented the robbers
from seeing him.

Recitation of the name of Amitabha and or Avalokitesvara
Bodhisattva is a wondrously efficacious way to dissolve disasters and
turn misfortune into fortune. The unwise who refuse to recite are

helpless before karmic creditors and ripening evil karma. %





