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Return to the Mountain 
Reverend Master Koten 

The following article is a transcript of a Dharma Talk offered by Rev. Master 
Koten at the Priory on August 26, 2021. It has been lightly edited. Transcribed by 
Rev. Aurelian 

                                             Homage to the Buddha. 
                                             Homage to the Dharma. 
                                             Homage to the Sangha. 

As most of you know, we were evacuated from our land at the end of June, and we 
returned home yesterday, which is the 25th of August, Wednesday. So, for almost 
two months, we have been evacuated away from the temple, not knowing whether 
or not there would be a temple to come back to, given the fierceness of the fires in 
the area. And, as most of you would have heard, the town, which is our town, 
burned to the ground, along with all amenities and support services. Stores, 
schools, libraries, museums, etc, all gone.  

For the past almost two months we have lived out of hotels and people’s houses, 
for which we are very grateful; and we are grateful to have survived the fire with 
ourselves and our pets (two dogs and a cat) intact, because many of our friends and 
neighbours lost everything in this fire.  

Trying to maintain religious life in the middle of what we went through has been 
very difficult. It is a bit different even than the wandering from place to place that 
they did in early Buddhist times. We were very much stuck on the cusp of not 
knowing what will happen at all, or, as I say, whether or not there was something to 
go back to. We experienced this before when we had to evacuate Botanie Valley in 
2014. We were evacuated then for about a week, so at least we had some idea of 
what to prepare for. And also, while we were in Lillooet, there was an evacuation 
alert there as well, so we had to prepare to leave at a moment’s notice. Through all 
of this we, as well as everybody else, have relied upon the kindness of friends and 
neighbours and the support of strangers. Numerous people have been very helpful. 

When training is stripped down to the bare essentials, as I think it often is with 
people who are very, very busy with jobs or with their children, then it has to come 
down to one’s intention, and to not forget or neglect one’s intention to train oneself 
and to turn towards that, and not become discouraged. Because, of course, 



discouragement is a common feature of being in the type of circumstances we have 
been in.  

In the middle of all of this, one of our members had to be taken to the hospital to 
check for a possible stroke. It turned out not to be a full-blown stroke, but a minor 
transient one, for which we are very grateful. While he was being taken to the 
hospital, I was sitting in Lillooet, when suddenly there came a phone call and email 
to let me know that Lillooet was on evacuation alert. So, I went about gathering up 
the things that we could take with us. I phoned one of our neighbours from the 
Botanie Valley, and they said they would take us, because I can’t drive. And as I 
went about trying to get together those things that were essential — I also had the 
dog and the cat — and, not wishing to obviously overburden somebody who is 
about to take you, your belongings, dog and cat with them in an evacuation, I was 
trying to get everything down to the minimum of what is necessary for continuing 
the Priory. Never mind personal things, which often are, or I found, were not my 
priority.  

As I was doing this, knowing that one person was in the helicopter on the way to 
Lions Gate Hospital and another person was on their way through the bucketing 
rain on a four-hour-drive to Vancouver to be with them, and here I am in Lillooet 
under evacuation alert, the sheer ridiculousness of the situation struck me, and I 
burst out laughing. Ridiculous, in the sense of the law of the universe which says 
that the universe is beyond our personal control, really came home. And how much 
the situation was totally beyond my control. And how much we were relying upon 
the kindness of strangers, the support of people. 

As it turned out, Lillooet was not evacuated, but it was on alert for quite a long 
time, until we had heavy rains, and in the Botanie Valley as well, which has 
dampened down the fire danger, at least in this area. 

It was important during that period of time to not allow oneself to get into 
apocalyptic mode; that is: everything is going wrong and just succumb to that state 
of mind. Perspective under those circumstances helps. As I said, support from 
friends and neighbours and strangers helps. Also, that having other people with you 
— or a pet — helps, as we have proved true for ourselves. 

The monk Ryokan used to say, “When you are someone who is encountering an 
earthquake, be that person, be the person who is encountering an earthquake.” I 
think one aspect of this means that such an encounter produces an effect on body 



and mind independent of one’s will, in the same way as if one were to receive a 
physical injury. Knowing that is so, to be that person, and not attempt to be 
somebody else or somewhere else.  

Too often, when we think of our lives — our bodies and minds and lives — we 
think that the purpose of our lives is to preserve these intact; but that isn’t really so. 
Our bodies and minds will wear out in the course of things. The question is 
whether we wear them out in training; whether we wear them out in the most 
useful way: in the cleansing of karma, in the being of benefit to others, in giving, in 
cultivating a generous frame of mind. Then, when we do this, our lives become 
worthwhile. And then, when we pass away, there will remain the scent of incense. 

                              Homage to all the Buddhas in all worlds. 
                              Homage to all the Bodhisattvas in all worlds. 
                              Homage to the Scripture of Great Wisdom. 

News 

August 2021 

As most people know, a catastrophic fire tore through the Village of Lytton on June 
30, 2021. It followed several days of extreme, unprecedented heat, with 
temperatures on the day of the fire reaching 49.6 C (121 F). The fire was intense, 
hot, fast, and devastating. In 26 minutes, most of the town of Lytton was 
completely destroyed. Two people died, and it is considered a miracle that there 
were not more deaths. People fled with the clothes on their backs and most people 
were left with nothing.  

The fire quickly spread across the Thompson River and into our own Botanie 
Valley. Reverend Master Koten and Reverend Aurelian were in Hope, BC, south of 
Lytton, staying in an air-conditioned motel that someone had generously offered. 
Reverend Valeria had left earlier for the USA on a family visit. John, our resident 
lay person, evacuated north to Lillooet with our two dogs and cat. The monks went 
to Chilliwack, a small city south of Hope, where an evacuation centre was 
established. Emergency Services provided us with hotel rooms and meals. John 



joined us after a couple of days, but because he had the animals, he had to leave 
after a week; first, to Richmond, BC (a suburb of Vancouver), where some 
congregation members kindly put him up; next back to Lillooet, where other 
members who were away for the summer generously offered their house. After 
several weeks, the evacuation order was lifted in our valley, but the fires above us 
were still very close and we did not feel it was safe to go back, so the three of us 
stayed in Lillooet. We only moved back on August 25 after some heavy rains and 
cooler temperatures, which lessened the fire danger throughout the province.  

During this time, we had two medical issues to deal with, one animal and one 
human. A growth on our dog Lewis’s back required surgery, medication, and a 
period of convalescence. Later, Rev. Aurelian experienced a TIA (transient 
ischemic attack, a mini-stroke), which required an emergency airlift to Vancouver. 
(The symptoms quickly resolved and he is fine now). 

It is very good to be back. Everything feels safe and peaceful now. We are deeply 
grateful for all the support and merit we have received. Over the next few weeks, 
we will assess our new situation. All the amenities, including medical services, 
post office, grocery store, etc, that we depended on in the Village of Lytton are 
gone, and it will take us some time to adjust. 

Announcement 

Because of the loss of postal services in Lytton, our new mailing address is: PO 
Box 128, Lillooet, BC V0K 1V0. Please note: We can only receive packages 
addressed to our post office box; there is no possibility of door-to-door 
delivery. Our phone number remains the same. 

IN GRATITUDE  

The Priory, our community, and our activities are entirely supported by the 
generous donations of congregation members and friends. We receive no 
outside funding from government agencies or the Order of Buddhist 
Contemplatives. We are very grateful for everything that we receive.  

During this difficult summer, we have received numerous financial donations from 
many people. We are deeply grateful for this, as it helped alleviate some of the 
worry that we had. Thank you to everyone who helped.  Our thanks to the 



firefighters of British Columbia and the Structural Protection Unit crews who 
installed a large temporary water tank with pumps and hoses; to Bob and Patti, and 
Chris and Terry for generously opening their homes so that we had a place for 
ourselves and the animals; to everyone who helped out with food and beverages; to 
Sto:lo First Nations in Chilliwack for providing a feast for all evacuees; to the BC 
Emergency Social Services, who provided us with information, lodging, food, and 
emergency necessities; to CN Rail who gave each person a monetary stipend; to 
the people who anonymously paid for our restaurant meals; to the many restaurants 
who waived payment for meals; and to everyone who supported us through their 
many emails, phone calls, and visits. We are very grateful. 

A meditation group of the OBC is located in Edmonton, Alberta.  

For information please contact:  

EDMONTON BUDDHIST MEDITATION GROUP  
10825 – 80 AVENUE EDMONTON, AB T6E 1V9  
WEB: www.serenereflection.org  
PHONE: (780) 433-3088 

Shasta Abbey 

Both the Sept. 10-12  and Oct. 1-2 Introductory Retreats have been canceled. 

The following retreats have yet to be confirmed, depending on circumstances and public health directives: 

Oct. 12-14   Silent Meditation Retreat 

Oct. 28-30   Hungry Ghost Retreat 

Nov. 12-13   Introductory Retreat 

Nov. 17-19   Silent Meditation Retreat 

For more information please contact:  

SHASTA ABBEY  
3724 SUMMIT DRIVE  
MT. SHASTA, CA 96067-9102  
U.S.A  
PHONE: (530) 926-4208 
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