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The Western monk

by Bhiksu Youmin

he tradition of chanting
Tthe “Dedication of Merit”,
which is universal among all
Chinese Buddhist ceremonies, was
beautifully translated into English
and sung with a guitar ...... by a
senior Western monk!

This was my impression of Rev.
Heng Sure when I first met him at
Berkeley Buddhist Monastery —
beside his fluency in Mandarin, his
Buddhist wisdom, and his sense of
humor in preaching the Avatamsaka
Stutra to audiences of different
ethnical background. Indeed, Prof.
Tu had advised me to be mentally
prepared before attending the
weekly lecture at the monastery:
“Rev. Heng Sure is a special
monk, very different from what
we would expect of our tradition,”
Prof. Tu said.

And he was right. Ordained
more than three decades ago by
Rev. Xuan Hua (well-known for
his strict monastic practices) Rev.
Heng Sure was among the first
few Westerners who became the
disciples of this Buddhist monk

from the Far Eastern tradition. As
a young man who had decided to
dedicate his life to the sangha, he
and Martin Verhoeven initiated
a pilgrimage journey from Los
Angeles to the City of Ten Thousand
Buddha at Ukiah some 800 miles
away, all the way walking and
bowing and sleeping in a small
van by the road. And in order
to overcome his attachment to
talking, the Reverend
even observed

the vow

of silence for a period of six years
during and after the challenging
pilgrimage.

“l was a musician when | was
young,” he said. And so he gave up
his passion in guitar immediately

after his ordination and

never thought he would
pick it up again. Some
years later his master
asked him to use his
talent to write and
sing Buddhist songs
while teaching
the Dharma.
He hesitated
at first.
“Could a

“May all become compassionate and wise......

may all become compassionate and wise.”

monk do that?”” he thought. And he
did it. He might be the first Buddhist
monk in the Chinese tradition who
sings and plays the guitar in public,
both in the West and in the East.
Rev. Heng Sure once took me to
a conference on interfaith dialogue
hosted by a local university where
he was giving a talk on Buddhist
ethics. There were scholars and
practitioners from various faiths at
the conference seriously engaging
in the dialogue of religious ethical
conducts. Facing the big crowd,
we were the only Buddhist
representatives and the participants
were eager to hear Rev. Heng
Sure’s speech after they had heard
much about the topic
from the Muslim and
Hindu perspectives.
“No killing, no
stealing ...... ”. he
started singing about the Buddhist
five precepts using his soft tone and
the guitar after a brief introduction.
Everyone was invited to join the
singing and soon a choir was formed

inside the packed conference

ear reader,

My name is Luke Gibson and I am
currently a third year graduate student here
at DDBC. Before I present the English
blog dedicated to DDBC, I would like to
preface this segment with some background
information about what brought me to DDBC
and what has been my experience here.

I was born In San Francisco to an American
father and a French mother, and was brought
up in Southern France where I conducted my
studies until I left for Asia when I was 22. My
encounter with Buddhist thought happened
around the age of 16 when I came across a
French translation of the book ‘The Art of
Happiness’, a dialogue between psychologist
Howard Culter and the Dalai Lama. The idea
contained therein that happiness could be
attained through the conscientious cultivation
of one’s inner ecology of thoughts and
emotions resonated deeply in me, giving me
the first tools that would help me contend with
and eventually overcome the fears that had
crippled me for so long.

During my first year in Taiwan, those seeds
planted at an early age led me to join Dharma
Drum Mountain’s weekly meditation group
for non-native practitioners in Taipei where I
learned about Master Sheng Yen’s teachings,
vision, and the school he had founded.
Towards the end of my second year in Taiwan
I applied to DDBC, which offered to satisfy
both my wish to deepen my understanding
of the Dharma through the study of primary

My Journey &
DDBC’s English Blog

literature, as well as quench my thirst for
the study of languages with the learning of
Sanskrit and Pali and the extensive use of
Chinese in class and daily life. After two years
of studying here, I feel like the college gave
me the space to explore the deeper questions
that had brought me to Asia in the first place,
enriching my thoughts not only with the inputs
of Buddhist philosophy, but also with the
transformative encounters and conversations
with the many great practitioners and friends
that I met here.

My wish to create a blog that would give
an overview of DDBC was thus born of the
gratitude I feel towards the people who have
contributed and continue to work to make it
possible for people like me to deepen their
understanding of Buddhism and progress along
that path. As part of my second year project I
thus decided to set up a small website that would
provide information on a wide range of subjects,
from the founder's vision to the college’s
curriculum, but could also give viewers a felt
sense of campus life by embedding throughout
the blog’s pages a large quantity of pictures. I
still have many things I would like to add to the
blog once I finish writing my thesis and any
suggestion is most welcome.

Having benefited so much from my
experience here, I really wanted to ‘get it out
there’ so that others who share my interests in
Buddhist studies, practice and languages might
learn about this unique institution. Moving
into a different culture will never be free of

A

by Luke Gibson

challenges and hurdles, but my experience
here has been one of finding a truly humble,
accepting and giving community of people,
which is more than I had ever hoped for. In
this day and age, finding community, purpose
and hope is no small ordeal, but after more
than two years of exposure to these ancient
traditions and remarkable people, I feel much
has changed in me since I first set foot on
Taiwan more than four years ago.

If you haven’t yet, please come and check
out the blog at http://ddbc-blog.com/, and
may there always be happiness in you. Sotthi
te hontu sabbada.

DHARMA DEUM BUDDHIST COLLEGE =
AFLACE FOR THE STUDY AND PRACTICE OF BUDDHISM IN TAIWAN

bR

Drem Badshio Callene

who plays the guitar

room. At that moment, I believed,
we all forgot our differences in
religious faiths. At that instance, we
also forgot our differences in skin
colour. And at that point we were
touched deep in our heart by the
rhythm and meaning of the song,
which reminded us of the most
fundamental moral values of being
a person. We felt as one.

Rev. Heng Sure’s use of guitar
and songs in his Dharma preaching
is very successful in the West. |
believed that Rev. Xuan Hua had
made the right decision in using a
Western tradition to propagate the
Dharma to Westerners. The guitar
and the Dharma blend together so
well that I believe Rev. Heng Sure
has surely become a new Buddhist
icon in the West.

Would his preaching style,
however, be accepted in a
more conservative Buddhist
environment such as DDBC?
There were some uncertainties
when Rev. Heng Sure asked me
whether or not he should play
the guitar during his lecture at
DDBC. I could not assure him of
an absolutely positive outcome
from the audience, but I trusted
him. “Please do so,” I asked, as
I believed he would touch the
deepest part of our heart with the
essence of his Buddhist songs
and skillful guitar performance.
And the evening of Dharma talk
turned out to be a great success.
We sang along with melodious
Buddhist songs such as “Praise to
the Buddha” (with the melody of
Amazing Grace), “Yasodhara”,
and of course, my favourite
“Dedication of Merit” before
concluding the talk.

In the past the Buddha used
various means to preach his
people. Hence, in modern society
we should try to use a most
efficient and meaningful way
to spread the Dharma as well.
Of course I am not suggesting
that every monastic should start
singing and playing guitar now
because I can see that every
skillful means has its limitation
and therefore it should conform to
the local circumstances. We have
to use our wisdom to decide which
method is more suitable for our
talent and character, and not afraid
to be creative. In fact, Rev. Heng
Sure once jokingly said that he
had created pressure among junior
monks since they had to follow
his example to play the guitar
in order to teach. He was right,
indeed, in the sense that we should
follow his example of always
maintaining a compassionate heart
and an innovative, open mind.

Finally, “may we all become
compassionate and wise.”
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