Thoughts on How the Ocean is Like My Master
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A Talk Given by Dharma Master Chih on January 19, 2016 during the Winter Ch’an at the City of Ten Thousand Buddhas
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Tonight I'm going to talk about the third advisor to the youth
Good Wealth, whose name was ‘Ocean-Cloud’. I'm going to read
this litde passage of text and then I'm going to talk to you about
Master Hua and how this text reminds me of our Master.

Youth Sudhana’s third mentor, Bhikshu Ocean-Cloud in the
Kingdom of Ocean Gate greets the youth by telling him,

“I have lived in this Country, Ocean Gate, for twelve years. In
my contemplations, I have always equated my spiritual state
of being with the ocean. I have pondered how the sea is vast
and extensive without measure. I have pondered how the sea
is profoundly deep and hard to fathom. I have pondered the

gradual deepening and widening of the ocean.

I have pondered the limitless rare wonderful and beautiful gems
within the ocean. I have pondered the immeasurable amount

of water that is gathered by the ocean. I have pondered the
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inconceivable variety of colors of the water of the ocean. I have pondered how
the ocean harbors many creatures with large bodies. I have pondered how the
ocean receives the rain that the huge clouds pour down. I have pondered how

the ocean neither increases nor decreases.”

So the first one, “I have pondered how the ocean is vast and extensive without
measure,” reminds me of how our Master didn’t have any prejudice. And I think
that’s because he did his meditation. When we sit in a meditation session, it’s
called “da-qi”, and it means literally “striking the seven.” “Striking the seven” has
to do with beating away at the seventh consciousness, which is our ego base--our
judgment, our critical nature, our prejudice.

Let me ask you: the wisdom that comes when you change the seventh
consciousness is what? (someone answers: The wisdom of equality.) Correct! The
wisdom that doesn’t have any prejudice.

When the seventh consciousness transforms, and that’s one of the things
we are doing in here, -- working away at our ego, working away at the way the
seventh consciousness takes information from the sixth, puts it in the eighth, and
then if there’s no interesting information coming, it takes things out of the eighth
and brings it down to the seventh so we can think about them. Things like my
grandmother’s peach jelly, or the last time I took a walk by the ocean. We have
memories that come down in meditation, and we have thoughts that go up.

Without your realizing it, any particular thought you have is going to get
stored in your eighth consciousness. And that happens because of the seventh.
It takes it to the eighth consciousness and it gets stored there. You're probably all
having similar memory-based experiences as you sit here in this hall. When things
get boring and too quiet, then your seventh is going to drag out memories from
the file cabinets of your mind--your eighth consciousness--and you're going to be
thinking about things that happened before and that’s all because of the seventh.
So that’s why we beat and beat away at the seventh.

The seventh consciousness has these qualities: (1) Self-delusion. We think,
we are the center of the universe. I am the center of my universe; you're the center
of your universe. (2) View of self. Everything we do is related to how we perceive
it. (3) Self-conceit. Obviously we are the hero of our dreams, I mean, we think
we're the best. Or the other side of that, because some of us are always saying “oh
I'm not good enough, I'm not good enough.” Did you know that’s also a kind of
conceit? And finally, (4) Self-love. We don’t want to die, we want to live, we want
everything we want. Those four aspects of our seventh consciousness are the things
we work on in this hall. We work to minimize our self-perspective.

That’s the first one, the measure of the ocean reminded me of the Master’s lack
of prejudice.

Number two, “I have pondered how the ocean is profoundly deep and hard
to fathom.” When I read this one, I think of the Master’s teachings, the way he
taught. I used to complain about people. I was really not a very good nun. I used
to complain about people. I'd go to the Master and say, “So and so doesn’t have
a good personality”, “Not doing their work,” “Has a funny habit.” All kinds of

complaints. So, the Master would tell me ( and this is what I mean about the
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teachings being profoundly deep and hard to fathom,) he would say:
“Guo Xiu, anybody who comes here to study, I see as a Buddha.
They are as if Buddhas and I respect them as such.”

So, I watched and he did as he said. And that reminded me of how
Shakyamuni Buddha, when monks left home (it was monks in the
beginning, nuns later on), when the monks left home, Shakyamuni
Buddha didn’t give them any Sravaka precepts. He trusted them. He
saw them as potential Buddhas and respected them. He figured they
would know how to behave.

Again he had no prejudice. He was an Indian, yet he paid no
attention to caste. It didn’t matter to him what caste a person was in.
There was no prejudice in the Buddha, and there was no prejudice
in the Master.

Only when the monks made mistakes, when they made some
error in judgment that may have hurt themselves, or hurt other
people, or hurt the environment or the creatures that they lived with
in the environment, or would hurt the ideals of Buddhism. Only
then did the Buddha begin to say, “You had better follow this rule.”
“You had better follow that rule.”

Now of course the exception to that is the Bodhisattva precepts,
because they are given by every Buddha. The same content, in the
same way, and they last life after life, so those precepts are different
than the ones each Buddha sets up for his particular disciples.

So that second one, “Having pondered the ocean as profound
and deep” reminded me of the Master’s teachings and the infinite
amount of trust that he showed towards us.

The third one, that the third mentor talked about is, “I have
pondered the gradual deepening and gradual widening of the ocean.”
And this of course reminds me of the Dharma. The Dharma that the
Buddha gave was so great that we could never absorb it. Even the
Dharma that the Master gave was so prolific, we could not even
absorb it let alone put it into practice.

So in that situation, it’s very easy to get discouraged. Or when
youre reading the sutras, and the sutras say, “Nobody but the
profoundest, highest Bodhisattvas can understand this.” And you
think, “Well...should I keep reading?” The Master would tell us:
“Don’t worry.” He'd say, “Of course you can’t remember it all.” He
said, “Just listen and it becomes a seed in your eighth consciousness.
And you read it some more, recite it some more, write it out, practice
it, and then pretty soon that seed matures and you understand. ”

The next thing the mentor says to the Youth Sudhana is, “I
have pondered the limitless rare, wonderful and beautiful gems
in the ocean.” And this, to me, is talking about the gems that are
the outcomes of what we experience in our practice. Sometimes a
situation like this one comes up--where we are given so many people

who support this hall thus allowing us to be able to sit. Given this
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opportunity, sustained as it is for three weeks, we can have awakenings.
We might have a big awakening, or we might have some sort of small
realizations. And I see those, each time they happen, whether we're still
in meditation or whether we’re moving about doing the things to support
this hall, as being gems. Doing our daily tasks, we can have such gems
happen to us—just as in the ocean there are big gems and small gems. So
too, outcomes in our practice are like gems.

The third mentor says, “I have pondered the immeasurable amount
of water that is gathered by the ocean.” Well, we know the saying, “The
Dharma is like a great sea, and only by faith can we enter.” So, that’s what
I think of, the water in the ocean, being so much. And the Dharma, we
are exposed to, being so much. Sitting here in meditation takes a kind of
faith as well. First of all, we have to believe it is worthwhile. If we don’,
then we will wander off and we will find things to do—there are always
things to do.

Second, we have to have faith that we can do it. That we are vessels
of the Dharma and that we can figure out in this body, how to make this
body work so we can experience the water of Samadhi. If we can stick with
it, we can figure out ourselves—what to do with our breath, our posture,
our heart beat, our eyes, our nose and how to use all of those to come up
with a way that will put us in Samadhi.

I can’t really say that I can enter Samadhi, but you will notice as you
sit in this hall every day that some people are sitting there in a state of
unmoving Suchness. That is likely to be some kind of Samadhi that they
enter. So it’s not something we can’t do, it’s something we can do, and we
have to have faith in that and then figure it out.

If you can enter the water of Samadhi, then time isn’t a factor anymore.
Space isn't a factor anymore. It’s like being suspended in the water. And
if you enter that water of Samadhi again and again, it’s going to nurture
your wisdom.

The next thing the third mentor says, “I have pondered the
inconceivable variety of colors of water in the ocean.” This reminds me of
how the Master believed in all of us.

The water has incredible colors—doesn’t it? Even on a gray day, all the
incredible shades of gray. So the colors, the variety in the water is like the
variety of human beings. Let me name a few: male and female, old and
young, smart and dumb, wise and foolish, patient and angry, gentle and
harsh, kind and cruel—colors—Ilike the colors of the water.

What the Master did in believing in all of our different varieties of
things, was to try to bring us back to the Middle. All the things I just
named are opposites. We are opposites. Some of us like to talk, some of us
like to be quiet and so forth. So he would look at all of us and he would
use method of the opposites that the Sixth Patriarch taught to try to bring
us back to the Middle, between the dualities—between extremes.

The next one, “I have pondered how the ocean harbors many creatures
with large bodies.” And of course this reminds me of the Master’s teaching

of vegetarianism and all the reasons for it. The next one he says, “I have
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pondered how the ocean receives the rain from those huge clouds

that pour down.”

And this reminds me of how the Master taught what we could
absorb. Think of the analogy of the Lorus Sutra, how the rain
falls the same but each plant and tree has the ability to absorb
the amount it needs and those are different. A litde tiny violet
plant and a big Redwood are going to absorb things differently. He
taught what we could absorb. So all of us, we all got what made us
happy. We got what we needed from the Master—all of us, and it
was different.

And finally he says, “I pondered how the ocean neither
increases nor decreases.” We're back to our “da-qi”—striking the
seven.” We're back to our seventh consciousness; were back to our
habits. The Master taught us not to make comparisons, not to
judge others, not to be critical. He taught us to be magnanimous
and tolerant. He taught us the Middle Way.

So, one of the things that I've noticed in learning about the
Youth Sudhana and his mentors is how each of the advisors of the
Youth Good Wealth, wants to tell the Youth what they know—and
does. Each teaches the Youth what they know. But the amazing
thing is, every one of them also tells the Youth what they don't
know. And that makes me wonder, when they start telling about
the things they don't know—how do they know they don’t know?

After telling the Youth what they know, they tell him what
they don’t know, and then say something like: “Ah but somebody
does know what I don’t know!” And then they send the Youth on
to the next teacher.

So, I see each of these advisors as very generous. Each one is not
at all reticent to admit what he doesn’t know. There’s not a whisper

of contention, not a shade of jealousy, and a speck of shame. &
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