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Vigorously Upholding Precepts
Retains the Proper Dharma
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A Talk by Bhikshuni Heng You on August 2, 2013
in the Buddha Hall of CTTB

English Translation by Lan Huang and Shramanerika Gwo He

Today, I would like to share with everyone the causes and conditions of
Buddhist precepts.

One day, the Venerable Shariputra asked the Buddha: “Which Buddha
cultivated pure conduct and made Buddhadharma last longer? Which
Buddha cultivated pure conductand Buddhadharma end early?” The Buddha
answered: “Some Buddhas cultivated pure conduct made Buddhadharma
last longer; some Buddhas cultivated pure conduct made Buddhadharma
end early” Why is it? The Buddha told him that some Buddhas did not
lecture on sutras extensively or explain precepts for his disciples. This caused
his disciples to become lazy, making Buddhadharma end early.”

Hence, when some Buddhas saw other Buddhas letting the dharma end
carly, they were worried that their disciples would get lazy and thus lectured
on sutras extensively. They taught their disciples to be mindful of certain
things, to contemplate and do certain acts, and not to contemplate and
continue others. They should cultivate according to these precepts.

After some Buddhas enter nirvana, although many people under
different first and last names, and from different families leave the home-
life, Buddhadharma will not last long. This is because these Buddhas do
not lecture on sutras nor do they govern their disciples with precepts. This
is just like spreading flowers over a table. If the wind blows, the flowers will
disperse in all directions because there is no string to hold them together.

Venerable Shariputra listened and he immediately asked the Buddha to
establish precepts. The Buddha said that the time had yet come, because they
had to wait until someone broke the precepts before they could officially
speak of a precept. The Buddha told Shariputra that when Bhikshus became
famous and many people know them, they would have some wealth; and
when they have fame and money, they would begin carrying out dharmas
with outflows. Then the Buddha would speak precepts to help them
eliminate outflow dharmas.

When the Venerable Master just arrived to the U.S., he began lecturing
on sutras. In the recordings of the Venerable Master’s lectures, he explained

sutras to his disciples, telling them what they should do and what they
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should not do. When his disciples started breaking precepts, he established
the Six Great Principles to treat their habits of fighting, being greedy, seeking,
being selfish, pursuing personal advantages, and lying. Everyday, we recite the
Six Great Principles twice, which teaches us to refrain from these bad habits.
But how many people can fully follow these great principles?

Everyday, we need to attend Morning and Evening Recitations. This
practice originated from long ago when patriarchs saw that their disciples did
not know how to apply their effort in cultivation. They liked investigating
Chan, but they did not respect the Buddha, bow, or learn the Buddhadharma.
They became lazy. Then they could not make progress, obtain the Way, or get
enlightened. This is why the patriarchs required people to attend Morning
and Evening Recitations.

In 1991, when I just came to CTTB, everyone held precepts vigorously.
When someone did something wrong, other people would tell him or her
the right way. One morning, I got up quickly and came to the Buddha Hall
for Morning Recitation. At that time, I was assigned to hit the big drum that
we beat before the prayer. Right after I finished and before I came down,
a Dharma Master was calling my name, saying that I did not come to the
recitation that day. Then, there were Dharma Masters who took attendance
before the recitation for record.

Another time it was my turn to do the morning offering in the dining
hall. After I finished making the offering, I went to get a packet of chocolate
powder in the Dinning Hall to take back to my room. Before I left, someone
tapped my shoulder. When I turned around, there was one Bhikshuni who
said, “You can’t take anything out of the Dining Hall. If you want to drink it,
you can drink it here. But you can’t take it out to your room.” From that time
on, I knew we can’t take anything out of the Dining Hall. Later, we listened to
one of the Venerable Master’s recorded lectures. He said, “If you are (elderly
or are visiting monastics) and you want to eat breakfast, you must first put on
your robe and sash and make offering to the Buddha. That’s the proper way to
have breakfast.” (Editor’s note: The Venerable Master does not require visiting
monastics to eat only one meal a day).

So when the Venerable Master was around, he required everyone to attend
recitations in the Buddha Hall, the Morning and Evening recitations and the
Meal Offering. Everyone needed to be present. One day the Venerable Master
scolded a Bhikshuni, who then was the leader of the Shramanerikas, because
she missed the Avatamsaka Sutra recitation. She said she was too busy to come
and recite the sutra. The Master said: “Even though you are busy, you can
bring your work to the Buddha Hall and listen to other people recite. You
can’t be absent!”

After Meal Offering, we went to the Dining Hall to eat. At that time,
we had our food on the table just like how it is on the men’s side nowadays.
After the person in front took her share, she passes the dishes to the next
person. Since I was the last person in the row, there usually wasn’t much food
left. After I took my food, I ate my food quickly so I could go to the End of
the Meal ceremony in the Buddha Hall. Another day I got upset and cried; I
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didn’t even go to the End of the Meal that day. Once, I didnt go to
end the meal, immediately a Bhikshuni asked, “What are you doing?
Why didn’t you go to end the meal?”.

Sometimes, when the Venerable Master was not at CTTB, the
number of dishes at lunch increased from one, to two, to three, four,
five, and finally to six. There was more and more food available. When
the Venerable Master came back, he scolded us. Soon, we went back
to three dishes: one dish of vegetable without oil and salt, one dish of
lightly salted stir-fried vegetables, and one salty preserved vegetables.
These three dishes were the same every day. This way, people did not
have a lot of work and all of them could go to End of the Meal.

At that time, we Shramanerikas tried our best not to be absent
from any Buddhahall work; we knew they were beneficial and would
help us develop our skill in cultivation. At that time, we could bring
all kinds of questions, small or big, to the Venerable Master at the
Buddha hall. The Venerable Master would tell us what was right, what
was wrong, and what we should do. Recently, I heard a Shramanerika
say that now their teacher is very strict with them to the point that
they couldn’t breathe. Some other Dharma Masters also said that we
should not be too strict with them. All I can say is that compared to
my experiences in 1991, there have been many changes.

In 1991, the Shramanerikas had to line up every day for
everything, including going to the Morning and Evening recitations
and to the Bowing in the Buddha hall. Then, I did not understand
Chinese so I had to take a Chinese class from 6-7a.m. At 7a.m., we
recited the Avatamsaka Sutra. We then began studying or working
from 8 a.m. We still had to do Meal Offering at noon, then the
following lunch and End of the Meal. At 12:30 p.m., we attended
the Grear Compassion Repentance. At that time if we had to work in
the kitchen, we had to rush to the Buddha Hall to end the meal first;
after that, we came back and washed dishes or did other work. Then,
we rushed back to the Buddha Hall to attend the Grear Compassion
Repentance. We had to wait until night to wash our own clothes and
then went to bed at 11 p.m.

Precepts can help us attain Samadhi. The five, eight, ten precepts,
and the Bhikshu and Bhikshuni precepts, all belong to the category of
Sound Hearer precepts, which teach us what we shouldn’t do. Then we
take the Bodhisattva precepts, which are precepts instructing us what
we should do. If we fail to do such required things, that is breaking
the precepts. The Bodhisattva precepts help us attain Samadhi. When
we have Samadhi, we need to have great compassion to cross over all
living beings. Upholding precepts purely is to have pure behaviors,
pure speech and pure minds, and I hope everyone will accomplish
this. Amitabha!



