
INTERVIEW WITH JESSE BERG, SERMON ASSISTANT 
 

Q: How did your center get its start in St. Louis? 
 
A: I’ve only been a member here for maybe three or four years, [but] it was started a long time 
ago. [About] fifteen or twenty years ago. Lama Chökyi Lodü [our parish priest] was invited here 
from a group of students who were just practicing meditation, and they really wanted a teacher. 
So, they requested a teacher through Fo Guang Shan, a buddhist organization. They sent Lama 
Chökyi here (at the time known as Sha'ul, his first name). He became a teacher to train them, and 
then stuck around after they wanted him to stay. He never really intended to come here, but he 
[ended up] here, and he stayed here for more than ten years. And then, a little over a year ago, he 
had to leave, for a lot of different reasons. My partner, Emily, and I along with a lot of other 
Sangha members took it upon ourselves to move our center to somewhere that was more 
affordable, because we could no longer pay rent. [Lama Chökyi’s] most ardent supporters and 
disciples moved with him to Minnesota, and we were kind of feeling left. [However], we made it 
work. We moved to a cheaper space, [the space we are at right now]. I love this space, and it’s a 
great little neighborhood right near my house. We set everything up ourselves and invited him to 
help us with that project, and now he is still our spiritual director but he [sic] Skypes in [every 
Sunday]. So now it’s actually a lot more community run since he’s not here as much. It’s kind of 
neat! 
 
 
Q: So [that commitment] shows your devotion to your faith here, that even though he is far away 
you can connect with him? 
 
A: You know, I don’t think about it like that much, but you’re right. That [whole process] was a 
very devotional thing and it really did build my faith. It was about a month of just moving, what 
with all this stuff and [gestures towards the center shrine] these things on top of the shrine, like 
the giant statue, can’t just be moved. You have to do a lot of rituals around that, and I’m not even 
allowed to touch [it].  
 
 
Q: Do you have a fairly loyal congregation from the area?  
 
A: We probably have between six and ten people who [can be considered] members. Then we 
have about five people on our board. It varies as people move or come, but we do maintain 
between five and ten people that come every Sunday.  
 
 



Q: Are there any texts in particular that you use in religious studies or in service? 
 
A: We have an open collection of texts for use during the service, and then I have my own 
personal texts that differ. This center is more of a [sic] generalist, open for everyone [style]. It’s 
not necessarily any specific lineage, you don’t have to join our lineage to come here. It’s very 
open. It’s nonsectarian. A lot of our texts are Chan tradition, which is the Chinese version of 
Zen, and other s are the Tibetan tradition. 
 
 
Q: Is there any message you’d like to get out to people who are interested in coming to your 
center, or who are interested in Buddhism in general? 
 
A: I just think that we’re a very great place to start off. This is where I felt most comfortable 
when I was trying to find a place to go to. I’d always been interested, personally, in Buddhism, 
but it’s different coming to a service than just reading. Our teacher talks a lot about the “Barnes 
and Noble” Buddhist [laughs]. You can do that, and it’s fine, but it’s not the same as actually 
being with a community, and learning from someone who has experience and that can guide you 
on the path. Otherwise you’re kind of in your own mind doing … I don’t know what you’re 
doing. You’re trying to do meditation, but it’s hard to do without guidance. I’d say, find a 
community where you’re comfortable. If you’d be comfortable here, great, we want you to be 
here, and there’s a lot of other small groups around. Just find the one that matches with you. You 
can learn through all different religions, but even within Buddhism you can learn many different 
practices, and they’re all different. They all have their own flavor. People resonate with different 
ones, so find the one you really like. For me, this place worked, and for other people, there’s 
other places too. 
 


