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Written by Bhikshu Jin Yan

English translation by James Roberts, Royal Mason, and Bhikshu Jin Yan

Preface

I. Yunmen said, “I have three phrases to reveal to you: ‘to contain Heaven
and Earth,” ‘to sever the many streams,” and ‘to drift with the waves.” If you
can discern and understand these three, then you are ready to study. If not,
then you are still traveling arduously along the road from Changan.”—from
The Five Lamp Compendinm

II. The Tradition of Yunmen: “Waiting to inquire, I neglected to eat;
seeking understanding, I settled in the snow; stranded in the wind, I lost the
time. For 17 years, my footsteps traced thousands of miles, north and south
across the rivers.”—Master Wen Yan, A Bequeathed Report to the King Liu
Sheng of Southern Han.

The worthy patriarchs of the Yunmen School carried on the spirit of
Master Wen Yan, laying a solid foundation for the Yunmen School, which
flourished in China for over 200 years. It is no wonder that there was a
saying at the time: “Yunmen is the emperor; Linji is the general; Caodong

is the scholar.”

A One-Day Chan Session in Yunmen

The name Yunmen, or “Gate of the Clouds,” was not at all unfamiliar to me.
I had only a vague memory of the place—located in Guangdong Province, it
used to be the headquarters of the Yunmen Lineage, whose founder, Dhyana
Master Wen Yan had spread his teachings widely. I remembered that it was
the place where the Venerable Master Hsuan Hua had bid his last farewell
to the Elder Master Hsu Yun, where, in 1951 and 1952, Venerable Master
Hsu Yun and other monks had undergone great ordeals of suffering, ordeals
which history would later remember as the “Yunmen Incident.”

In January 2012, after having completed three weeks of Chan Session
in Cixing Monastery on Lantau Island of Hong Kong, I made my way
northwards to Xiamen to see my parents. I had no plan or intention to go
to Yunmen; I don’t know if it was the will of Heaven, or a mere coincidence,
that my path was diverted from Shenzhen to Guangzhou, from Guangzhou
to Qujiang of Shaoguan, and then to Yunmen. In Qujiang and Yunmen I had
an opportunity that I had been longing for, to visit and pay reverence to two
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of the important Chan Monasteries in China, both of which have a history
of over a thousand years: the Sixth Patriach’s Nanhua, or “Southern Flower”
Monastery, and the Dajue, or “Great Awakening” Monastery of Yunmen.

This opportunity was possibly due to my readings of Dhyana Patriarch Wen
Yan'’s stories and teachings. During the Chan Session in Cixing Monastery, |
read books by Venerable Master Hsu Yun and Venerable Master Sheng Yi. At
the evening discussion with the participants, I quoted from the stories that I
read about Master Wen Yan and his biography. I did not forsee that I would
embark upon a journey to Yunmen several days later. Long before this, after
reading Venerable Master Hsu Yun’s Chan instructions and biography, the
word “Yunmen” had left a deep impression upon my memory. Nevertheless,
I did not notice that the famous Chan instructions given in Shanghai by
Venerable Master Hsu Yun had been compiled by Master Fo Yuan, whose
name means “Source of the Buddha.” I also had not noticed the fact that in
the past over half a century, Yunmen had been closely associated with the
name of this eminent monk, the late Venerable Master Fo Yuan.

I arrived in Shenzhen on the 5" of January, and Guangzhou on the 6™. By
the next day I was on the highway, traveling north to Yunmen. I encountered
many tollgates on this highway; every so often, I would find myself coming
to a new tollgate. The charges were high, not two or three yuan (China’s
currency), but hundreds (at one time 105 yuan). It was quite shocking for
me to see charges so high.

When we passed by Nanhua Monastery, we had lunch at the vegetarian

restaurant. Because our destination was Yunmen, we had not informed the

==y

The founder of the Yun Men (Cloud Gate) School, Dhyana Master Wen
Yan (864 AD — 949 AD), was born in Jiaxing County of Zhejiang Province.
His surname as a lay person was Zhang and had left the houscholder’s life at
a very young age and learned Vinaya. Later he studied with Dhyana Master
Dao Ming at Muzhou and became suddenly enlightened due to his bone
fracture on one leg. Subsequently, following the instruction from Master Dao
Ming, he visited and studied under Dhyana Master Xue Feng (Snow Peak) Yi
Cun for three years. The Master’s teachings and the disciple’s learning truly
corresponded with the Way; hence, Xue Feng transmitted the esoteric seal
of the Chan School to Yun Men (Wen Yan) by the method of sealing the
mind with the mind. After Yun Men received the Dharma from his Master, he
visited and studied in various places. Eventually, he led an assembly to build
the Guangtai (Brilliance and Peace) Chan Monastery at Shaozhou County
at Yunmen Mountain (currently located at Ruyuan County of Guangdong

Province). Monastics from all places regarded him highly and honored him as
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the Tradition of Yun Men

we could see the remedial construction project to repair the sharira tower of
Master Fo Yuan.

After paying reverence to the sharira tower, we went to report to the Guest
Department of Yunmen. It was over 5:30 p.m., and an audience with the
abbot, Dharma Master Ming Xiang, had already been arranged for us. He
had returned in haste to the monastery after having attended one meeting.
These days the abbot and other key-positioned monks were busy attending

some end-of-the-year meetings in various places and preparing for the 20*

ZEM - FAMNELL TR - 2 - IR Wen Yan of Yun Men.
—FRSEE > WX AHE2E TE The Chan methodology that Yun Men promulgated was known as the Yun

Men School. When he taught students, he usually used one single character
to reveal the principles of Chan. Therefore, amongst the Chan Schools,
this method was reputed as the “One-character code of Yun Men.” Besides
this, hed frequently used these three characters of “watch,” “reflect” and
“alas,” which were famed as the “Three Codes of Yun Men” to inspire Chan
practitioners. “Watch” refers to regard one’s mind and introspect; “reflect”
means to examine oneself and others and last, “alas” points to the knowing
of profound principles that words and thoughts could not cover or it means
the sovereign and the detached state of “sitting on a solitary peak” (Note: It
is a metaphor to describe the knowing from the unique, sharp and concise
methods of teaching.) .

Yun Men’s methodology of Chan is generally covered in the following three

lines known as the “Yun Men’s Three Phrases.” They are “Containing the
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Da-Jue Chan Monastery is the cradle of the Yunmen lineage in Chan School.

The Emperor of Southern Han conferred the name, Guan-Tai Chan Monastery.
During the Song Dynasty, it was upgraded to “Da-Juei Chan Monastery” by
an imperial edict. Due to its location at the foothill of Mount Yun-Men, most

people are accustomed to refer to this monastery as the “Yun-Men Monastery”.
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walking single file to the Dining Hall to have their meal. This dinner is called
a “medicine meal” in monastic terminology. The wholesome demeanor
and the orderly serenity of the group, together with their simple attire and
energetic manner, were quite scenic, and became a highlight of my visit. If
properly educated, I believe they will definitely become pillars for a future
Buddhism. Seeing them, I have a sense of hope for Buddhism in the future.

These young novices were also attending the Chan Session. Some were
sitting near me, or right next to me. It was Saturday, the last day of the fifth
week of the Chan Session, so the abbot came to give a special instruction on
Chan practice. A few other important monks, those who held key positions
in the monastery, also took turns giving instructions that night.

The Chan Hall at Dajue Monastery was a large and versatile multi-
purpose hall. When Chan sessions were not taking place, it could be used as
an auditorium, and during the Chan Session, it could be quickly converted
to a Chan hall.

Among the participants present were quite a few college students. When
the whole assembly was participating in the Chan session together, the
energy and feeling was very inspiring. It moved me to consider coming to
some of their Chan sessions in the future. I had rarely seen such large Chan
monasteries in China, with so many sincerely practicing monks. Much of
this success can be attributed to Elder Fo Yuan, who put in many decades of
effort. At one time in the past, there were only three monks at Yunmen. They
chose to stay on despite the very harsh political climate. The temple facilities
and buildings had been destroyed. Elder Fo Yuan overcame these difficulties

and inspired the monks and lay people to rebuild the monastery gradually.

Heaven and the Earth,” “Severing the many streams,”and “Drifting with
the waves.” The first phrase means that absolute truth includes everything
in the universe; all phenomenon is the manifestation from the inherent
nature of suchness. The second phrase refers to the intrinsic nature of
suchness is beyond words and languages and can only be awakened to from
within. Hence, the replies from the dialogues Dhyana Master Yun Men had
with his disciples did not conform to the conventional trains of thoughts
from everyday life. The intent was to cut off the disciples’ afflictions and
discursive thoughts so that they would be awakened to the innate quality of
Chan in inconceivable places. The third phrase indicates the Master would
dispense appropriate and timely teachings to the disciples according to their
propensity for ultimate liberation.

In the Quotation Book of Dhyana Master Wen Yan, many quotes are
related to “stopping all streams” and Dharma phrases that served as medicine

[to cure the sickness of afflictions]. One example commonly known in
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Three Characters and Three Phrases—
the Tradition of Yun Men

Before passing away, he asked the monks to carry him to the Chan Hall,
where he took the traditional leave of absence from the Sangha, and gave his
last blessings to the Chan students.

After the sit, the abbot announced that people could go back to the dorms
and rest early. Perhaps this was because it was the fifth week of Chan and
people were worn out. Sitting Chan can be like a kind of protracted warfare.
What is a dauntingly long session for beginners is no problem for seasoned
cultivators. I could sense from the novices sitting near me how they felt
about the Chan Session.

A novice about the age of 15 or 16 was barely making it. He was crouched
over, his posture bent, waiting for each second to pass quickly. He would try
to whisper to his fellow novices whenever the monitors were not present.
Afterwards I asked another bhikshu if they had created a different schedule
for the young novices. He said the schedule was the same for everybody. I
sighed, reflecting to myself that it would be wiser to tailor a schedule that
met the novice’s experience and needs.

I could not wait to go back to Xiamen to see my parents, and the lay
people who accompanied me were eager to go back to Guangzhou. So on
the 8th of January, we drove south, with a feeling of sadness at parting from

Yunmen. This put an end to our day of study at Yunmen.

)To be continued

Buddhism was the line: “Every day is a good day!” One time, Wen Yan
gave an instructional talk to the assembly and asked, “I won't ask you
how things are before the 15" day of the lunar month. Simply use one
phrase to describe how things are after the 15 day of the lunar month.
Upon hearing this question, the disciples stared at each other speechlessly,
not knowing how to answer this question. Dhyana Master Wen Yan
continued, “Everyday is a good day.” What he meant was that people
must treat all the 365 days in a year without any conscious discrimination
so that they can see all states in every day as the same. Subsequently,
they will understand the principle of sameness and equality from the
Chan teachings. Only when we stop all discriminating thoughts from
our conscious mind to cut off afflictions and discursive thoughts could
we then have true grasp on the vast meanings of “Containing the Heaven

and Earth” from Yunmen’s Chan teachings.
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