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In Memory of the Venerable Master's Matching Couplets Class
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Matching Couplets Expresses the Wisdom of the Human Race
A talk by the Venerable Master on November 5, 1983

The study of matching couplets is no longer being taught to young people.
Nowadays most educated people have either forgotten how to match
couplets, or have simply never learned. Actually, matched couplets express
the wisdom of the human race. They are a hallmark of the loftiness of
Chinese culture, and Western cultures can never hope to match this form
of poetry. Matched couplets have evolved based on the principles of yin
and yang, heaven and earth, male and female, and so on. Subtly refined
and richly profuse in meaning, to match couplets is an inspiring pursuit.

In China, when people compose matched couplets, they pay attention
to the tones of the characters. However, since most of the Westerners
here don’t understand Chinese phonology, | won’t ask for too much as we
begin learning how to write matched couplets. | will teach you one step at
a time. Let’s first lay a good foundation; then later on, we can devote more
attention to the tones.

Chinese people have always appreciated the art of matching couplets.
For example, Ji Xiaolan of the Qing Dynasty was a master at matching
couplets. In recent years, Chinese scholars have favored a more colloquial
style, and the classical literature has been forgotten. Now all of you are
studying the exemplary styles of ancient Chinese literature. Some of you
have written excellent matches, while others aren’t very proficient yet. In
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correcting your lines, | only correct the wrong characters while trying to
keep the original meaning. You should not look lightly upon this branch
of learning, for its state is boundless and inexhaustible!

The Master’s Matching Couplets class began back in the 1970’
at Gold Mountain Dhyana Monastery. Upasaka Liu Jisheng, the
Master’s early Teaching Assistant in his Matching Couplets class,
commented, "What a shame that currently the art is declining
and those who really have talent in making couplets are rarer than
phoenix feathers and unicorn horns! And so how fortunate that
now the Master is teaching this unprecedented class in which
Westerners and Asians can learn about the ancient Chinese art of
matching couplets. The Master's ingenious method of teaching is
a gradual approach. As an expert, he makes it simple, and Western
and Asian students alike have become seriously interested in this

By 1980, the Matching Couplets class was an important event
in life at the City of Ten Thousand Buddhas and was a core course
in the Dharma Realm Buddhist University curriculum. A disciple
commented: “Of the 84,000 dharma-doors, one of the most
wonderful is completing the second line of a couplet. The Master
can use this method to inspire and lead students to awaken to
their original wisdom. At Gold Mountain Dhyana Monastery,
the Master teaches a weekly Couplets class. A good match not
only completes the meaning of the first line, but is written so that
the meaning, tone, and style are matched character for character.
This is the first time this dharma (of matching couplets) has been
taught in the West."

Students at the City of Ten Thousand Buddhas showed great
enthusiasm for Chinese matching couplets once they attended
this class. The Master said, "When I give you the first line for
a matching couplet, it is always impromptu. Whatever I see at
the time will be the subject. You can never predict what I will
give you. It has always been this way: myriads of changes without
any fixed rules. It's just like children playing at 'drunken boxing.'
How well you match couplets depends on your wisdom. If you
have wisdom, eloquence, quick wits, and the ability to adapt to
the situation, you can match even difficult lines. Without wisdom,
you won't be able to match the more challenging lines. You can't
fake it."

And of course Couplets class was more than just study of a
literary form. The content of the couplets always contained
principles that were proper and timely. Buddhist doctrines, terms,
and lists were succinctly expressed in brief phrases of the couplets.
Confucian concepts of how to be a good person and how to relate
to and benefit the family, society, and all nations were introduced
in the brief wording of the couplets.
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The Rules for Matching Couplets

The Rules for Matching Couplets: Proper nouns are
matched with proper nouns, common nouns with
common nouns, adjectives with adjectives, and verbs
with verbs. In addition, the grammatical functions in
the two sentences of the couplet must match, and no
word in the first line can be repeated in the match.
Now let's look at some of the Master's own couplets
and analyze the grammar.

Couplet on the Mountain Gate of CTTB (on the west
side—seen upon entering)
Composed by the Master on May 4, 1980

The expansive scope of the Flower Adornment,
the Shurangama's entire platform,

and the forty-two hands and eyes

pinion the heavens and secure the earth.

The World Honored Ones with wonderful
enlightenment,
Equal Enlightenment Bodhisattvas,
and hundreds of billions of transformation bodies
take seas and turn them into mountains.

. ical .
First line _FJf Matching line M | Part of speech LA Grammat;ziifuncnons
expansive scope (state) | World Honored Ones adjective-noun Ist subject
FR e o - i F—FEE
Flower Adornment | Wonderful Enlightenment noun adjective
(Avatamsaka) ZEE 1 P T
ot Equal Enlightenment proper noun adjective
Shuranggina 158 s e s
ire platform SH/E Bodhisattvas noun 2nd subject
entire platrorm i %]—j‘% %Eﬁj %:IEEJ
> hundreds of billions adjective adjective
™ TE o2 b
transformation bodies noun 3rd subject
hands and cyes ?‘HE 'fb % %%EEJ %E I%ﬁj
inion 27 cake 5 verb Ist main verb
B i B Fr— X EE
IR noun Ist direct object
heavens & seas & £ 5 E
secure 17. turn into & verb EfjEA| 2nd verb 5 " #fE
. _ e 2nd direct object
ﬁg earth It mountains L] noun 4 % E e

ZE@ERE —OOF+A
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COUPLET AT WESTERN BLISS GARDEN
composed by the Master during the 1950's

The three levels and nine grades (of rebirth) are
certified to by being mindful of Amitabha Buddha.

The six paramitas and myriad practices are perfected

from cultivating Paramita Dharmas.

Petty people's lies shift from red to blue. Changing
their countenance, they pass themselves off as
gentlemen.

A man's phrasing is like a stain of black on white.
Altering his words, he cannot be counted a hero.

An Excellent Way to Learn Chinese

This method of matching couplets was an excellent way
for the Master to teach people who knew little about
Chinese. In the beginning he made the lessons simple.
Disciples only had to match a short phrase or a simple
sentence. Let's look at some examples of the Master's line
and the disciples' matches.

Master's line:
Doing what thing? (What are you doing?)

Disciples' matches:
Matching a couplet.
Transforming living beings.
Cultivating Proper Dharma.

Master's line:
One whose mouth says "yes" while his mind means
"no"—a phony "superior person.”

Disciples' matches:

Someone who to your face is compliant but behind your
back opposes—truly a petty man.

Someone whose words are true and whose actions are
genuine—a great hero.

Someone whose causes are cautious so his effects are
easy—really a Bodhisattva.

Master's line:
Birth, old age, sickness and death—really are suffering!

Disciple's matches:

Joy, rage, grief, and happiness—illusory like a dream.

Nations, cities, spouses, children—what's there to cling
to?

Walking, standing, sitting, and lying down—}m
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Way as their source.
Wealth, honor, glory, and splendor—none is not illusory.

How many advantages students of the Dharma reaped from the Master's Couplet
class! (1) It improved our Chinese vocabulary; (2) it taught us Chinese grammar;
(3) we received invaluable lessons in how to cut off afflictions, how to develop our
character, how to treat our elders and others, how to create merit and virtue, what
our moral obligations were, how to cultivate and perfect our practices, how to
expand the measure of our minds, and so forth; (4) we also received timely, direct,
personal advice from the Master about correcting our faults through this

wonderful expedient in a form we could all accept; (5) we

learned to know each others' minds and inclinations
by the content of our matching lines. Ah! The good
points could never all be listed!
The Master also stressed that in writing our
matches on the blackboard, our characters
had to be written neatly. The vertical line of
characters could not be crooked or lopsided,
nor could the characters be written too large
or too small. They had to be properly printed
characters—no cursive style was allowed.
The Master advised us that a person's
character was exposed in his/her writing.
Crooked lines meant crooked minds. A bit
of space had to be left between each vertical
line of characters—but not too much. We
were reminded over and over not to take more
than our share of space. I remember one time the
Master threatened to charge a young boy "rent"
because his line took up too much space on the board!
And for the most sophisticated couplet scholars, the
Master's expedients were also ineffably wonderful. You can find a detailed
discussion in the following issue where Professor Richard Fusen Yang discusses his
experiences in matching couplets with the Master.

Welcome to Join in Matching the Couplets

While CTTB’s 30th Anniversary Preparation Committee was planning activities for
the anniversary, someone brought up the idea of adding one more activity: matching
couplets. It was received with enthusiasm because matching couplets was one of a
series of popular courses advocated by Ven. Master to be taught at CTTB, by the
method of developing and harnessing the power of one’s inherent wisdom. People,
especially disciples from the early time of Ven. Master Hua’s teaching, still cherish
memories of this course. The preparation team compiled and created over 40
couplets to be matched—for the occasion of a three-day Chinese couplet matching
activity at the book exhibition center. Then, about 15 of those couplets were
selected, written out with Chinese brush and black ink, and posted for people to
match the lines. Also, two monastics were present to explain and encourage people
to participate. The response was quite overwhelming. Now we have selected a few
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of those couplets that we consider well matched, or at least partially well matched, to share with you. Despite the imperfection
in their matching attempts (due to haste or other reasons), we hope that by seeing these examples, readers will be inspired to
come up with better matches for any of the following six couplets. Please send your matching lines to:

Vajra Bodhi Sea Editorial Department, The City of Ten Thousand Buddhas, 4951 Bodhi Way, Ukiah, CA, 95482 USA

Or email to: cttb@drba.org
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Opening line: Reflect thirty years into the past, and have a vision ten thousand years into the future.
Matching line: Remember the Ven. Master’s kindness, and then work hard to repay the Buddha’s kindness.

Opening line: For thirty years, we have welcomed and bid farewell to people burdened with mundane concerns.
Matching line I: For a billion years, there is no precedent or parallel in the world for the City of Ten Thousand
Buddhas.

Matching line II: For thousands of eons, beings who have gone astray have been born and died in the Six Paths.

Opening line: From Potola to Wonderful Enlightenment, a new frontier of Dharma was pushed forward; who can
come to push further?
Matching line: The Triple Jewel propagates the Dharma; by replying on Pratimoksa (precepts), we strive to be ahead.

Opening line: The Master endured suffering and hardship, for the sake of creating ten thousand Buddhas.
Matching line: The disciples calloused their hands and feet, in order to carry on the Dharma for a brighter future.

Opening line: Ten thousand Buddhas descend; the City of Ten Thousand Buddhas thus throws a feast of Dharma.
Matching line I: Guanyin responds; by observing the cries of the world Guanyin benefits sentient beings.
Matching line II: Bodhidharma settled in the town of Talmage, passing on his Mind-Seal.

Opening line: Coming to Guanyin as a pilgrim, do not forget mindfulness of Amitabha.

Matching line: Going to Weitou as a worshipper, constantly learn from World-Honored Ones in the
Buddha Hall.

%) To be continued
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