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Bowl of Walnuts
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Spoken by Bhikshuni Heng Yi
at the Buddha Hall of CTTB on July 17, 2014
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There was a little monk who worked very hard everyday — he
worked hard in the kitchen, cleaning, begging for alms or reciting
sutras. He was diligent in everything he did and he worked so hard
that he became extremely worn out. He felt he achieved nothing
after all the effort made. He went to his teacher, an old monk and
asked him for instructions. The old monk told him to bring over
the bowl that he uses to eat with as well as some walnuts. The old
monk told the little monk to put the walnuts into the bowl until it
was filled. Then the old monk asked the little monk, now the bowl
is full, what else do you think you can put in the bowl? The little
monk replied without thinking, “The bowl is full, you can’t put
anything else in, teacher.”

The old monk asked the little monk to get some rice and he
put is around the edge of the bowl until it brimmed over. The old
monk then asked the little monk again, “Now take a look at this
bowl, what else do you think you can put in the bowl?” This time
the little monk didn’t dare to answer rashly and waited patiently for
the old monk’s further instructions.

Then old monk told the little monk to get some water. To his
surprise, he found that the full bowl could still hold some water.
Then the old monk asked the little monk again, “Now take a look
again at this bowl, what else do you think you can put in the bowl?”
The little monk was very cautious about giving an answer. Then the
old monk asked the little monk to get some salt. He then slowly
and gently added the salt into the full bowl.

Finally the old monk asked the little monk, “Now tell me,
what lesson have you learned?” The little monk replied, “I think
this means, no matter how busy you are, you can still find some

time.” The old monk shook his head saying, “No, this isn’t what
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I wanted to teach you.” The old monk poured everything out into a
basin. Now let’s put everything back in reverse order and let’s see what
happens. You'll see when the bowl is filled with water and whatever you
add to the bowl will make the water overflow. If your life is an empty
bowl and you fill it with superficial things like rice and salt, how can
you put walnuts in? This can be likened to our lives, if we are extremely
busy, running about and constantly on the move, then there’s a need
for you to think about it. How can I place walnuts into the bowl of life
first? Besides, if your life is an empty bowl, how can you tell walnuts
from rice? If everyone can carefully disern his or her own walnuts, life
can be very simple and easy. We must put our walnuts into the bowl of
life before doing anything else, otherwise we'll be tied up with trivial
matters throughout our lives.

A couple of days ago, a layperson told me she graduated from
high school in the late 80s and came to the United States to look for
a university. When she was still looking for her school, she met the
Venerable Master. She came to CTTB and met him. She asked him,
“Can I come study at DRBU?” At that time, DRBU was actively
recruiting students. The Venerable Master told her, “You want to study
at DRBU? It’s a bogus school.” I don’t think the Venerable Master was
joking with her; he just looks at things from a different angle. Not only
is DRBU a bogus school, even CTTB is a bogus place.

Last month CTTB held the observance of the 19th anniversary of
the Venerable Master entering nirvana. Several senior disciples went
up on stage and talked about their individual experiences with the
Master. Some of them mentioned how the Master found and bought
CTTB, how he built CTTB and how he placed high hopes on CTTB.
However, one Dharma Master told us how the master thought about
selling CTTB and buying another place in the bay area to make it
convenient for those in the bay area. This shows that the Master didn’t
cling to anything. He crossed over living beings when he saw the time
was right. He carried out the Buddha’s work and vision. He didn’t insist
on things having to be done in one way or another.

We disciples have very different perspectives and visions. As stated
in the Shurangama Sutra, taking the finger to be the moon, Shakaymuni
Buddha likened our everlasting true mind to the bright moon. In order
to show Ananda where the moon is, the Buddha used his finger to
point to the moon. Ananda, instead of looking at the moon, stared at
the tip of the Buddha’s finger, mistaking the Buddha’s finger for the
moon. As a result, he failed to see his true mind. If we miss what the
Master intended to show us, but instead look at his pointing finger,
we will end up like Ananda, failing to recognize the significance of
cultivation. This is just like what the old monk in the story said. If we
do not recognize our own walnuts and cannot put the walnuts in the
bowl of life first, we will end up being tied down by trivial things in life.

In the past one or two decades, with the rapid development of
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science and technology, our world has experienced unprecedented
changes. Most people tend to seek the highest benefit with the lowest cost
within the shortest period of time. Moving at a fast rate has become the
irresisitable trend today. Influenced by the overall situation, people are
propelled to forge ahead to keep up with the times. If you slow down a
little bit, you'll be left behind and replaced quickly. If this kind of trend
comes into style at the monastery, our cultivation will be challenged.

Taking my own experiences for example, only when I'm sick and not
able to do anything, can I slow down my pace. I force myself to take a rest,
force myself to stop using the computer, stop attending meetings, stop
taking new jobs and stop following other people’s footsteps. The pace and
rhythm cultivation requires is different from what people go through on
the outside world. Afterall, like a culture and civilzation, it takes a long
time to gain a depth of experience. It is necessary for those who cultivate
the way to slow down their pace from time to time to focus and retain
their essence, energy and spirit.

Many people like this quote by the Venerable Master: The culivator
should have a small and simple dwelling, very little money, be safe and
sound, and virtually have no karma. What we need in our life is very little,
those who know how to eat, do not eat a lot. Those who know how to
sleep, do not sleep a lot. Those who know how to live, do not need a lot.
Those who know how to do things, do not need to work from day until
night. The Way is the ordinary mind. We should do things calmly and we
will see how many things we should do and how many we shouldn’t do.
The mistake we usually make is seeking something far when it lies near,
seeking something difficult when it is easy. When we indulge ourselves,
controlling and restraining our mind becomes difficult. The following
story tells us how difficult it can be to train our mind to stay focused;
even a great hero who can conquer the world cannot do it.

There was a businessman who was the richest man in his country. His
business and property spread all around world and he had hundreds of
thousands of employees. His great achievement can be compared to the
ancient Ghengis Khan. Although many people admired his achievements
in business, he still had a regrets in life. The closest relatives of his were
diagnosed with cancer. This rich person used his own private airport and
private airplanes to take his relatives to other countries to receive medical
treatment. He eventually wasn’t able to bring back their lives. After losing
two of his close relatives, he was in great pain. He thought he could find
consolation and comfort in religion, so he went to a monastery to sit
in meditation, trying to calm his mind down. Ghengis Khan could ride
on horseback fighting north and south on many fronts and open up
new frontiers and expand territories. This rich businessman also had the
capacity to develop his career and make his mark on the world. But to
keep his mind focused, he said frankly and honestly, “While I was sitting
there, I found my mind couldn’t calm down for even a second.”

Today we come to the monastery to attend the seven day Guan Yin
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session. This is a very good opportunity to train our mind. Before we get
a response from Guan Yin Bodhisattva, the prerequisite is to practice
how to train our mind to stay focused. If we are busy people, first of
all we have to train ourselves how to slow down our pace and put aside
everything; at least for this one week. We can take advantage of this
opportunity to let everything go. The session, although the schedule
is pretty full and tight, involves simple bowing and chanting, slow
motion of circumambulating the Buddha hall and meditation which
can help settle our scattered thoughts.

In today’slecture, it happened to be the last day the Venerable Master
lectured the Avatamsaka Sutra. He mentioned a few circumstances in
his talk which are the basic requirements that can help us settle down
in the monastery. The Venerable Master mentioned that living in the
monastery, we have to be frugal. If it is not necessary, we don’t drive at
CTTB. Also, we don’t casually make long distance calls. If we do so,
this will invoke an inconceivable retribution.

So speaking about how to stay focused on frugality. I have a little
story to share. A few years ago I heard from a nun who told us that, if
you leave your room without turning off the light and don’t plan on
coming back in a short time, you'll waste electricty and the result is

you'll have a hard time gaining samadhi. This is the instruction from

the Venerable Master. &
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Question: What kind of university is Dharma Realm Buddhist University?

Venerable Master's answer: It's a university that cheats people. If you're afraid of being cheated, then don't ask about it and don't attend it.
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/:\ i n: Would the Venerable Master compassionately give instructions on
how the laity should practice the Dharma Door of the Forty-two Hands and Eyes?

Venerable Master's answer: Do not fight, do not be greedy, do not seek, do not be selfish, do not work for your own benefit, and do not lie!
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Question: Are there time constraints for reciting the Shurangama Mantra?
Is it that one can only recite it at 5 AM, and not afterwards?

Venerable Master's answer: It will be 5 AM whenever you are reciting it.
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