Excerpts from Spanish Translation
Group's Q&A with DM Heng Chih
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Editor’s Note: Dharma Master Heng Chih, the most senior
Bhikshuni of DRBA (Dharma Realm Buddhist Association),
was invited to answer questions from the Spanish
translation group of BTTS (Buddhist Text Translation
Society) on the afternoon of September 5 in the DRBU
(Dharma Realm Buddhist University) library.

The Spanish translation group includes people from Ecuador,
Spain, Mexico, Argentina and Venezuela. On this day, there
were seven people online and five people in the room attending.
Bhikshuni Jin Deng was the moderator at DRBU library and

helped with translation.

Q: What is the best way to cultivate, reveal our wisdom and
propagate the dharma?

A: The best way is to do what you like to do — Recite mantras,
meditate, work for the monastery, bow, chant — that is the best
way. After you do what you like, you do it everyday. While you
do it, you feel happy and you do not try to do more than it’s
possible for you do to in a day. Our wisdom opens naturally when
we cultivate everyday and we do not make ourselves too stressed
and we’re happy about it. Gradually our wisdom opens. To help
propagate the Buddha dharma — you could just do what I said,
you could be a model for others. You could be a layperson who
people see is happy. Everyday you do your dharmas, everyday you
practice. That in itself without anything more can help propagate
dharma.

‘When we propagate the Dharma, and someone like you asks
could you speak, could you tell us about the Dharma, could you
tell a story? You do not say, “Oh no, I couldn’t, 'm not worthy”.

You say, “Oh yes, I can tell you a story.” You take a list, you take
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the four holy truths, the six paramitas, then you talk about the little that you
know. You can at least talk a little bit. If you want to propagate the Dharma,
you have to be willing to share. So next time someone asks you to tell them
about the Dharma, you have to remember to say something.

Q: What is the self?

A: The self comes from our consciousness and it is totally fallacious. It
is also who we think we are. According to Buddhism, it is totally a mistake
— who we think we are.

Q: Is there not the beginning of the self?

A: Yes, there is a beginning according Buddhism, in the Shurangama
Sutra — if you go to the fourth volume in English, you will find that
something happens, we are fine; there is nothing wrong with us. For some
reason, we move. When we move, first an object appears and the second
thing that appears is the self. In Christianity they talk about the creation
theory. In Buddhism we say nobody created us, we created ourselves. In the
beginning — in the Shurangama, that is the beginning of the self. Sometimes
we talk about three subtle marks, which is where the self starts.

Q: Is there an end to self?

A: Yes. You have to read the Shurangama Sutra — fourth volume.

‘When does that happen? When the self reaches emptiness, that is when
the self is ending.

Then you have to read the Sixth Patriarch Sutra. It says you have to be
careful about emptiness. You can get yourself stuck in a spot that is not really
completely devoid of the self.

My answer to when does it end is anytime we want it to. We have to
work at it, but anytime we want it to, we can be done with it. That is why I
stay a Buddhist because that is very interesting to me. I could at any moment,
right now, I could get rid of myself.

Q: Is the law of cause and effect the most important teaching of the
Buddha?

A: What do you think?

Q: I believe it is the most important teaching of the Buddha. When
I am aware in everyday life about the law of cause and effect then I feel
better and feel that real compassion is born. If I pay attention to the
beginning of my thoughts of action, then I will be aware of the law
of cause and effect in my everyday life. So yes, I believe it is the most
important teaching of the Buddha.

A: You answered your question very well. That is true for you but it may
not be true for everybody. Buddhism is like tha, if it works for you then that
is the best one for you and you should do exactly what you are doing.

Q: If I put it (the law of cause and effect) into practice on an everyday
basis as the most important teaching, will it benefit my inner work?

A: Yes, it will and I think you answered that as well when you talked
about what you learned from cause and effect about compassion and about
your own self and how to interact with other people. It is working for you,
so yes, you can take it as most important and it will benefit you. You may

find that you move on and find something else important later on but that
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does not matter. Now if cause and effect works for you, you use cause
and effect.

Q: I’'m afraid I cannot study Shurangama Sutra well because 1
don’t understand Chinese.

A: No! When I came to Buddhism I did not know Chinese people,
Chinese language, nor did I not know what a Buddhist sutra was. I
certainly didn’t know what the Shurangama was and the first thing the
Master taught was the Shurangama. Because in it, there are some things
the Buddha did not really say anywhere else. One of them is the seven
destinies. In the seven destinies, the Buddha goes into great detail to
explain why we might be in a given destiny, but he also tells us we won’t
be there forever.

I used to be a Methodist, a Christian, and I would go into the library
and read all the different commentaries on the Bible looking for answers
to questions. And what I learned mostly is anything that happens is
forever. When I came to Buddhism, I learned that Christianity is called
“eternalism” because everything is forever. So you think about it, you
live one life and then you go to heaven forever or hell forever. And in
this one life, the way Christianity sees it, as I understand it, the domestic
animals are here for us to use — to eat, to exploit and it will always be
that way in this world. I have been teaching at university for many years
now and I check with students who are not Buddhist and they verify
that is the way it is. You get one life and then you get to heaven or hell
forever and yes, everything that’s here is for us to use and exploit as
human beings.

Buddhism is different. We might be an animal — that is a shock
— or we might go to the hells, or we might be a god or we might be a
guardian angel, a protector. Buddhism says in our passage of migration
through lives, we might be any of those things. What is different is that
Buddhism says it will only be for a while. How long? As long as we
deserve it. If it is a good thing, then we have lots of blessings, money,
lots of food, and lots of enjoyment. But only as long as we deserve it.
And if it’s a bad thing — let’s take terrorists for example who seem for
no reason at all to kill themselves or kill other people, they too will only
be that way as long as they deserve and then they’re going to become
something else—hopefully, eventually, something good. Buddhism is
saying we can make choices and we have the potential to always get
better. And nothing lasts forever when it comes to our karma. Just that
section alone is something that people who are not Buddhists ought to
read, let alone Buddhists. I am so glad I got to read it when I was young.

Q: How do we diminish or get rid of the skandhas?

A: In the Shurangama Sutra, there is a section called “The 50 skandha
demons”. The Buddha never spoke it anywhere else. He did not even
speak it because he was asked. He spoke it because he knew we would
not even know to ask. That section does answer your question. How do

we diminish or get rid of the skandhas. It comes through meditation.
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If you look at that section of the Shurangama Sutra and if you look at the
beginning of each skandha and the very end in the text, it will tell you what
the skandha is like in the beginning and in the end. The text will tell you,
once a skandha is gone, what ability you will have or what level you have
reached. You can study that. The Master’s commentary indicates that even
if you have broken through those skandhas, that is not total enlightenment.
That is all I am going to say about that. It is an extraordinary section, and
we who study Buddhism should read it. I am happy I got to read it early on
in my studies.

Q: It is very good for us in Mexico to read the Shurangama Sutra
because there is so much violence and because of the difficult time we are
experiencing here. Is it good to recite the Shurangama Mantrat

A: Yes. You should know your country is not the only one undergoing
violence. You are not alone. The mantra is good for the world. The Master
said as long as anybody can recite it from memory, then the world is not going
to fall apart. He said when that could not be done, when no one can recite
it from memory, there will be many “people” who are not really people. They
are other entities who have the ability to take on human form and cause a lot
of chaos among people. The Master said when a government falls apart — we
have a lot of that in the Middle East and Europe right now, then chaos reigns
until a new government can get control. During that chaos, a lot of entities
will take on human form and help cause the chaos. They aren’t really people.
But when the Shurangama Mantra is in people’s hearts and they can recite it,
the Shurangama strength will keep that from happening. Without anybody
reciting the mantra, then chaos can happen. When it happens, it makes the
process of changing a government even harder. Even if you cannot recite it
from memory, it is good if you recite it.

You ask me about Mexico — Mexico, America, Canada, Europe, Australia
— anywhere you do it, even if you don’t know it by heart, it’s going to help.
And if you can learn certain parts of it by heart and use those, that can help
even more. Not only do you help Mexico but you help reduce the conflict
between Mexico and America. Or to put it in another way, you help there be
positive bonding between Mexico and America when you recite the mantra.
Do you believe me?

Q: I recite the mantra but do not understand the all Sanskrit words.
Can reciting the mantra only still help?

A: When we first learned, we did not know Sanskrit and I did not know
the Chinese, I only knew the sounds. Yes, the Master said, it can help, Later
he explained it all.

At the end of this Q & A session, one of the Spanish group members
on-line said that she would like to see DRBA establish a branch monastery
in Mexico. Another member requested that the Dharma Master to lecture
the Shurangama Sutra in Mexico because this is the first Sutra the Venerable
Master Hua spoke for his western disciples in the United States. Also
lecturing the Shurangama Sutra in a country without the Buddhadharma

will help spread the proper Dharma in that country. %
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