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In the fall of 2010, noted professor of Buddhism Raoul Birnbaum gave
a class at Dharma Realm Buddhist University on “Buddhist practice
traditions and the sense faculties.” He covered methods of Chan
meditation and drew on Mahayana sutras such as the Losus Sutra and
Shurangama Sutra. When he reached the Chapter on the Twenty-Five
Sages’” Methods of Realizing Enlightenment in the Shurangama Sutra,
he very politely expressed that he had not deeply studied the practice
of “Perfect Penetration through the Ear Faculty” and wished that
someone from the City of Ten Thousand Buddhas would explain it.
Ronald Epstein and David Rounds shared their views, and I also gave
the following explanation. Recently the editors of the Chinese DRBA
website published the text of it. May the virtuous ones of the ten
directions give guidance and instruction.

Professor Birnbaum said in class that the practice of “Perfect Penetration
through the Ear Faculty” may not be that easy to understand for most
people new to Buddhism. This makes sense. Manjushri Bodhisattva said
that we in the Saha world have sharp ear faculties, so it is a suitable
practice that makes it easier to progress on the path and attain Samadhi,
and hence he recommended this practice of Guanyin as the foremost,
out of the twenty-five. However, in this age most people are distracted
by technological devices and information and lack the moral discipline
and ethical cultivation so their minds aren't settled. Their thoughts are
scattered and unruly, so it is difficult to directly realize enlightenment
through the practice of returning the hearing to listen to one’s own
nature.

Thus it may be easier to start with the twenty-fourth sage Great
Strength Bodhisattva’s Chapter on Perfect Penetration through
Mindfulness of the Buddha. It means to first practice “gathering in the
six sense faculties” and taming one’s mind and nature. It is as Master Hua
said, “If you can use a thought of mindfulness of the Buddha to gather
in your six sense faculties, these sense faculties with be obedient and not
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rebel against you anymore. Your eyes, ears, nose, tongue, body, and mind
will be unmoved by forms, sounds, smells, tastes, objects of touch, and
mental formations. We are not moved by these states that arise. It is said
that mindfulness of the Buddha transforms all states. What that means is
that when you recite, 'Namo Amitabha Buddha,' you can gather in your
six sense faculties and not be moved by states. Your six sense faculties will
listen to your orders and will no longer be attached to impure dharmas.”

Purity is when one develops the skill of continuous pure thought, at
which point one no longer has discursive thoughts; one has no other
thoughts. If you can have one mindful recitation of the Buddha, your
every thought can be mindful of the Buddha. If you can be mindful
of the Buddha in every thought, that is one mindful recitation of the
Buddha. If you have one continuous thought that never ceases, just that
one mindful recitation will bring you to the Land of Ultimate Bliss. At
this time, if you cultivate “Perfect Penetration through the Ear Faculty,”
the Dharma-door of returning the hearing to listen to oneself, then it
will be easily accomplished.

Southwest of the City of Ten Thousand Buddhas is the Mendocino
County Office of Education. Near there is a place where wild horses
from the Midwest are often sent to be trained. However, many of them
still retain some degree of wildness. Their eyes are covered during their
transport on the trailers and for the first few months after they arrive. All
day they wear these specially designed half-transparent eye-covers, which
allow them to see about three feet around them. They are able to walk
slowly, eat grass, and drink water. They cannot run with the eye covers
and it is difficult for them to cause trouble. After a few months of living
this way, these horses naturally become tamer.

Most people now have minds and natures like wild horses, difficult
to tame. If we aren't yet able to gather in our six sense faculties, then
we should examine these methods used to tame wild horses and use
them as a reference for learning how to tame our own minds. First we
should gather in our eye faculty and focus only on what is immediately
before and around us, perhaps around three feet. We limit our vision
so that we aren’t constantly looking around, and at all times and places
we practice mindfulness of the Buddha. Practicing in this way for
months or years, we then cultivate Great Strength Bodhisattva’s Chapter
on Enlightenment through Mindfulness of the Buddha or Guanyin
Bodhisattva’s Enlightenment through the Ear Faculty, and it will be
easier to make real progress.

There are many examples of ancient sages who realized great wisdom
through practicing “Enlightenment through the Ear Faculty.” Master
Hanshan is one such person. In 1575, Master Hanshan was thirty years
old. In the first month of the lunar year he and Master Miaofeng traveled
from Hedong to Mount Wutai. They didn’t reach it until the fifteenth
day of the twelfth month. Dharma Master Dafang of the monastery
there invited the two great masters to live at Longmen on the north peak
of Wutai mountain. This was a quiet and remote place. The next year,
on the third day of the third month, Master Hanshan selected a few old
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houses in the snow drifts, and settled there with Master Miaofeng.

Here, the master saw the endless mountains covered with snow and ice,
glistening and pure; it was a vision that he had wanted to see in the past.
His body and mind were clear and cool, and it was as if he had entered
the Western Pure Land. Not long after that, Master Miaofeng traveled
alone to Yetai while Master Hanshan continued cultivating at Longmen.
On that snowy mountain, he maintained single-mindedness and when
people passed by he didn’t converse with them, and only watched them
go by. After a long time passed, when he saw people they looked just like
blocks of wood. Eventually, even texts held no distinctions for him.

At the beginning of summer, the wind was fierce and loud. The ice was
beginning to melt, and water rushed down into the mountain streams.
The roaring streams sounded like ear-splitting thunder. The master in
his tranquil stillness was disturbed by this thunderous sound, and his
practice was affected as well. He went to Master Miaofeng for advice
on how to not be distracted by external states. Master Miaofeng said to
him, “States arise and pass in the consciousness, they do not come from
outside. The ancients said, ‘For thirty years hearing the sound of water
but not moving one’s mind, one will attain Guanyin’s enlightenment
through the ear -- faculty.” ” After returning to his cultivation, the master
began sitting on the wooden bridge over the stream ever day to practice.
When he first began sitting, the water’s sound was very distinct. As time
passed, however, when his mind was active he would hear the water, but
when it was still he would no longer hear it.

One day, the master was sitting in silence on the wooden bridge.
Suddenly, he forgot the existence of his body, and all sounds abruptly
disappeared. After that, though the sound was as loud as thunder, the
master’s tranquil and still mind was never disturbed. On the mountain,
the master lived on wild plants and porridge. This day, after his meal he
was walking on a plain in the mountain. His attention was fully turned
inward on his mind. Suddenly, he entered samadhi while standing.
Neither body nor mind could be seen, only a great source of light, perfect
and complete like a great round mirror. In this mirror the mountains,
rivers, and earth were reflected. When he came out of samadhi, his
wisdom was perfectly clear and he felt that his body and mind had
disappeared. Then the master composed a verse:

All of a sudden with one thought the wild mind stopped.
The six sense faculties and sense objects are perfectly clear.
Turning around, one comes face to face with ultimate reality,
The myriad phenomena arise and pass from here.

From then on, body, mind, and the world were still and tranquil, and
he was no longer obstructed by sounds or forms. All of his past doubts
disappeared in that moment. When he looked at his kettle, he saw that
it was covered with layers of dust. He lived alone, and did not know how
much time had passed while he was in samadhi.
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