A Forthright Mind Will

Lead to the Ultimate Truth
—Talks on Meditation and Fasting experience by Dharma Master Lai
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To the Buddhas and Bodhisattvas, the Venerable
Master, and to the Great Assembly, Amitofo!
The people at Berkeley Buddhist Monastery
have asked that I give a talk tonight. I am not
very good with sutra lecturing, I am not even
sure my talk will be of any good to you but
here I am anyway talking to you this evening.
On any given Saturday, whether it is nearby or
around the world, everyone has a chance to hear
the Buddha Dharma directly broadcasted from
the BBM. I am not the scholarly type, and so
I won't be talking about the sutras. In fact, my
talk would very much bore you or even become
useless to you if I spoke on that subject. I am,
however. better at stories, so I will be sharing
with you some stories from my experiences with

the Master.

Chan is Simple

When I was still a lay person and stayed at the
Gold Mountain Monastery on Mission district
in San Francisco, I practiced Chan extensively.
In those days, every time we did a Chan session,
Shih-fu had us sit for 21 hours in a day. But the
21 hour sitting was not all continuous. We got up

at each hour and walked for twenty minutes. We
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would sit for an hour and walk again for twenty minutes. Shih-fu would usually
come two or three times during the day and gave a kaishi (f7R), a talk, and
Chan was just really this simple.

I was extremely attached to meditating. I used to sit all day and night,
staying still for 24 hours without leaving the Buddha hall. One time when I was
sitting on a Chan bench facing the wall, I tried really hard to concentrate on my
huatou, Shr Fu stopped in, bent over and asked, “What doing?” I replied, “Shr
Fu, I am trying to Kaiwu” (get enlightened). He says, “No, stupid. You don’t
kaiwu this way. The more you attach to kaiwu, the less it will come your way.
And also don’t be attached to Chan. Practicing Chan is no different from any
other practice and you should not be attached to a practice. Just like bowing,
you should just bow. If reciting Amitabha, you just recite Amitabha. Doing
Chan, you just do Chan. Everything ‘is’, basically there is no such thing as Chan
School, no such things as Amitabha School; no such thing as teaching school.”
All these separate Dharma doors are made by these Schools because of their
attachment. When the Buddha was in the world, there were no Five Schools.
People just spoke the Dharma and lectured on sutras. All the other Dharma
doors are expediting devices, therefore, don't be attached to them.

From Shih-fu I leaned to be patient and realized that “everything just is.”
Shr Fu used to say everything is good (henhao 1R4F) and everything is just right.
Whether you're walking, sitting, or lying down, everything is good, free, and
easy. If you can keep this attitude in mind and become unattached to cultivating
in any particular way, then you will naturally become awakened in time when
your time comes. This was wisdom, a great example of Shr Fu.

This works for me but I dont want to represent that what Shr Fu told me
would apply equally well to others for each individual is different based on his or
her ability. Sometimes we have people tape records of Shr Fu and use his words
to make an argument that was so out of the context. I learned from many years of
being with Shr Fu that he had different ways to say the same thing, all based on
the ability of the person. A real teacher doesn’t make great proclamation about
things. He accords with conditions and he teaches according to conditions of
the people. So if people have a preference for bowing, then bowing is a good way
to cultivate. In fact, there was always a Kuan-yin or Amitabha recitation so we
bowed first before we engaged in Chan sessions.

Shr Fu said that practicing Chan is the most straightforward method to obtain
Enlightenment. Chan is the astronaut’s school of Enlightenment. Just as it is the
fastest, it is also the most difficult method. Perhaps only one in a hundred could
really gain Enlightenment through meditation, like the Patriarch Bodhidharma,
or the Sixth Patriarch. In cultivation, you don’t want to be attached to any one
school; simply accept your abilities, where they are and work with them and
they eventually will grow. Shr Fu also says the fact that you are walking, sitting,
or lying down; all that is also part of Chan as well. Chan is the same as the
Precepts School. When meditating, you don’t break any precept unless your
mind begins to false think. As far as the rest of the schools such as the Chan
School, the Teaching School, the Precepts School, the Pure Land School and the

Secret School, they are all intermingled and are complementary to each other
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according to Shr Fu. So
if you really cultivate,
any kind of Dharma
door would make you

just as happy. Shr Fu

used to teach all these
Dharma doors, all these
Schools, and said that
we should practice all
of them irrelevant of its
denomination.

So that was my brief
talk. I only talked about
my own experiences for
Buddhist.  Philosophy
is not my best topic.
Truthfully, I was not
even attracted to the
Buddhist
at all. T knew nothing
about Buddhism when

I met the Master except

philosophy

DM HengLai (Guo Hui) in 1974 1974F(B5468M (8£O)
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the book by poet Gary
Snyder when I was about 23. I was living on San Juan Island, Washington and
read his Riprap and Cold Mountain Poems about Han Shan, of Cold Mountain.
He had translated some of the 300 poems in this book. The moment I read
these poems, I said to myself, “Wow!”. Later our Master commented on Han
Shan in VBS #27 “Bodhi Seal of the Patriarchs”.

Han Shan was a scruffy old monk who lived in a cave in the Tien-tai
Mountains and he would come down to monasteries to beg for food and then
go back to his cave and the one way trip is a long 22 Kilometers from the
temple. He had a friend who was a kitchen worker by the name Shih-te (}&
%), “Pick-up.” They would laugh and have a great time together. I was really
excited when I read Gary Synder’s interpretation for he made Buddhism easily
accessible and understandable for many Americans. This was how I became
interested in Buddhism.

Shr Fu was well aware of my attachment before I even joined the old Gold
Mountain Monastery. He knew I tended to have lots of false thinking and even
misunderstood what Chan was really about. To grasp some basic knowledge
about Chinese meditation practices, I started to read some Zen books and
visited a few Zen centers in order to further understand their practices. When I
came to Gold Mountain, Shr Fu would say, “Ok, everybody sits. We sit for one
hour. And then we walk for twenty minutes. If somebody next to you slightly
nods off but are not disturbing, you can leave them alone. If they become loud
or noisy, you need to wake them up.” I thought, “That’s very casual.” It was not

until I began sitting did I realize it was not as easy as I thought.
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This 21 hour sit was serious Chan and that was really what Shr
Fu wanted us to do, to “wake up” or get enlightened through this
practice. But it was not just practice alone, the practice teacher is
equally important. In fact, he is a key component to your practice.
He is a good knowing advisor to provide support, direction, and
guidance throughout your practice. In the case of Shr Fu, he would
sometimes give us instructions on what we should concentrate on
when we meditate. That is called huatuo, or meditation subjects.
We ask, “Who?” “Who is the person sitting here?” This may seem
like an absurd question to begin with, but that is the start of a
serious Chan investigation. Shr Fu would also tailor the meditation
topic based on causes and conditions of each individual. This is the
main reason you need a good knowing advisor, to help make your

Chan meditation seriously meaningful.

Know Yourself: To Fast or Not To Fast

DM Jin Fan: “It is my first time sitting next to Dharma Master
Lai. I feel very fortunate and I would like to ask some questions that
have been on my mind for quite some time. I know the Venerable
Master Hua had taught a fasting dharma in which one would stay
fasting for a straight 18 days. If that works out, one then goes on
to a more advanced level and fast for 36 days. Dharma Master Lai,
you have fasted several times for 36 days, would you please share
some of the insights and experiences in the fasting practice?

My other question is in regard to food. Dharma Mater Lai, you
would fill your bowl with just enough food and you would finish
eating while others were still enjoying their lunch. The amount of
food you consume seems to be a lot less than what others would
consume in a meal. Logically speaking, having a good height and
a well-built body frame, wouldn’t you need to eat more to sustain
your body mass? Please share with us and give us some instructions
on food and eating.”

DM Lai: I dont recall how it all started but the first fasting
session dated back in the 70s. The original people involved were
Shr Fu’s first batch of disciples. Shr Fu said, “Ok, those who want
to fast can start by doing it for a week to ten days.” Ten days is a
short fasting time and needs no special instructions. However, if
it is more than ten days, one needs to follow procedures. These
procedures actually came from the secret Dharma school and
since it is secret Dharma, I would not be able to tell you much,
but what I can say is that we don't fast for obvious reasons. You
need to proceed with caution when fasting for it can become life
threatening when you do it wrong, hence, the importance of having
a good knowing advisor. You need him to guide you through it.

So everyone at the GMM decided to try the 10 day fast. It
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was not very easy but we did it. A few months later, we tried
again and this time it was for 18 days. The fasting increment goes
for 10 days, then 18, 36, 72 days. After that, one can go on for
six months and from there, you actually get fed from Gods. A
Bhikshuni in Hong Kong had achieved this level of fasting. She
did it in a cave, she was said to have gotten fed from God and Shr
Fu certified her. I and the former Heng Kuang along with a third
person have all tried the 18 day fast. Heng Sure tried the 10 day
fast and at the end, Shr Fu told him to quit. Fasting was just not
Heng Sure’s Dharma door.

Back to the technique, the first 10 days of fasting was most
difficult. Your greed for food intensifies on the third or the
fourth day into the practice, but we remained unmoved and kept
practicing. In addition, we were also required to follow the daily
schedule in the Buddha hall. When everyone went for lunch meal,
we tagged along to the dining hall but we did not eat. Not only
we did not eat the food but we had to control our temptation
for food. Overcoming the
tantalizing food demanded
quite a skill to master at
first but after about two
weeks, our system started to
shut down somewhat and
it became easier to handle.
Although I lost my greed for
food after two weeks, I had
strange dreams about eating.
I would dream of eating red
blood steak. I told Shr Fu
and he said, “That was all
the meat you ate in past lives
that are coming out of you.
You know you are expelling
all these meat-eating karma.
You just expunge it, get rid
of it!” That was Shr Fu’s
explanation about my eating
dreams.

Shr Fu also instructed
us on how to resume eating
after a fasting period. We
have to come off very, very
slowly. It was not an issue for Stephen Lovett (HISELEERH) -
us since we were kind of use
to eating nothing by then. He

let us have some rice gruel or Heng Kuan.
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72 EIH : Richard Josephson (BIIBZE;%6M)

Three cultivators completed the 18 and 36 day fasting session in 1976.
From left: Richard Josephson, formerly Dharma Master Heng Kong,
Dharma Master Heng Lai, and Stephen Lovett,formerly Dharma Master
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rice mixed with soup. No salt or soy sauce added, no nuts, and brown
rice was not even an option, just plain rice for our diet at that time. After
three days, we could add apple slices in our rice gruel. And then after the
fifth day, we could start eating more foods. In fact, going into a fasting
session was not that difficult, but coming off of it was most difficult for
me. When you come off a fast, your life comes to life again and you want
to grab food. You can be so uncontrolled in the amount you want to
intake that it can become very dangerous for the body to process so much
food all at once. Unfortunately,
one of us was in that situation,
he could not endure the slow
pace; he just broke into the
refrigerator and started eating
intensively. He got so ill that
Shr Fu had to come and rescue
him before he got into deadly
trouble.

A few more months went
by, and we tried a 36-day fast
together. The most difficult
period was the third and fourth
weeks as we became extremely
weak and our energy level
reached so low. One would risk
his or her life if one was not
careful. But we were able to
finish the fasting session. The
key to survive such a fasting is
to settle your mind down and
slow your metabolism, then
you can go into a hibernate
mode like a bear. We differed

from the street protesters in

Gold Mountain Monastery in 1974
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that they do not know how to

cultivate. They instead harbor

so much anger and energy that their mind consumes all the proteins and
they eventually starve to death. We on the other hand, have our Master
with us and taught us how to slow down our system so we could go
through the starvation.

During our fasting, we were still being asked to keep up with our Chan
session and the twenty minutes walking meditation was the hardest. We
have lost so much strength that we barely managed to drag ourselves in
the Buddha Hall. It was unbelievably tough. I remember I kept telling
Shr Fu, “Shr Fu I feel like I am 90 years old.” But he said, “Yeah, that’s
how it is.” But the best part was that I got a very clear mind. It was

clear because you are in basic survival mode then and your whole brain
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is completely aware of everything. At the end of our fasting session, we all
looked so out of shape, bony and skinny as if we just got out of war camp.
My mother was horrified when she saw me one time.

Another thing I like to point out is the amount of water intake. If you
have it too much, the water will go straight into your leg and they will
become swollen around your ankles, which is very bad and could be very
dangerous. Shr Fu was very strict on instructing us to drink only one glass
of water a day, just enough to rehydrate our body. We were basically in a
lock down mode. That’s why Shr Fu wanted us to sit in Chan so that we
could simply focus on our huatou, the meditation topic. It was very easy
to cultivate Chan then as your body is lighter and you can sit comfortably
and stay in the lotus all day without hurting yourself. You can just recite
and focus on your meditation topic all day. The only thing is you still need
to deal with your internal demons. Everybody has his or her own. Mine
was the food demons that manifested. But with Shr Fu’s explanation of
the cause, I was not so concerned about it after all. It was very instructive
and a very good cultivation, and our former Dharma brother, later on
completed a 72-day fast. I never went that far though.

According to the Master, we should just have rice gruel alone and that
would go on for three or four days before we could add small slices of
apple to the rice. Then slowly we can mix our rice gruel with other food
but we had to do it very moderately. No solid or oily food like spring rolls
yet. We only resumed our normal diet until after a couple of weeks later
but not for our Dharma brother who would go for large amount of food
the moment he completed the fasting session. He therefore got himself
into serious problems several times and Shr Fu had to intervene and got
him under control.

When you are fasting during your first ten days, your desire of food
was still strong, especially with the fresh smell of cooked food in the dining
hall, keeping your Samadhi going was not that easy to do. However, Shr
Fu still insisted that we sit in the dining hall as part of the practice. This
teaching was not only to help suppress your desire for food; it ultimately
aims at breaking your attachment to the body and to the mind over time.
Therefore, after a while, you desire less food and you can even do without
it. It matters really not whether you have lunch today or not.

Many people fasted during the GMM days including DM Heng Chih
if I remember correctly. People would come to Shr Fu to repent and make
vows. I had a vow which I thought was great and told Shr Fu about it. ‘I
want to make a vow to only eat raw food, no cooked food’. He agreed,
but after a few weeks, he asked ‘why are you eating this kind of food like
this?’ I said “Shr Fu, I thought this would be a good cultivation.” “Eh,
this is stupid, stupid cultivation. What kind of stupid vow is this?” He
would still let you do it, he would let you go so far and then suddenly
he would decide to retract it. Some people said, “I am only going to eat
fruit. I am going to be a fruit monk, like the fruit monk, the famous fruit

monk from Taiwan.” Maybe you know about him or maybe you don’.
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He was a cultivator in Taiwan. I had a chance to visit him one time
with Shr Fu and all he would do was eat fruit. He did that for years
and years. Some people make those vows for a while. Shr Fu also did
this at different periods of time. It is not uncommon for people to try
different dharma doors so they know which cultivation suits them best

for each individual was made with different causes and conditions.

Cultivate, Master Will Be There

Audience: Do you miss Shr Fu?

DM Lai: I only miss him when I'm not cultivating. If you are
cultivating, you won’t miss him for He will be right with you. Shr Fu is
a Bodhisavatta and he will come alive as soon as you cultivate the way.
They are your good knowing advisors, your good friends. Shr Fu is your
good friend and he will be right here. Shr Fu indicated to me one time
that he and I go back quite many lives together and we are all friends.
And over the many years, I realize he has been a friend not only to me
but with everybody he came across. He has been their good knowing
advisor for many lives. He was a good advisor not only to people but
animals too. Those pigeons and pheasants we release during Liberating
Life, turtles all were Shr Fu’s disciples including the mule at CTTB.

There is a story about Han Shan and Shih-te of Cold Mountain
fame. One day some monks of Guoqing Temple were teaching precepts
to some novices. As they were studying, they heard a lot of noise nearby.
It turned out that Han Shan was dragging a stubborn water buffalo
behind him. The head monk started scolding Han Shan for being so
noisy. “Idiot! Why are you making so much noise? Can't you see we
are teaching the Precepts?” Han Shan replied, “Isn’t not getting angry a
Precept?” He turned to the water buffalo and started scolding the water
buffalo, “See, why you are a water buffalo? It was because in the past
lives, you were always getting angry.” The water buffalo started crying as
Han Shan led it away. It turned out that Shih-te was the transformation
of Samantabhadra and Han-Shan was the transformation of Mafjusri.
Feng-gan, who also was from this monastery, was a transformation of
Amitabha Buddha.

So these kinds of things happen all through the streams of Buddha
dharma. It’s the same with Shr Fu. If you miss Shr Fu, it means you are
not cultivating. You all are sad and crying because Shr Fu was not here.
Take a look at yourself, turn the light on and look at yourself. Why
you crying and what are are you so sad about? All you have to do is to
cultivate and Shr Fu will be right with you.

So I think I have bored you enough. Please take a break. While
I don’t have good things to say, I have a lot of stories to tell. You can

come to Snow Mountain. I will tell you stories up there. &
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