Cultivating
the Spiritual Path

and Studying the Sutras A Story of Two Friends
During the Time

By Bhikshu Heng Shiin

Chinese Translation by Shramanerika Jin Shao Of the Buddha
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If he practices in accordance with Dharma,
Having given up greed, hatred, and delusion, (8 L i
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Explanation of the Verse RO A AR B T BB RN B 1 TR

These passages from the Dharmapada (verses #19 and #20) were g FAEHFEERBER - KB TFRYHSEIE
spoken by the Buddha concerning two close friends who pursued A& BHEE TEITHVART - AV E L AF AR
the teachings of the Buddha in quite different ways. Both of them TE DA ZE 88 B Ry (BTN 5 55— (IR
had heard the Buddha give an instructional talk to a gathering of — RIJ¥EE(E - EE ST LMK AR MFI5HE
people and were so moved by his teaching that they decided to SEET 0 HREIEEE AR -

renounce the life of a householder and become monks. After they %A AFIREYEL T8 B TS S S R 4K - it

'A “Shramana” here refers to a Buddhist monastic who has whole-heartedly devoted his entire life to following the Buddha’s spiritual path.
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*The explanation of this verse that follows is a modified version from the Dhamma (Dharma) Study Group, which the author was previously a participating

member of. The group consists of people devoted to the study of the Abhidharma, the Buddhist detailed analysis of the nature and function of citta (mind)
and other fundamental elements and phenomena (dharmas) that make up Samsara.
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had undergone monastic training for five

years, each chose a path of focus. The
younger friend decided he would pursue
the path of study, whereas the older of the
two focused his energies on the path of
practice, developing skill in meditation.
They then went their own separate ways.
Later, the younger monk became
adept at reciting from memory and
lecturing on the Buddhist Canon. He
was the lecturer for a group of 500 monks
and was the Preceptor for eighteen large
communities of monks. The older monk,
after receiving personal instruction from
the Buddha, strove and struggled alone in
the forest, and became a 4th Stage Arhat
with the Six Super knowledges’. A group
of monks went to the older friend to seek
instructions on meditation. By faichfully
observing his instructions, the entire

group also became 4th Stage Arhats.
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°A “4th Stage Arhat” is totally free from the Three Realms of Existence in Samsara, and does not to undergo further rebirth and death. However, he or she

does not yet have the ability to teach and rescue living beings still suffering in Samsara (except to a very limited extent). On the other hand, a Bodhisattva

develops many virtuous qualities for millions of lives, to perfect his ability to help beings still caught in the illusion of Samsara. The Six Super knowledges

include the ability to know one’s own and others’ past lives, knowing others’ thoughts, the ability to see and hear what is going on in the heavens, the

extinction of mental impurities, and other miscellaneous powers within the spiritual realm.
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Then this group of enlightened monks wanted to take their leave of
their teacher to go and pay their respects to the Buddha who was staying
in Shravasti in the Jeta Grove. Their teacher told them to please also convey
his own respectful greetings to the Buddha, the 80 Chief Disciples, and his
younger friend. After they arrived at the Jeta Grove they paid their respects to
the Buddha, his disciples, and the friend. The younger friend told the disciples
of his older friend, “What have you learned from your teacher? Have you
learned any sections of the Buddhist Canon?” And he thought to himself,
“This monk does not know a single four-line verse from the Canon. As soon as
he became a monk, he took rags from a garbage heap, entered the forest, and
later gathered a great many pupils about him. When he returns, it behooves
me to ask him some questions.” Not realizing that his older friend was already
enlightened, he was very doubtful that his friend had the ability to teach the
Buddha-dharma.

At a later time, the older monk came to the Jeta Grove to pay his respects
to the Buddha. He left his robe and bowl with his friend while he greeted the
Buddha and the 80 Chief Disciples. When he returned, his younger friend
showed him the customary attentions, providing him with a seat, etc., and
then sat down. His intention was to question his older friend, so as to show
that he was not really qualified to teach. The Buddha, with his spiritual powers
was aware of what was about to take place. If the younger monk were to carry
out his intention and tried to trouble his friend, the Buddha saw that it could
result in being reborn in a lower state of existence in his future life. Therefore,
the Buddha intervened by going to where the two monks were.

As was customary whenever monks would meet together in their dwellings
in the Jeta Grove, a seat for the Buddha was prepared out of veneration, and
also just in case the Buddha happened to come to their dwelling. Therefore,
when the Buddha arrived he took the seat already prepared for him and then

commenced to question both of the monks.

Upon questioning the younger monk on the states of the Four Dhyana-
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meditations, as well as the states connected with the Formless Realm

attainments, he was not able to answer any of the Buddha’s questions
correctly. When the Buddha continued to question him on the lowest stages
of Enlightenment, from the first stage of Stream-Enterer up to and including
that of the Arhat, he was also unable to answer any of the Buddha’s questions.
Then the Buddha asked his older friend the same questions concerning the
Four Dhyanas, the Four Formless Realm attainments, and the Four Stages
of Enlightenment (in the Theravada tradition). The older friend was able to
answer them all correctly.

Then the Buddha applauded and praised the older monk saying, “Well
done! Well done!” The Buddha did not offer a single word of praise for the
scholarly younger monk. Thereupon, the pupils of the younger monk who
witnessed this were rather perplexed that the Buddha had showered lavish
praise upon the unscholarly older monk and not a single word of approval
on their learned teacher. To resolve their doubts the Buddha told them that,
although their teacher knew the sacred words of the Buddha by heart, he
lacked enlightened realization, so that “In my teaching he is like a man who
tends cows for hire. But the older monk is like the owner who enjoys the

dairy products of the cow at his own pleasure.”

Some Comments About Buddhist Practice & Realization

Over 40 years ago, when I lived in Thailand to see how the Buddha’s
teachings (the Dharma) were actually practiced in daily life in one of the
strongest Buddhist countries in the world, I was struck by how monks in
the forest and monks in the city focused on different aspects of the Dharma.

The monks in the city devoted themselves to the study of the Dharma.
They learned Pali, the canonical language of Theravada Buddhism, studied
the Sutras, the commentaries by the Great Master Venerable Buddhagosha,
and the Abhidharma teachings that gave a detailed and profound analysis of
the nature and functioning of the mind, mental factors, and material form.
When I became ordained as a novice monk in one of the best city monasteries

in Bangkok, Wat Bovornivet, I had many good examples of monks who
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vigilantly dedicated themselves to the study of the Dharma. The main teacher for
instructing me on the finer aspects of monastic life was a British monk who was one
of the top translators of the Pali Buddhist Canon into English at that time.

And when [ visited the forest monasteries of Ajahn Maha Boowa and Ajahn
Chah, both of whom already had a significant number of Western monastics
disciples, I was quite impressed by their commitment to putting into actual practice
the Vinaya (monastic rules in daily life) and the essential practices of Dharma in
mental development and meditation.

It was quite apparent to me that these two aspects of the Buddha’s teaching have
an important relationship with one another. That is, before one devotes oneself to
meditation practice, it is good to have extensive knowledge of the principles and
truths taught by the Buddha in the Sacred Texts or Sutras. Spending a period of time
in studying the Sutras and learning the canonical language creates a good and strong
foundation for one’s practice later on.

Now given the importance of building a good foundation in knowledge of the
Dharma through study, it was still clear from all of the monks that I learned from
that the truths of the Buddha’s teachings can only be genuinely known through
direct realization via deep, profound meditation practice. Even the erudite British
monk-scholar who oversaw my monastic training would constantly remind me of
how in order to “truly” understand the Dharma, one must practice like those in the
forest monastery of Ajahn Maha Boowa, which was associated with our monastery.

Shortly after becoming a novice monk in Thailand, I learned about the rigorous
practice of the monks and nuns of Gold Mountain Monastery in the Mission
District of San Francisco under the guidance of the Venerable Master Hsuan Hua,
the founder of the Dharma Realm Buddhist Association and the City of 10,000
Buddhas. Even though this was 40 years ago, at a time before the City of 10,000
Buddhas had even been established, the Venerable Master already had a far-reaching
reputation for establishing a Bodhimanda that included both deep, profound study
of the Sutras and, most importantly, vigorous and earnest spiritual cultivation.

Fortunately, I immediately left Thailand to take advantage of the

opportunity to learn and cultivate under the
tutelage of the Venerable Master here in America.

At the present time in our society we rightfully
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honor those individuals who are scholarly and learned. If a person has an advanced
degree we expect that he is an expert in that field. However, in the Buddha’s teaching,
advanced ability in scholarly study alone is not by any means an indication of expertise
in the Buddha-dharma.

Unlike most other fields of knowledge, the Buddha’s teaching is a way of life that
requires actual practice, training, and realization. And it is only through practice or
spiritual cultivation that one can come to a true understanding of the Dharma from
direct experience and realization.

The training consists first of virtuous conduct. When one habitually acts and
speaks in accordance with the moral precepts, one’s mind becomes freed from the
problems of worry, fear, covering, deception, and so on, that obstruct the ability to
develop meditative skill. With training in meditation, one then develops the power of
concentration or “Samadhi” that can see with great awareness and accuracy the nature
of one’s own thoughts inside and the events outside. With this expansion of awareness
or “mindfulness” one is not so controlled and manipulated by events or objects in the
external environment. Based on this greatly heightened awareness from meditation,
the profound intuitive wisdom that sees the true nature of all phenomena in Samsara
can unfold. With the deep realization that all conditioned things are unsatisfactory
and suffering, impermanent, and “not-self”, one no longer identifies with anything
in Samsara.

One may say that studying the Sutras is important, because it is the first step
in helping one to unfold or reveal one’s inherent wisdom. This is absolutely correct.
Studying the Sutras is very important, but it must be done in conjunction with virtue
and meditative-concentration in order to be meaningful. Enlightened wisdom or
prajna-wisdom, as it is called in Buddhism, is not the result of mere study. Without
virtue and the development of meditative concentration, this sort of study is hardly
different from other worldly fields of knowledge in that it has no significant effect on
how one lives one’s life, and more importantly how one perceives and experiences the
world. One who has the enlightened wisdom taught by the Buddha, goes through
a transformation of his or her entire being and as a result experiences the world in

a completely different way than ordinary unenlightened people. A person with this
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genuine prajna-wisdom is capable of transmitting
the actual teaching of the Buddha to others,
because for him the truths of the Dharma are a
reality that he knows through direct experience
and realization—not mere words in a book. He is
a true “vessel of the Dharma.”

This principal of how absolutely essential
actual practice of the Dharma is to awakening to
the truths taught by the Buddha, was well explained
in the story of the two friends mentioned above.
Now in the Flower Garland or Flower Adornment
(Avatamsaka) Sutra, the “king of kings” amongst
all Mahayana Sutras, which the Venerable Master
explained in a series of about 3,000 lectures over a
seven-year span, there is a section devoted to this idea. It is from Chapter 10, entitled
Bodpisattvas Ask For Clarification.

This section starts out with Manjushri Bodhisattva asking the Bodhisattva

Dharma Leader the following question:

Why is that some people receive the proper Dharma, but still succumb to the
mental defilements or afflictions of greed, hatred, delusion, arrogance, covering,

indignation, animosity, jealousy, stinginess, deceit, and obsequiousness?

Then Dharma Leader Bodhisattva answered in verse. These are the first lines of

his response:

Disciple of the Buddha, listen well
To the true meaning of what you ask.
It is not merely by means of much learning

That one may enter the Dharma of the Buddha.
The Venerable Master explained this verse as follows:

In studying the Buddha-dharma, it is not the case that the more one
studies, the better. Nor is it that the more one receives and upholds the better.
Someone may say, ‘I can recite the Shurangama Sutra, Dharma Flower
(Lotus) Sutra, and the Flower Adornment Sutra- in fact, the entire Twelve
Types of Sutra Texts and the Three Treasuries or Baskets of the Buddhist
Canon- from memory, without looking at a book.” But have you cultivated
the Buddha-dharma? No! To have knowledge without putting what you know
into practice is like talking about delicious food, while going hungry. It is not
merely by reading more or reciting more that one can enter the Dharma of
the Buddhas.

Some of the next verses include the following:
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Like a physician who, though skillful in prescribing medicine,

Is unable to cure his own illness.

Without practicing the Dharma, Much learning is the same way.
Like one who counts the wealth of others’,

But has not a penny of his own.

Without practicing the Dharma, Much learning is the same way.
Like a person born in a Kings palace,

Who still suffers hunger and cold.

Without practicing the Dharma, Much learning is the same way.
Like a deaf musician playing tunes

Others enjoy but he himself does not hear.

Without practicing the Dharma, Much learning is the same way.
Like a blind artist whose many drawings Are displayed for others,
But he himself can never see.

Without practicing the Dharma, Much learning is the same way.

In conclusion, I am reminded of these words from a lecture
the Venerable Master gave during a Chan meditation session back
in August of 1974- actually during my first week of studying and

cultivating under his guidance:

True skill, true gong fu (I4;K), isn’t in any book, isn’'t in any
Sutra, or any Shastra, or in any part of the Vinaya. It requires
that you actually, truly, do the work of cultivation. The Sutras
just tell people the Path. They teach you how to cultivate the
spiritual path. However, if you merely know the path and you
don’t practice it, that’s useless... .

When you’re all muddled and confused, you can look
at a thousand books and it won’t be sufficient. It will still be
too few. If you have really become enlightened- you realize
Enlightenment and have Awakened- then one word is a lot of
talk. You have no use for it. In the Chan School we speak of
“using the mind to seal the mind” and “not being established
by the written or spoken word”. There isn’t any language or
literature. The inheritance of the Dharma is also called the
Mind Ground Dharma. The Dharma of the Mind Ground tells
you to cultivate it and to recognize it. It is the ‘light and wind’
of the original ground. It's not from any other place. You will
not find the Mind Ground Dharma anywhere outside. But if
you return the light, search within yourself, apply your spiritual
skill and gong fu to the inherent nature, you will recognize
your own mind and see your own nature. That’s what counts.

(From the book Listen to Yourself, Think it Over, Volume
One)&
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