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Anecdotes on the 8 day LA Retreat

KEIBIH AR/ ETPE

Upon hearing the good news that the Master will
come to the US to lead a 8 day meditation retreat in
L.A., we happily started searching for a suitable
location. After much searching and consideration,
JTRC appears to be the best choice. Itis the oldest
meditation retreat center on the West Coast, a
peaceful and quiet site located in the desert land of
California, and used by many well known spiritual
teachers in the past. Upon learning that the Master
is leading this retreat at no charge to the students,
the center agreed to lease the facility to us at a con-
siderable discounted rate, although the cost was
still substantial, a challenge we had to overcome.

Another major challenge was putting together the
kitchen crew. Due to local county regulations, any-

38 | zergtw-temromesia

one who works in the kitchen in any capacity must
complete a safe food handling course and pass the
exam to obtain a certificate. Further, most dhamma
friends in LA do not have experience cooking for
large number of people, and many found the task of
the kitchen crew too daunting to volunteer. Plus, all
of us have not attended Master’'s meditation retreat
before so naturally some dhamma friends truly
hope not to miss the precious opportunity to learn
during the retreat. Due to these and other reasons,
it was hard to identify sufficient number of volun-
teers and a crew leader for the kitchen. | attempted
to hire outside Chinese vegetarian chef for this re-
treat, but unfortunately they were unavailable. In
the end, Fa-Ping took on the role of kitchen crew
leader upon her return to the US, and Eka served



as the lead assistant, and shortly before the retreat
started, Fa-Rong & Fa-Bi from Seattle, and Fa-Yeh
from NYC also volunteered. They became our

brave kitchen crew.

| also arranged a professional helper with the
dishes, who also worked for us a few hours a day at
exceptional discount, after learning more about the
Sangha. We also invited the dhamma friends in LA,
if they are able to prepare a dish in advance in suffi-
cient quantity for 40 people that can be easily fro-
zen and transported, and a number of dhamma
friends did so. The week before the retreat, Fa-
Ping and Eka then did a lot of grocery shopping,
comparing prices and quality across stores, planned
out the daily menu, and bought several car loads of
food items, and cooked some of the dishes at our
house beforehand. These were intended to reduce
some of the cooking time for the kitchen crew, so
they can still have a little time for Master's dhamma
discourse or meditation practice.

All of the kitchen crew worked together for the first
time, worked hard and diligently to prepare meals
with their heart, so each meal was particularly deli-
cious. After the initial intensity of fighting for every
second to prepare the meals on time, and learning
to work with each other, as they worked all day into
the evening, when | stopped by during some of their
preparation hours, | can hear their laughters and
sense their joy in serving the Sangha and all the
In the end, to the
amazement of all the attendees, everyone tasted a

attendees with their heart.

variety of delicious, nutritious hot vegetarian meals
in the desert each day.

Another challenge to overcome was ride arrange-
ment. JTRC was about 2.5 hours driving distance

away from most dhamma friends in LA, not to men-
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tion some come from Northern California (about 8
hours away), and some flew in from other states
such as Washington and Texas. In addition to ar-
ranging rides for some of the dhamma friends, there
were also considerable stuff to move to the center
that needed to be transported, such as the Buddha
Statue, meditation pads and cushions, food items
and cookware. Our “dhamma wheel’” committee
leader was Jason Yen (Fa- Chao), however, right
before the retreat, his car broke down completely
and needed a ride himself. After coordinating with
the center, and with the help of a number of
dhamma friends, we were able to move most of the

needed items the day before.

During this retreat, in the midst of the quiet desert
land, the Master gave very direct and practical
teaching that can apply to our day to day lives.
Given most of us are far from the stage of attaining
enlightenment, Master’s teaching to us focuses on
how to live our life well, reduce our suffering, and
make our life better by actively taking actions in the
present to influence the conditions or factors that
contribute to the problems we face in our lives. His
teachings helped us establish the right attitude to
face our lives and our challenges, one that is active,
diligent in toiling in the present, to do what we can
do and should do now, to solve our problems. With
a humane understanding of our human needs, Mas-
ter's teaching of dhamma has a simple clarity:
dhamma is to see the causes of our problems in the
present, and by acting to change those causes we
can influence the cessation of our problems and
suffering. Master also prompts us to think about the

direction of our life and what we can do in our lives.
Each of the Venerables also taught us something

valuable. For example, on the first day of the re-

treat, we just realized the Venerables will wash their
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own bowls rather than using the dish washer in the
kitchen, and we did not prepare any dish washing
sponge in their sleeping quarters. | was about to go
to the market when Ven. Bhikkhu Mokkhadipa told
me that he had cut a dish washing sponge to six
pieces to be used by the Venerables, insisting that
there is no need to spend money to buy new ones
for them. This simple gesture says a lot about how
the Sangha treats and minimizes the efforts of lay

Bhikkhu
Dhammadisa was assigned to strike the gong dur-

devotees to provide for their needs.

ing set intervals of each day. The gong loaned to
us from the center became broken on the 3™ day,
but he found ways to make use of it, but asked that
| asked permission to use it that way. Morning and
evening | see his consistent steps in his torn shoes
performing his assigned duty each day, with humil-
ity, dedication, and simplicity. Ven. Tissara gave us
teachings on Anapana on the first day, and also
taught us the exercises following meditation. She
also stayed busy tirelessly answering questions
from various dhamma friends. Ven. Bhikkhu
Mokkhadipawas concerned about ensuring the
kitchen crew has an opportunity to learn the
dhamma during the retreat, and worked with Ven.
Tissara and Fa Li to set up the recorded teachings
of the Master each morning so the kitchen crew
would not miss the Master’s teachings. Bhikkhu
Citta Sang Varo led the morning chanting sessions
with his solid voice. Bhikkhu Nanadipa managed
the video recording of all of Master’s sessions, and
also took care of the Master’s daily needs with dili-
gence, and still found time to meditate and practice.
Ven. Bodhidipa led the giving homage to triple gem
at the start and end of each session; he is also re-
sponsible to enforce the rules of the retreat, and he
also helped answer questions in the meditation hall
when he sees dhamma friends need assistance.

Each of the Sangha members used their heart in do-

40 | srestrworeutomezs iz g

ing what they could by words or by deed to assist the
dhamma friends learn and benefit from this retreat.

On the night of Thanksgiving, Master talked about
being grateful for the past, but most importantly to
cherish the present, and devote effort in the pre-
sent. Master talked about those who have lost
loved ones, and stressed it is not possible to forget
the past, but make the present better in light of the
past. For example, missing a deceased child, one
can devote one’s love for that child to the other chil-

dren who are alive now.

One day at a distance, | watched the Master giving
private lecture to the Venerables after lunch, every-
one listening intently, and the Master using his
heart to instruct his disciples. It was a moving
scene, like a father teaching his children, some-
times in stern tone, but you can tell that the purpose
was intended to help make sure the disciples not be
lost on the right path.

Fa-Pei and Fa-Ce, two young ladies from Malaysia,
helped take photography during the retreat, and
their youth and liveliness brought a sense of life to
this desert land. Staff at the center was also quite
helpful and responsive to address problems that
arose such as occasional problems with the heater
or plumbing. All the volunteers involved were de-
lighted to help with the lighting, audio equipment,
etc. As the days progressed, it was visible and palpa-
ble that the faces of all participants were filled with the
joy of dhamma and a deep sense of gratitude.

Grateful to the Master for the precious dhamma
teaching with both words and deeds, to guide us
out of the distress and sorrow of this life, and to live

a vibrant, constructive life.
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