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For the past few months, we have been

continuously listening to the commentary of the
Greatr Means Expansive Buddha Flower Adornment
Sutra during our evening sutra lecture. As it is said,
“The Lotus Flower Sutra leads you to Buddhahood,
the Shurangama Sutra opens your wisdom, and
the Avatamsaka Sutra teaches all living beings.” 1
personally like the Avatamsaka Sutra alot; therefore,
I really cherish this opportunity of listening to the
commentary of this sutra. When I was reading
the sutra texts while listening to the Venerable
Master’s commentary and explanations, I had an
unusually deep understanding. The Chapter of the
Wondrous Adornments of World Rulers illustrates
the meritorious virtue and adornments of the
rulers of both the mundane and transcendental,
namely the Buddhas. These meritorious virtues and
adornments are so great that we can only describe
them with the word “inconceivable,” and in my
heart, I am extremely moved when reading such

descriptions.
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As I remember, when I just started learning the Buddha Dharma, I heard a story
about the Buddha when he was still alive in the world. At that time, people who
wished to leave home only had to hear the Buddha say, “Let hair and beard fall. Be
donned by the sash” and they would immediately show the appearance of a bhikshu.
Then, after the Buddha spoke one more sentence of Dharma to them, they could
immediately attain the fruitions of sagehood. Every time I come across these texts,
I would wonder how they could be so fortunate to be born at the time of Buddha,
when I could only watch and admire? But when I listened to the Chapter of The
Wondrous Adornments of World Rulers this time, I asked myself another question: “Am
I ready?” If the Venerable Master or some sage were indeed alive in this world, would
I be ready to receive the Dharma?

I remember back in 1990 when the Venerable Master came to Taiwan to propagate
the Buddha Dharma and my colleague told me about it. At that time I barely knew
any Dharma Masters in Taiwan, but since I wanted to study the Buddhadharma, I
needed to find a Refuge Master. My colleague recommended the Venerable Master
to me, saying that he is an eminent monk traveling in the US, and that this was
a very rare opportunity for me to take refuge with this master. Since I trusted my
colleague, I went with him to visit the Master. He told me many details about the
Venerable Master along the way, including how filial and noble he was. But none

of these words went into my mind, except the one statement, “He has the spiritual
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power of knowing others’ minds.”

Shortly afterwards, we arrived at the scene of taking refuge. There were
so many people. Without a word I settled down at a corner right at the side.
After the Refuge Taking ceremony, the Venerable Master spoke Dharma and
then walked around the site. When he came to me, my heart was beating so
fast that I can still clearly recall it today. I was thinking, “Oh my goodness, I
have done so many bad things. This person has the spiritual power of knowing
others’ mind. Doesn’t that mean he can see and know everything I've done?”
This brings me back to my previous question about whether we would be
ready to receive the Dharma if the Venerable Master or some sage were still

alive in this world.

I often ask my students, why was no duke willing to appoint Confucius
as an official when he was traveling through the kingdoms? Actually, everyone
knew that he was completely qualified to govern the country well with all his
excellent knowledge and morality. His capability was well demonstrated as
early as when he was appointed by the Duke of Lu with the title “Si Kong” and
“Si Kou,” (high official positions in ancient China in charge of construction
affairs including water conservancy and traffic, and administration of justice,
respectively). He was in the positions for three months, during which time
Lu was governed amazingly: people did not take others” lost items as their
own, and there was no need to close the doors at night. The entire country
of Lu was full of life and displayed a bright future. However, this frightened
the neighboring country of Qi. Qi immediately sent eighty beautiful singers
and dancers to the Duke of Lu, who successfully tempted him away from
governing his own country. Not only did the duke his ministers indulged
in these singers and dancers, but some of Confucius’ disciples also failed in
resisting temptation. Of course, these disciples were harshly criticized by
Confucius. Just imagine this: had there not been people holding strong and
firm minds towards the Great Way, like Yan Yuan, few of the followers would
stay by the side of the sage rather than fleeing.

Therefore, it is not difficult to understand why there was no ruler
willing to appoint Confucius as an official, not to mention the seventy-two
worthies among Confucius’ students. Each of Confucius’s ten great disciples
had extraordinary talent and held the four categories: virtue and practice,
eloquence, politics, and literature. For example, under politics, was Zi Lu
who was an expert in military strategy, and under eloquence was Zi Gong who
spoke with great persuasiveness; he was later appointed as the prime minister
by six countries. All these ten disciples were already so distinguished, not to
mention how distinguished their teacher Confucius was. Nevertheless, the
rulers of those countries still preferred to pursue their own personal desires,
giving up their chance to become a leader among the rulers. From this we can
see the reason why a sage is a sage, and why an ordinary person is just ordinary.

Our bad habits accumulated from numerous eons are easily seen by the
sages when we are by their side. No wonder that we often hear the Venerable

Master scolding his disciples without holding back in the audio tapes. At that
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point the disciple has only two choices: one is to flee, and gloss over their faults;
the other is to urge oneself to correct the errors and make a fresh start through
hard work. Therefore, it is not an easy task to stay by the side of a sage who has
no karma or attachments left. Perhaps as early as when Shakyamuni Buddha was
abiding in the world, we had already become part of the Dharma affinity tying-
assembly at the Avatamsaka Dharma Assembly. Yet today we still continue to
tie Dharma affinities without becoming a part of interlocutory assembly or the
influential assembly. So let’s ask ourselves: Are we ready in both body and mind?
If not, how should we prepare ourselves?

The first step, taught by the patriarchs and the virtuous sages, is to eliminate
“self-attachment.” Do Confucianism, Taoism and Buddhism, which are most
important to Chinese culture, teach and guide with the same intention? Master
Han Shan said Confucianism emphasizes “governing the world.” So does
Confucius teach us to eliminate self-attachment? Yes. Confucius spoke of “The
Four Withouts”. This means there are four things that we should get rid of.
What are the four withouts? “No assumptions, no assertions, no stubbornness,
and no self-interests.” Within these four, Confucius clearly told us that only
after eliminating self-attachment can we clearly understand virtue, be close to
the people, and end with ultimate goodness. And the main point is to rectify our
minds and establish sincerity. After we rectify our minds and become sincere,
we can then cultivate ourselves, manage the family well, govern the country, and

pacify the world.

Lets take Fan Zhongyan as an example. We all know that he pursued and
upheld the principle of “be concerned before the world becomes concerned, be
happy after the world becomes happy” throughout his entire life. He lost his
father at an early age, and his mother could not afford to raise him alone. So
she remarried and took him along. One day he was playing with his younger
half-brother when they started to argue. His brother said with anger, “Get out
of our Zheng family! You are not a member of our Zheng family!” That night,
he asked his mother and got to know that his actual family name was Fan. He
made a request to leave.

The Song Dynasty was a dynasty that valued scholars over warriors. He
knew that the imperial examination was an opportunity to distinguish himself,
so he resolved to study hard. However, he was poor at that time. To handle the
hunger, he boiled rice into porridge and took it outdoors to freeze it into a solid
chunk. Then he divided the frozen porridge into four pieces, one for breakfast,
one for lunch, and two for dinner. After the sunset, he continued his study by
utilizing the lamp in a Buddhist temple. Later he successfully obtained the rank
of Jin Shi in the imperial examination and was assigned as an official. When he
received his first salary, he asked his brother in his clan to distribute it to the
poor and suffering clan members, so that they could have sufficient clothing and
food. Later on he further established the system of family farmland, (which was
purchased by richer clan members like him for the entire clan to use.)

Years later he became the prime minister. Although his fame kept increasing,

his personality became even more modest and gentle. One day he intended to
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buy some real estate, and he invited a geomancer (master of Feng Shui)
to inspect that piece of land. The geomancer found that this land would
produce top scholars. Upon hearing this, Fan Zhongyan donated the land to
build a school without a second thought, because he believed that utilizing
this land as a school to bring up more top scholars is much better than
holding the land under his own property. Due to his selflessness, many
descendants of the Fan clan became important officials in the Song Dynasty.

From this we can see that the broadness of one’s mind determines the
broadness of your stage. Someone may say, “I don’t need a stage.” Well, you
don’t need to have a stage, but your mind has to be broad. Fan Zhongyan
was someone who practiced Confucianism’s emphasis of “governing the
world.” He fully demonstrated the spirit of selflessness of Confucianism.
From his story, we also see another point: when you help others, you help
yourself. This is how Confucianism teaches the way of cultivating your mind

and nature, by teaching us to get rid of self-attachment.

Let’s take a look at Taoism next. Master Han Shan said that Taoism
emphasizes, “Forgetting the world.” So does Taoism also teach us to forget
ourselves and eliminate self-attachment? Taoism says “Minimize selfishness
and reduce desires”; it teaches us to leave desires, and only by leaving desires
can we be pure. Only by being away from desires can we maintain a pure
and peaceful mind. It also teaches us to “Put down knowledge and leave

» «

action behind.” “Putting down knowledge” here means letting go of the
so-called “worldly knowledge and clever arguments (that cause arrogance
and obstruct understanding of world-transcending principles).” It means to
put down selfish knowledge, not wisdom. “Leaving action behind” means
getting rid of self-attachment. Lao Zi said, “Mankind’s great misfortune is
that they have a (physical) body.” Ordinary people spend a huge amount
of energy and wealth taking care of their bodies. And they pursue fame
and wealth with even greater enthusiasm. I often joke that nowadays when
parents teach their kids, they all hope that they will have great achievements
in the five aspects of “Zi”. Which five? They are house (fang zi), gold (jin zi),
son/child (er zi), spouse (qi zi), and car (che zi). But this indeed describes the
phenomenon that “In ancient times people were taught to become sages and
worthies, while in modern times people are taught to make money.” Taoism,
however, teaches us to be content, which leads to happiness.

Zhuang Zi is the one who developed and expanded Lao Zi’s philosophy.
He has a theory called “Usefulness of the useless.” How can we understand
this? One day, Zhuang Zi took his disciples to a mountain where there were
several lumberjacks cutting trees. The disciples discovered that those trees
with a nice straight shape were cut, while the ones with a curved shape were
left undamaged. Once they descended the mountain, they paid a visit to one
of Zhuang Zi’s friends. As it is said, “When you have friends coming from
afar, isn't it enjoyable?” This old friend treated them well with his poultry
and livestock. As the meal was being prepared, the servant asked, “Should

we kill that lame goose, or a normal one?” The host said, “The lame one.”
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After they left the friend’s home, the disciples asked their teacher with
doubts, “The trees on the mountain survived due to their crookedness and
defects, but the goose died due to its deformity. Which is the way of the
world? Should we try our best to express ourselves, or should we wisely play
it safe?” Zhuang Zi therefore instructed his disciples to develop wisdom and
skillfully handle worldly life. He believed that there is no single rule that
can be applied everywhere. We need to lead a life with wisdom, and wisdom
comes from selflessness. This reminds me of one verse in the Avatamsaka

Sutra:

All Buddha Dharmas rely on kindness and compassion,
Kindness and compassion again rely on expedient means;
Expedient means relies on knowledge, knowledge relies on wisdom,

And the unimpeded wisdom body relies on nothing.

The philosophy of Lao Zi and Zhuang Zi conveys the principles of
softness, quietude, and modesty. As it is said, “softness follows life”; the softest
things are often the ones that survive. Also, “The utmost good is like water”;
water flows towards the lower place, staying below the masses, because it does
not fight, which often leads to accomplishments. The opening of the Dao De
Jing says, “The Way that can be told of is not an unvarying Way; the names
that can be named are not unvarying names.” It tells us not to spend a lot of
efforts simply for fame; we should take purposelessness as our purpose, not
fixating on the goals of the things we do. In short, we need to be selfless, and

eliminate self-attachment.

Now we come to Buddhism. Here is a story from 7he Parables Sutra. Two
brothers went to a mountain to find gold, and luckily they both found some
gold. When they were going down the mountain, the elder brother thought,
“When we are back home I will need to divide the gold with my younger
brother. Why don’t I just go all the way and push him off into the valley, so
that I can enjoy the gold all by myself?” Strangely enough, there seemed to
be a mental connection between the two brothers. His younger brother was
thinking the same way, “Why don’t I simply murder my elder brother at a
place where nobody is around? All the gold would then belong to me without
anyone else knowing it!”

Fortunately, neither one acted as they continued down the road. As they
were crossing a river, the elder brother thought, “How terrible and disgusting
am I, to suddenly think of killing my own brother for the sake of gold! This
wealth is truly a terrible thing that causes brotherly bonds to be betrayed. It
is truly an evil thing! Let it flow away with the water.” The mental connection
came about again; as he was thinking this, his younger brother also thought,
“My goodness, this wealth truly isn't a good thing! I unexpectedly gave rise to
such evil thoughts as harming my brother. Let it flow away with the water.”
As a result, the two brothers both threw all the gold they had found into the

river.
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At this point, someone must be thinking, “What a pity! Why didn’t they
keep the gold, so that they could use the gold to help others? How stupid
they were! Why did they throw the gold into the river? Just keep it, use a bit
for themselves, and help others with the rest.” Is that right? This shows the
impurity of our minds.

Buddhism teaches us to do things in the reversed way to get away from
the Five Desires. Master Han Shan said Confucianism teaches the principle
of “Governing the world,” Taoism teaches “Forgetting the world,” and
Buddhism teaches “Cutting off from the world.” T still remember when I
first read the story about the Noble Pang in the Tang Dynasty pouring all
his treasures into the sea to pursue the great way single-mindedly, I really
could not understand the point of the story. Why didn’t he practice like
Fan Zhongyan and use the treasures to rescue the poor and suffering people
all over the world? Why did he come up with this crazy idea? Later on I
realized that when you don’t have a single thing, your spiritual nature can
get boosted. This is also why the Noble Pang and his family were able to
accomplish the path, while we are still ordinary people staying on in the
cycle of birth and death.

From this we can see the essential natures of the three philosophies,
Confucianism, Taoism, and Buddhism, are the same. They only differ in
depth and vastness. The concept of “the mind that embodies the universe,
with a capacity pervading realms as many as grains of sand” is also emphasized
in Buddhism: the broadness of one’s mind determines the broadness of your
stage. If you can maximize the volume of your mind, your substance will be
one with others, or even with the myriad things, and you will truly realize
the Confucianism philosophy of “If others are hungry, it is like I am hungry;
If others are drowning, it is like I am drowning.” In this way you can rescue
and transform living beings, create transformation bodies accordingly, and
obtain enlightenment by treating all living beings as the water of Bodhi.
When you one feels the living beings” pain and their seeking for help (from
the Buddhas), you demonstrate the true spirit of Buddhism. Therefore, the

first basic skill in cultivating is to eliminate self-attachment.

The second basic skill is the skill of contemplation. We should often
look at our own minds. The 21st century is a century of restoring the
ancient ways. How can we understand this? In newspapers and magazines
there are a lot of articles introducing ways to stay healthy. They recommend
whatever food is best for health to readers. However, I personally have some
reservations about this. We take care of our body at all costs: eating organic
food, limiting salt and oil, and saying no to the Three Whites (plain rice, fine
flour, and white bread). We put so much effort into staying healthy, but do
we ever make an effort to cultivate our minds?

There are many peacocks in the City of Ten Thousand Buddhas. The
kids also know that you should never touch peacock eggs. If you think that
the peacock eggs are located at an unsafe position and may be eaten by foxes

during night time, you may think about moving the eggs to a safer place.
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However, if you do that, the peacocks will never go back to hatch the eggs;
they will no longer recognize them once the eggs have a human’s scent. As a
result, some kids who do not know this fact would go and beg the peacock,
saying, “This is your little baby. Please go and hatch the egg right now.”
But the peacock will just ignore you. Another scenario is the kids rescuing
earthworms during a rainy day. When it is raining, the earthworms are
everywhere. The kids are concerned that these worms might be crushed by
cars or people who are not careful enough. Or they may be dried to death
by the sun when the rain stops. So the kids take the earthworms back to
the lawn along the road.

I often think that Buddhists like us are kind and compassionate towards
animals. We do not kill mosquitoes, ants or cockroaches. However, do we
have the same kindness and compassion towards other people? Are we kind
to our family members? Do we speak to them with the same soft and kind
tones that we use when talking to small animals?

Also, are we kind and compassionate to ourselves? If we often get
angry or greedy for no reason, thereby disturbing the peace of our minds,
we are not treating ourselves well. We should treat ourselves better; this
means we need to cultivate our minds and nature. I often hear people say
that a woman is always lacking one more piece of clothing, and a mother
is always lacking an extra refrigerator. We are always indulging our minds
and spend too much effort and energy pursuing external materials. We do
not treat ourselves well enough by doing so, not to mention losing our
temper and being annoyed with our families, colleagues, and supervisors.

These are all behaviors of not treating ourselves nicely.

The Spring and Autumn (770-476 BC) and Warring States (475-221
BC) periods were the golden years of Chinese philosophical thought, with
the emergence of the so-called “Nine Schools and Ten Classes.” In a time
of tumultuous changes full of treachery and cunning where propriety
and manners were collapsing, these philosophers tried to eliminate the
suffering of the people. Similarly, if we consider Buddhism as a religion and
philosophy, when afflictions arise, we should treat them accordingly with
the Dharma doors we have learnt, and bring our minds home. If we get
upset and annoyed with external things, we can come back to our home as
our harbor of refuge. At home, whatever is making us upset will disappear
in a flash. However, when our minds encounter some disturbance, do we
still remember to take the mind back to its self-nature, the home of the
true mind? This becomes the topic of our cultivation.

Therefore cultivation is never just a slogan. It is to truly face our
own habits. I often hear people say something like “Every day I chant
the Buddha’s name 50,000 times,” “I bow to the Buddha 108 times,” or
“I recite the Five Sutras of the Pure Land School,” etc. However, if your
greed, anger and ignorance remain the same, and if you still have the same
afflictions, what use is your practice? Even if you chant #he Earth Store

Sutra five times a day, if your mind is still filled with resentment, loneliness
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and the urge to cry, or if you don't feel you can live on by yourself, you are not
utilizing the Buddha Dharma you have learned.

The Eighty-Four Thousand Dharma Doors spoken by the Buddha are for us
to make use of them. With them, we can obtain liberation and move forward
towards the Bodhi Way. So we need to keep this in mind at all times. I am not
saying meditation and sutra recitation are not useful; they are definitely useful.
As long as we keep practicing, they definitely help us move towards the great way
incrementally. However, if we lose our mindfulness upon encountering a certain
state, and get led around by that state, this way of reciting sutras and bowing to the

Buddha is at most accumulating merit for the human or heaven realms.

Another matter that Buddhists are concerned with is “karmic hindrance.”
When can we say that “the karmic hindrance is eliminated”? It is when our mind
is calmed down. There is no karmic hindrance coming from outside; actually
everything originates from ourselves. Thus it is said that “the myriad dharmas
are from the mind”. Therefore, let’s not orientate our cultivation towards simply
accumulating merit for human and heavenly births. We should raise our cultivation
towards the paths of liberation and Bodhi.

Let’s recall the topics that we argued with our “creditors” last time; aren’t they
really ridiculous? For example, we can argue about how to squeeze the toothpaste
out; one wants to squeeze from the center and the other wants to squeeze from the
end. We can also get into a Cold War by arguing about how to open a bakery bag;
one wants to open it elegantly while the other wants to rip it open. Aren’t these
things really minor? Do they have anything to do with the great matter of birth
and death? No. We often treat ourselves badly. We know about keeping our bodies
healthy, but we are not keeping our minds healthy; we are not feeding our minds
with good elements.

Master Shen Hui of the Heze School taught us, “The single word ‘awareness’ is
the door to all wondrous things.” If we constantly keep our awareness, bringing our
minds back to the self nature, we can develop wisdom by continuously practicing
in that way. We must never follow our habits; this will turn the word “awareness”
into the door of all troubles. That is not awareness, but something controlled by
the conscious mind. It is not true wisdom. Cultivators should constantly keep an
eye on their minds, so that we can use our self nature as a mirror to contemplate
everything. By doing this we will have wisdom, as well as a bright life.

The Venerable Master also told us many times, that studying Buddhism is to
learn principles. If we understand the principles, we will not be ignorant, and will
be free from darkness. Therefore, we should “study Buddhism”, which is to abide
where the Buddha dwells, instead of just ‘learning about the Buddha’, which is
studying Buddhism as an academic topic. The longer we study Buddhism, the
perspective with which we see things should become higher and vaster; we maintain
harmony with the people around us, showing them that Buddhists are kind and
gentle, distinct from ordinary people. Only in this way will they be willing to study
the principles of Buddhism, with the wish of becoming as cheerful and free as you.
This is how you help propagate Buddha dharma.

In summary, we need to keep an eye on our minds, treat ourselves better,
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and feed our minds with good elements. This requires some skill in
contemplation. Therefore, we should not treat cultivation as just a slogan
or task. How to understand this? We have our own daily practice (“tasks” in
Chinese). Here the so-called “task” refers to homework for Chinese, English
and Mathematics classes when we were students; and when we have finished
our homework, we can take a rest, listen to music or watch TV. But is this
how we do our daily practice in Buddhism? When we finish reciting the
sutras for the day, can we take a rest, watch some dramas and play around
on a computer?

If we treat cultivation as counting quantities—for example, bowing to
the Buddhas 108 times a day, or bowing two to three hundred times a
month to eradicate karmic hindrances, or telling people many times you
recited the Buddha’s name and bowed to the Buddha—this kind of slogan
or count is at most accumulating the merit for a human or heavenly birth.
It has nothing to do with liberation. On the other hand, if we contemplate
our greed, anger and ignorance and see how much they have changed, and
observe whether our minds are still when we encounter a difficul state, this
is the practice that fixes our bad habits and expands the height and breadth
of our vision. Only when our minds become broader and we ultimately
realize that “the mind that embodies the universe, with a capacity pervading
realms as many as grains of sand” can we say we have mastered the skills of
contemplation.

So let’s encourage each other to remember to bring our minds back
to our self-nature, and keeping our minds under control. When the mind
flees away and creates false thoughts, let’s gently pull it back to the self
nature. If we constantly keep practicing like this every day, the periods that
we dwell securely in self-nature will become longer and longer, and occur
more often. We often say, “abide where the Buddha dwells,” so when we
encounter a certain state, we should ask ourselves: “If it were the Venerable
Master who encountered this situation, what would he do and what would

» «

he say?” “If Buddha encountered this situation, what would he do and what
would he say?” If we constantly keep our awareness and abide where the

Buddha dwells, we will definitely succeed in our cultivation in the future. &
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