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Did You Know that Everything Is Speaking the Dharma?

H HEALBERMAIAETA4E Kix &

A talk by Bhikshuni Heng Gwei on ]uly 4, 2009 at the 30th Anniversary Celebration of the Founding of CTTB

The Venerable Master, fellow cultivators, good wise teachers!

Venerable Master Hsuan Hua used to say, “Everything is speaking the
wonderful Dharma and is teaching us!” Recently, we had a good educational
lesson at the City of the Dharma Realm (CDR) which I would like to share
by way of a short slide show, with commentary.

There was a huge 50 or 60 year-old pine tree growing on the grounds at
CDR. It was gigantic and beautiful. We often exercised beneath it. Even
though the sun was very hot, it was very comfortable underneath the shade
of that pine [a Monterey Cypress]. The trunk of this large pine tree, however,
had not grown straight and the more the tree aged, the more crooked it got.
Finally, it could no longer support itself and started to lean against two
other adjacent trees. It was difficult for the two adjacent trees to sustain the
weight of this old tree. While we felt sorry for the two adjacent trees, we had
no way to help them or the pine tree either. The only thing we could do was
to watch as the pine grew ever more crooked with time. Finally, last month,
the evening before June 5, there were a few sustained flashes of lightning
during a mild rain storm in the night. My fellow cultivators were all afraid
that the tall pine might fall
over, and they sat by in a
neighboring classroom just
quietly observing it. In the
end, the pine finally did
crash to the ground at about
4:30 the next morning.
Unfortunately, on its way
down, it injured the two

supporting trees. One was
completely snapped off and %@z
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died, while the other barely survived.

The collapse of the pine made me think about the importance of planting
a proper seed or cause from the very beginning — at the outset of whatever it
is that we want to do. When raising a child, for example, we need to provide
a proper education. Likewise, for those who study the Buddha-dharma,
and even left home people, we need to provide a proper education, and
a proper Sangha education to develop characters. Our level of education
determines our future. If the seed or cause is not planted properly in the
first place, then the older and bigger we become, the more crooked and at
risk we are, until finally we can’t fully support ourselves, and we fall. What
a pity!

Confucius taught that the traits and habits we develop when young
become a part of our very nature. In other words, traits and habits
eventually become an integral and natural part of us. Similarly we
beginners—Buddhists just entering the Path—need to pay attention, be
mindful and lay a good foundation. So what is this good foundation
for the study and practice of Buddhism? It is the Six Guidelines handed
down to us by the Venerable Master. How often he has reminded us not
to fight, not to be greedy, not to seek, not to be selfish, not to pursue
personal advantage, and not to lie. If we could actually practice and
accomplish the Six Great Principles we would not only build a good solid
foundation for our lives, but also for perfect Buddhahood itself. But if we
don’t plant such good causes in the first place, then no matter how large
and flashy we grow, we'll still be useless.

By counting the rings inside the trunk of the enormous, fallen pine,
we could see that it was about fifty or sixty years old. But after it fell, it
took not even a week to clean up the mess. By analogy, it is evident that
it takes a lot of time and effort to nurture a person’s character, but ruin
can happen in an instant.

In our daily lives, everything is speaking the wonderful Dharma. Where there
are causes, there most certainly will be effects. The Venerable Master used to
put it this way: "Off by a hair in the beginning, off by a thousand miles in the
end." He meant, of course, that when planting causes we cannot be sloppy
or off even by a little bit in the beginning. So, although we may have many
strong bad habits now, at the time of our own “causes and beginnings,” if we
can just have faith in our Good-Knowing Advisors, follow their guidance, try
to correct ourselves, and encourage ourselves in laying a good foundation, then
perhaps in the end, we will have overcome our bad habits, and will have good
“effects and endings” commensurate with the good “causes and beginnings”
that we planted in the first place. How to do i We need to vow to perfect and
accomplish the Six Great Principles. We need to set goals, and we need to
encourage ourselves to meet those goals.

I remember when the roots of the great tree were first exposed, one of
my fellow cultivators commented: “How strange! Such a big tree, but the
roots are so shallow!” So the pine appeared nice and full on the surface
but underground it actually had shallow roots. So if our own roots are not
deep, even the best of the Dharma can’t penetrate. Perhaps the expression

“trying to scratch with boots on” will illustrate the point. How can we
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even talk about attaining the perfect fruition, of attaining Buddhahood?
So it is important to focus first on the basics and to not go running after
branch-tips while forgetting the root, so to speak. The Venerable Master
said, “If a student of Buddhism just thinks mostly about himself and about
how to benefit himself, then he is functioning at the level of the branch-
tips, or at the level of the superficial, whereas, by contrast, if a student of
Buddhism thinks mostly about how to benefit others, and how to help
them to attain blessings and happiness, then he is functioning at the level
of the root, or of the origin.”

So, the collapse of the great pine spoke the wonderful Dharma in such a
way that I was able to reflect anew upon the Six Great Principles as handed
down by the Venerable Master, and upon how they truly are the foundation,
the origin, and the root of cultivation. May we all encourage each other and
move forward.



