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Essentials of the Monastery
by Chan Master Baizhang
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A Talk Given by John Chu in the Buddha Hall at CTTB on 5/24 & 8/31/2015

English Translation by Alejandro Gracia
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Like most people, making a report on stage is challenging for me but I will
still try my best. I remember when the Venerable Master was still in the
world, he once called the Administration Office. He would check everyday
to see what was going on. That day, after we made our report to him, he
asked us a question. It was a very common question but we did not know
how to respond right then and there. Now, I would like to repeat the
Venerable

The Venerable Master said, “All of you at CTTB speak everyday about

the Six Great Principles. What if someone asks if you truly follow these

Master’s question. How would you respond to i

principles?” None of us knew how to answer so the Venerable Master told
us how we should respond to this. He said, “When people ask you this, tell

them, “We are still learning. These Six Great Principles are very important;
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if you can truly follow them, you will become a Buddha. We know
that this is important and this is why we are currently working in this
direction.””

Being a volunteer at CTTB, one can both nurture blessings and
cultivate wisdom and also hear the Sutras and the Dharma. To cultivate
wisdom, we must follow the four stages mentioned in the Avatamsaka
Sutra: faith, understanding, practice and realization. Having faith is
already pretty good; understanding is the next step, and being able to
put the teachings into practice is the third step. The final step is to reach
realization. For example, Subhuti is foremost in the understanding of
emptiness. I “know” that everything is empty, but do I truly realize this?
No. However, I have faith and I am willing to learn, so I am able to
share with everyone. With a spirit of learning, I try to be true to myself.
I will speak about what I know.

I would like to talk about Chan Master Baizhang’s Essentials of
the Monastery. This book is already one thousand two hundred years
old.Nonetheless, its content is still very relevant today. Chan Master
Baizhang was an awakened elder of the Tang Dynasty. He was also
called “Chan Master of Great Wisdom” and “Huai Hai Chan Master.”
He was from Fujian Province and his surname was Wang. Because he
stayed for a long time at Mt. Baizhan in Jiangxi Province, people later
called him Chan Master Baizhang. At age twenty-one, he left the home
life and received the full precepts. Under Chan Master Mazu Daoyi, he
studied the Dharma and became enlightened.

Master Baizhang established some rules for the Chan School,
called 7he Pure Rules of Baizhan. He worked everyday. Because he was
becoming old, some of his disciples would take away his tools hoping
that he wouldn’t work so much. But he simply responded by not eating.
He said, “If I have no virtue, how can I make others work for me?” Thus
came the saying that in the monastery, “One day without work, one
day without eating.” A patriarch of the Weiyang school Chan Master
Lingyou studied under Master Baizhang. He lived to be ninety-five and
held the precepts for seventy five years. This is a short introduction to
Master Baizhang. Essentials of the Monastery has twenty sections, but
because time is limited, I can only briefly cover them. I will speak as
much as time allows.

First: The Monastery flourishes when nothing is happening. Does
this mean that when everybody is not doing any work, the monastery
flourishes? I don’t think that this is what it means. This “not doing”
is not easy to understand. My guess is that it is saying we should not
identify with anything, not cause any trouble and save living beings.
We each need to know our own roles and responsibilities and accord
with our environment to finish our work. Live like this everyday and we
“fHourish when nothing is happening.”

The Venerable Master also said that we should not be afraid of

trouble yet, should not look for trouble. Cultivation basically is “Don’t

JUNE 2016 VaJra BopH Sea 129

8 A o ‘ Q134 Haog



B #i ot ‘ BobHi FIELD

KEN R SR I 7 — Sl - 0 (L
B o EREEM T FLEKRT ZE
BN B 32 1Y o118 T B GO SR A A T
LA IZER - sk @ T EREE AR ?
NIt > #kE " —HAFE > —HA®R ) B9
am > ELERAE (BT AR - R(5EAItHATEE (G
HET > HE Y FEAARE N2 - RETHEFEIL+
Tipk > IR - DA 4 E S
Bili o CERAMREEAN) A =1k - KRR (R LAE
TEE— T - BESEE S/ gD,

o EMDUEE LB o HE - 2A
ERFATESEHEE B E A St g
Bl ? ez AR EEEE - B TS R
BT WARERBHY » KRS A
o> AEFEAIE > BEEEL - REREEFE
CHIAT  SFEECHAS - IHE B 28
HIEMSEIRAGL - FREREERE - ElE

TR LB, -

EAtEEE - FAMIAEROE - B A
HELWE - BTeREE T BE A
. > FZ2ERNEGH LB - FES
AIANBUE AN DERRE - RS > £
HEMAY > AERAME > EATREEE
EEHEENE - FTLIER - SR DU Ry Bl
% o

F BT URBREE o EEERE
0% SR A I D AN B R T IBTT A
F9 > B SR IO BRI S HED - AlRE
WHERNSENEE - HE > 28tz
o o SRR 28 o W E 2 B R
fy -

(ka8 ) €857 © " REFERA > BB
oo IIREIR  FUESEH > ZRYIL  EHE
& ot o ) REERSAYL
SRR — T O EE AR RS R
FhEsmry D EIEEIR ) o LR - &R
o A SEERER - FrhlER > BT

I E—ERERESE A — LR HE
R ERIVE 3T 0 W = AT B A B AR
HYSCHR S = 20751 A B9 el > miER A E]
A RO PSR - RSO © T IEEAE
FELM 7 BEABBRAM ? | CHEREE
FEEM > BT SR R E S -

30| EMERE —O0—"ENS

cause trouble for any living being.” Fellow cultivators should not cause any
unnecessary trouble for each other. If everyone lives together harmoniously
and cultivates together, this is not doing nothing. This is practicing precepts,
wisdom and samadhi. That is why it is said, “The Monastery flourishes
when nothing is happening.”

Second: Reciting the Buddha’s name is the most reliable of all types
of cultivation. During the Tang Dynasty, there were times when the Chan
School and the Pure Land School did not approve of each other’s methods of
cultivation. Chan Master Baizhang was an awakened Patriarch of the Chan
School, yet this did not hinder him from stating this profound observation.
Actually, practicing Chan meditation is also reciting the Buddha’s name
and reciting the Buddha’s name is also investigating Chan.The two are both
complete and do not exclude each other.

‘The Earth Store Sutra states, “I see that every single movement or stirring
of thought on the part of beings of Jambudvipa is an offense. Beings tend
to use up any wholesome benefits they accrue, and many of them end up
retreating from their initial resolve. If they encounter evil conditions, they
magnify them with every thought.” If we are apart from being mindful of
the Buddha, even for a split second, then we must remember the line from
the Earth Store Sutra that states that “every single movement or stirring of
thought on the part of beings of Jambudvipa is an offense.” All thoughts are
a seed for the three evil destinies: hells, hungry ghosts and animals. This is
why reciting the Buddha’s name is the most reliable.

Here I want to share a short story. There was an American disciple who
took refuge under the Sangha of DRBA. Three years ago, the doctor told
him that his father had only three to six months left to live, so he requested
a leave from work to be with his father. He asked his father, “Do you want
to pass away at home or at the hospital?” His father wanted to pass away at
home so he stayed at home with his father.

His father originally did not believe in the Buddha, but this filial
son introduced him to Buddhism. He told his father, “Be mindful of the
Buddha.” But his father was not familiar with this concept and did not
know how to be mindful of the Buddha. So the son thought up of an
idea; he changed “mindful” to “mind full” and told his father to make “our
mind full of the Buddha.” He basically meant that our mind was like a
container which should be filled with Buddhas and Bodhisattvas, filled with
Amitabha Buddha. Using this analogy, the father was able to fill his heart
with Amitabha Buddha in his final three months of life. He passed away
peacefully thinking about the Buddha.

Third: the foremost vigor is to uphold moral precepts. Many sutras
state that precepts are the most important. For example, in The Sutra in
Forty-Two Sections, the Buddha says, “My disciples may be several thousand
miles away from me, but if they remember my moral precepts, they will
certainly attain the fruition of the Way. If those who are by my side do not
follow my moral precepts, they may see me constantly, but in the end they

will not attain the Way.” 7he Sutra on the Buddhas Bequeathed Teaching
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and 7he Dharmagupta Vinaya also mention this. 7he Dharmagupta Vinaya
states, “ The vinaya pitaka represents the life of the Buddha Dharma. When
the precepts are upheld purely, the Buddha Dharma will be in the world.
When the precepts are no longer upheld, the Buddha Dharma will also
vanish.”

For diligent cultivation, upholding the precepts must be the standard.
If we don’t follow the precepts, then our diligence is not proper but deviant.
Proper diligence is different from deviant diligence. It all depends on
whether we hold the precepts or not. So if we want to cultivate vigorously,
upholding the precepts is number one.

Fourth: To eat less is good medicine when we are sick. This means that
when we are sick, decreasing the amount of food that we eat is a way of
curing the sickness. This is true for cultivators but normal people may not
accept this, thinking that this method is too simple. Why will eating less
cure our sickness? Don’t we have to go see a doctor? Of course, under some
circumstances we have to see the doctor. But under other circumstances, we
don’t need to see the doctor.

About one thousand five hundred years ago during the Sui Dynasty,
lived Great Master Zhizhe. In the eighth scroll of the Mohe Zhiguan (Great
Calming and Contemplation), he explains that there are six causes for
illness: first, the Four Elements are not balanced (the Four Elements are
earth, water, fire and wind); second, the food you eat is not well-balanced;
third, your method of meditation is not proper or you don’t follow the rules
of the Chan Hall during the Chan session; fifth, the demons are acting up
which means that you are being greedy or having other bad thoughts; sixth,
karmic obstacle. When karma for illness is ripe, the illness will come.

Of these six reasons, only the first two can be cured by a doctor. The
other four must be cured through cultivation, repentance, and the guidance
of good teachers. When you are meditating incorrectly, you need a good
teacher to instruct you on how to meditate properly. When ghosts and
spirits come to bother you, you need to repent and for that you need a
good teacher to instruct you. When your karma causes you to be sick, if it’s
because you broke the precepts, then you also need to repent. If you did not
break the precepts and you become sick, then this is your old bad karma
being used up.

About decreasing the amount we eat to cure illnesses, other than
Great Master Zhizhe’s six causes for illness, there is also another factor: the
immune system. If an illness is from the body, apart from seeing the doctor,
the immune system can also cure the illness. It just takes some time. Ifitis a
mental illness, then we can examine and reflect upon ourselves since many
mental illnesses happen because we exert ourselves too much mentally or
we have too many afflictions. If we can purify our mind and reflect, then
we can recover. Humans also have an awareness of themselves and this
awareness can be used for cultivation for developing our nature. If every
time we get sick we go see a doctor, then we are not using our own potential

to heal ourself and eventually this ability will not be effective anymore.
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Fifth: Afflictions are transformed by patience into Bodhi.
Normal people always have afflictions. These afflictions are caused
by greed, hatred and delusion; however, the nature of afflictions
cannot be attained. Nonetheless, we are constantly disturbed by
afflictions. Afflictions are a big problem during our cultivation.
When afflictions arise, use patience to deal with them. If we have
patience, then afflictions will become Bodhi. The Sutra on the
Buddha’s Bequeathed Teaching mentions the merit and virtue of
practicing patience.Even the benefits from the ascetic practices
of holding the precepts do not surpass the merit and virtue of
practicing patience. Those who have patience are powerful and
great people. Venerable Master Hua often said that patience is a
priceless jewel that most people do not know about.

Sixth: Right and Wrong are resolved by not arguing. In school,
we learn that we need to be able to tell apart right from wrong.
What is correct is always correct and what is wrong is always
wrong. We have to stay away from all that is evil and do all that is
good. This is why Chan Master Baizhang brought up this rule, to
tell us that we should not argue with others for our own benefit or
to maintain a good name. This is not easy to do, especially for most
students and young people who do not understand this principle
very well.

There is a quote from the Venerable Master that is related to
this: “Don’t try to be too smart in cultivation.” One interpretation
of this line is that you shouldn’t be eager to always argue about
what is right and what is wrong. The Venerable Master also said,
“In cultivation, the more stupid you are the better. You should be so
stupid that you don’t know anything. The ancients said, ‘Cultivate
to the point of great stupidity and you will be truly clever. Learn
to be a fool and you will experience the wonderful.” We need
to learn to be stupid. But being stupid is not easy because your
environment is constantly telling you not to be dumb. Cultivation
is cultivating your dullness; if you don’t become dull, you will have
many false thoughts. Once you have many false thoughts, you will
meddle in other people’s business or try to understand the news.
"These are all obstructions for cultivation.”

“Once you have a sense of right and wrong, you will always
reason for yourself and make yourself victorious. You cant
cultivate like this. Cultivation is not speaking for yourself; it’s not
about finding reasons for you actions.” In other words, don’t praise
yourself and slander other people. Currently, during elections,
each candidate praises himself or herself while trying to put down

the other candidates. This is society today. Not arguing for yourself
is very difficule. #





