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LIVES OF THE PATRIARCHS
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TheTwenty-First Patriarch,
Venerable Vasubandhu
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Lectured by the Venerable Master Hua on August 29, 1981
English Translation Revised by Bhikshuni Heng Chih
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They have become accustomed to the elder monk eating fruit, and so when he began
to eat rice gruel, it was as if he had committed a crime! The critic considered that
worse than killing someone or committing arson or grand theft. He even had to
whisper to me stealthily, as if he didnt want anyone else to know. Why? It was a
departure from custom. The critic only knew that the monk had changed his diet.
The critic did not know the first thing about cultivation. He didn’t know that eating
rice gruel is the elder monk’s basic right.

Since he is a person, he has the right to eat. He has the right to take rice gruel. If
he decides he does not want to eat regular food or that he wants to drink rice gruel,
that is his own decision. No one else has the right to interfere with him or order
him not to eat rice or take rice gruel. This critic did not understand the teachings of
Buddhism, yet recklessly passed judgment.

This person also criticized him by saying that the fruit monk was a dumb monk
and was unable to explain the sutras or to talk about anything at all. A statement
like that shows even more that this person did not understand the Buddhadharma.
People who truly speak the Dharma do not have to use their mouths to do so. It
shows in everything they do. Their behavior displays the Dharma. Their behavior is
the expression of Dharma. In thought and deed, they are speaking Dharma. This is
what’s meant by:

Abide in the unconditioned when doing things.

Wordlessly put the teaching into practice.

Do all the myriad things without weariness.

Do not own anything thar exists.

Do things without taking credit for them.

Retain none of the merit generated.
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Only sages can do this. What a shame that ordinary people dont
recognize them and recklessly criticize them and make baseless assumptions.
Isn’t that pathetic?

And so, know that never lying down does not mean never sleeping.
Be aware of this. He ate only one meal a day. Why ecat only one meal a
day? It is because when the Buddha was in the world, all the bhikshus ate
only one meal a day. The instructions were: Take one meal at midday. Sleep
under a tree at night. Take care not to seek more of anything. They were
to dispense with property and wealth and any other private possessions. In
that way they could genuinely get rid of their greed; they could genuinely
and truly cultivate. Once we enter monastic life, we should no longer look
upon money as important. We should consider gold and silver to be as if
excrement. Filthy! We shouldn’t continually dream of getting rich or making
money. We shouldn’t become so obsessed that we think: “Our destiny is
bound to money; our natural disposition is linked with money; the purpose
of cultivation is to get money. And what is money? It’s inseparable from who
we are.” Don't be like that!

In the six periods of the day and night, he bowed to the Buddhas.
Venerable Vasubandhu bowed to the Buddhas during the day and bowed
to the Buddhas at night. During all periods of the day and night he bowed.
Why did he eat only one meal a day? He was bowing to the Buddhas and
had no time to eat! Why did he not lie down? He was bowing to the Buddhas
and had not time for reclining. That’s my commentary on him. If you don’t
believe it, then invite him here and ask him.

He was a place of refuge for the multitudes. Since he worked hard like
that at his cultivation, many people knew about him. They knew he ate one
meal a day. They knew he always sat and did not recline to sleep. They knew
he bowed to the Buddhas all the time. That is why everyone respected him.
They praised him. They made full prostrations to express their admiration of
this venerable cultivator.

The twentieth patriarch came to where he was. Then someone who was
an expert happened by. Venerable Vasubandhu was hard at work cultivating,
and an expert showed up. A wise mentor came. So this good advisor arrived
and what did he do?

He questioned the assembly. When he arrived there, he queried those
gathered. Why did he ask questions? It is because the twentieth patriarch
knew that this Venerable One, Vasubandhu, should be the twenty-first
patriarch, and that he needed to break his attachments. In order to do that,
he first spoke to some of his faithful followers:

“Can this ascetic attain the Buddha Way through the cultivation
of Brahma conduct?” He called him an ascetic because he ate once a day
and always sat without reclining. He also bowed to the Buddhas during the
six periods of the day and night. These dhata [ascetic] practices, known
as Brahma conduct, are pure practices people can cultivate. The twentieth
patriarch asked: “Can this ascetic who cultivates dhiita practices reach
the Buddha Way? Can he become a Buddha?” That is what he asked the

followers—those who had faith in him.
52 To be continued





