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The Winter Chan session—Final exam at CTTB
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Foreword

The CTTB Chan session this year was exceptionally grand, setting
record attendance with both men and women’s Chan Halls fully packed.
The monastics on the men’s side had to avail an additional one-third
of their area to properly accommodate the overflowing capacity, while
the women’s side accommodated over 150 practitioners by expanding
their meditation area from three rows to five with 12 additional seats
in the center area, which resulted in excessive “traffic jams” during

walking meditation.

Apart from the usual cold winter mornings, the Buddha recitation
and Chan session this year was unusually absent of the annual
dampness and rain. Instead, the afternoons were spring-like and
sunny. In the Chan Hall, the atmosphere was also different from
the past years. Whether they were old cultivators or newcomers, all

attended with vigorous morale. Wearing their thick winter
attire, everyone gritted their teeth to endure the cold, pain,
sourness, numbness, hunger, and thirst, bearing all sorts of
physical and mental weariness and tests. Just as the Venerable
Master often said, “Without passing through the bone-
chilling coldness, how would we smell the sweet fragrance of
plum blossoms?”

=> Continued on page 37
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The Winter Chan Session—
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Final Exam at CTTB (continued)

S
Compiled by the Editorial Staff

Man’s Chan Hall

There were two notable aspects at the Men’s Chan Hall this year. First, there
was an increase in attendance from China, especially the younger generation,
for the Chan and Buddha recitation sessions. Some even flew in directly
from China. A gentleman from Zhejiang province very quietly applied a
remarkable feat of effort, completing the entire 21 day session while missing
only three incense periods. During the reflection session, he indicated that
he had only practiced sitting meditation for ten hours in the past. People
thus praised his perseverance and patience. As it is said, “You reap what you
sow.” This gentleman will benefit greatly from his persevering endurance
and training.

Some visitors were also overseas Chinese, mostly students studying abroad
here in the U.S. They originally learned about the Venerable Master and
CTTB when they were in China and could only admire from a distance.
Now studying in America, they took this great opportunity to visit CTTB
to experience Chan rather than tend to other diversions during the winter
break. Even though some came and left hastily, as long as the affinities
had been tied, these young men eager for Dharma will eventually return
to cultivate.

The second notable aspect this year was the Q&A after listening to the
Venerable Master’s 1976 Chan session instructional talk “Smashing Empty
Space to Reveal the Mind Ground.” Many brought up productive questions
enthusiastically, receiving equally productive answers that would aid in
meditation. Professor Hayes, an old Columbia University professor in New
York, has participated in the CTTB Chan session for four consecutive years.
This year he attended the last two weeks to recharge himself. As a college

professor, he is more accustomed to answering questions from students.
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However, this senior professor became the student and would ask questions
almost every single day; more than one question sometimes. Having once
heard the Venerable Master’s instruction in which “people not awakened
are like sitting in a dark room without seeing the light. Investigating Chan
is like drilling on the wall with a chisel. Once the chisel penetrates the wall,
the light will come through,” he asked, “How do we know there is light
outside?” A Dharma Master replied, “A cultivator should have faith in the
Dharma.” Even though the professor asked such a question, he said he came
for answers.

Another layman asked, “Can meditation help to eradicate karmic obstacles?”
The Dharma Master replied, “I’ll teach you how to eradicate karmic obstacles
if you show them to me.” The assembly smiled in understanding. Due to the
faculties of living beings in the Dharma Ending Age, pain is primarily the
largest obstacle in meditation. When a layman asked if there wouldn’t be any
more pain once the barrier was penetrated, the Dharma Master replied, “It’s
not that there will be anymore pain. Once you break through one barrier,
there will be another one. The pain is almost endless. The reason you don’t
feel pain is because your strength in contemplation and strength of Samadhi
concentration in Chan investigation surpasses the pain. You progress in your

application of efforts.”

Woman’s Chan Hall

“Everybody had suffered quite a bit during the Chan session without
obtaining any joy this year. Even though it is hard work, being able to
train your patience is the happiest thing. Train yourself to endure pain,
bear suffering, and tolerate the unbearable. You will never waste your effort
in vain, and gain benefits eventually. This is called ‘smelting the Varja
indestructible body’ in Chan Hall. That will help to solidify your body, so
you will not be moved by the eight winds. That is the benefit from it!” This
was Venerable Master’s instructional talk at the end of Chan session in 1976
at Gold Mountain Monastery. This was also played in the Woman’s Chan
Hall in the first evening.

The Venerable Master once stated that the Chan Hall was a place we
suffered with no joy at all. Regardless, there are still people willing to enter
the Chan Hall to receive training every day, particularly this year with the
increased attendance. Up until the last week of the session, there were still
many people persisting to the end. Much of the laity gave up their chances
for fun, but instead spent their holidays at CTTB to bear the cold and pain
to investigate Chan. It was obvious that people had benefited from their
efforts and experienced the advantages from cultivation. As the Venerable
Master said, “Even though it is hard work, being able to train your patience
is the happiest thing.”

As usual, the senior nuns were outstanding, being able to sit for longer
periods in the Chan Hall this year. Even some newly admitted nuns and
a few novice nuns were able to sit through two or three incense periods.

Within the female laity, there were quite a few young faces with acceptable
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performances. Although not everyone was meditating vigorously, the

atmosphere in the Chan Halls this year was still more enthusiastic than before.

The most laudable person in the Chan Hall this year was the 78 years old
laywoman, Guo-Yi. With 14 incense periods in the Women’s Chan Hall this
year, Guo-Yi attended eight of them each day. She hasn’t missed a single Chan
session since 1991. She claimed meditation helped her to understand sutra
meanings and principles and felt more physically comfortable and relaxed
this year. On the other hand, for Laywoman Christine Lin, she reflects on
this, her very first Chan session during the Thanksgiving weekend, as being
horrified by the shocking pain that is experienced from sitting meditation.
When the three-week Chan session was approaching, she was too fearful
in dealing with the upcoming test. However, the striking words from the
Venerable Master, “To cultivate, you have to meditate,” helped build up her
courage to break through the barriers. By the third week, she was able to sit
through two incense periods without releasing her lotus posture.

Lauren Bausch, a doctorate candidate in Sanskric at UC Berkeley,
frequently struggled with pain and discursive thoughts. The struggle and
pain made her wonder why she put her fingers in the fire. While pushed to the
extremes physically and mentally, the freedom and comfort from the brief
moments of ease helped her to derive the resolve to further investigate Chan.

A nun that was never absent for a single incense period since 1995
indicated that her body would have collapsed a long time ago if she didn’t
get recharged from the Chan Sessions. However, she did admit that the
discursive thoughts were the most difficult to subdue after seventeen years
of effort.

The number of people in the Chan hall has increased compared to last
year. As such, the number of people who snored during the Chan session
has gone up as well, and the proctor had no hesitation to clap the incense
board harder than usual; this caused a mixed reaction from the crowd. Some
thought the boards would fall on them while others really appreciated the
thunder like sound, chasing away the heavy sleepy feeling in the Chan hall.
It was further said that the incense board though sounds loud when clapped,
but in fact would not hurt when knocked on people.

People have different reaction towards the sound. Just as the Venerable
Master eluded, in the midst of the Chan session, some farts, some snores, it
is very difficult to maintain strict silence. He said,

“If you constantly look outward for sound, then even in an extremely
serene and pure place with no external sounds, there will be an inner voice.
And where there is no inner voice, there will be sounds from electrical waves.
Every single mote of dust in empty space will make a sound when floating
in the air. It is almost impossible to find a place without a sound. Therefore,
you should not speak ill of sound. As soon as you complain, affliction arises.
Once afflicted, you can no longer apply effort. We should try our best to
minimize the sounds. When it exists, we should not dislike it. If you can
remain calm where there are sounds, you truly acquire Samadhi power. If

you are not turned by outer states, then movement and stillness become one.”
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Not only does the Venerable Master’s instruction
on sounds teach us to transform affliction into
Bodhi, it also addresses the essential meaning in

investigating Chan.

Conclusion

The Chan Hall is an arena of Buddhas selecting. It
is like a giant furnace that requires a great amount
of perseverance to endure the heat. Those who have
persisted to the end will have never wasted their
efforts. They would progress in Samadhi power,
strengthen their physical skill, reduce pain, or even
get a step closer to their Dharma practice. It is quite
the phenomenon when revealing the sweetness after
bearing the bitterness. The Venerable Master often
said, “To bear the pain is to end the suffering; to live
in comfort is to lessen the blessings.” The pain we
undertook in the Chan Hall is just minor suffering,
but it helps us to end the major suffering of birth
and death. Beginning March 31st, a one-week Chan
session will take place at CTTB. We welcome everyone

to return and join us in the cultivation of Chan.
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