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Question:

In life, we tend to be competitive. When we take up a spiritual
practice, it is all too easy to fall back into that habit and constantly
try to be the best. However, I can see the suffering that comes with
that. How can I deal with that?

Dharma Master Heng Lai:

You mean something like, “Look, I can sit longer than you,
I haven’t moved my legs?” There are people who are like that. 'm
a lousy sitter. I like Chan the most, but I'm still a bad meditator.
There are people who can sit without budging. During Chan
retreats, Master Hua used to tell us that we wouldn’t have to do the
walks if we could sit without moving all day. During the big Chan
sessions people don’t like to walk for twenty minutes in between
the sitting periods. They find it tiresome. You sit for an hour then
you have to walk twenty minutes and then you have to run. You
might think, I just wanna go to sleep. But no, you've got to get up
and walk. So those people who can sit in full lotus without moving
or falling asleep don’t have to do the walks. Such people could
definitely get competitive.

I have never been that way, because I'm completely attached to
waking up. I don’t care who beats me. “You wanna be number one?
Go ahead! Show me how you do it. You can be my teacher.” That’s
the attitude we are supposed to have. Buddhism is the opposite of

mainstream culture, “Oh you are better than I am? Good! You'll be
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Our Mount Sumeru
Self Obscures the Great,
Bright Buddha Nature
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An excerpt from an interview with DM Heng Lai
at Buddha Root Farm, Oregon, on July 14, 2016
Chinese Translation by Lan Huang
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my new teacher.” That’s how you are supposed to be. You've got to
kill your false self. You have to kill your ego. You've got to smash it.
It’s your enemy, it’s not your friend — your “L, I, I, Me, Me, Me.”
Shifu used to call it “your self as big as Mount Sumeru”, which
means your ego as big as a gigantic mountain.

So what is competitiveness? It is your view of self. It is the “I'm

»

big.” “I'm No. 1.” “I'm better than you are.” “I'm cultivating...” “I
can bow longer.” “I can sit longer.” “You are not as good as I am.”
Well guess what? You are going to be the last in line. You are going
be the last one to wake up if you cling to that, because cultivation
is not a competition to see who can wake up first, or who can sit
the best. If you cling to such a view of self, you are going down the
wrong road. You are not helping yourself at all.

Besides, nobody cares if you are the best sitter. If you are the
best sitter, then be a better sitter. I'll follow you. If you are a better
bower, I'll follow you. You may think, “I'm a better intellectual, I
can memorize this faster than you can,” but this is not something
we pay attention to.

In the early days, there was a nun who had an excellent
memory. She memorized the Shurangama Mantra in a very
short period of time. Within a week or two she had the whole
thing down. [Audience: A week or two? Really? The Shurangama
Mantra?] Yes. And Shifu memorized it on a train ride. [Audience:
on a train ride...] Yes. That happened when he was a young boy; he
memorized the whole thing. I still don’t have it down.

But if you need to show other people how smart you are, then
you have a problem because you are obstructing your own Buddha
nature when you do that. You are building up your false self, and
you are covering up your real self. So you are creating a sin— that’s
a real Buddhist sin right there. What you really want is to let your
Buddha nature shine forth. Your Buddha nature is awesome. I
mean it’s just unbelievable. It beats out all the other stuff by leaps
and bounds. So release it. Let it be, what it really is.

Shifu was just very hard on our egos. He was a very gentle
teacher; he would never beat us or anything like that, but, boy, he
could get under your skin— big time. He mastered that; he knew
exactly what your hang-ups were; he knew exactly what you were
attached to and he went after it. It would come up in a multiplicity
of ways. Trying to save face was of no use. With Shifu you could
never win that game.

You could have no sense of pride around him. He would
cure you of that real fast. The smarter you were, the more Type A
personality you had, the harder it would be on you. A lot of people
couldn’t take that kind of teaching because, for some reason, when
you have a big self, it’s really hard to take. He helped you actually

see the thought of “I'm number one” and to see how arrogant that
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Buddhism is the opposite of
mainstream culture, “Ob, you
are better than I am? Good! You'll

be my new teacher.”
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is, but the process can be pretty devastating. It is really hard
to break through the self. But, really, it doesnt exist. So
why support something that doesn’t exist? It just causes you
suffering.

It’s all part of cultivation. Everybody learns from that
kind of experience. In Buddhism it isn’t that you feel like:
“Oh I lost. I've lost my face. I have no pride left. They
figured out my trip. Everybody sees what I am all about.
I'm going to leave. I can’t take it anymore.” Why would you
leave? You still have a Buddha nature. You need to break
through to it.

Its like when you are trying to do some really hard
exercise. Perhaps you are a gymnast and you are trying to
do this really fancy move. You keep failing; you fall on the
mat, and you are all beat up and bruised. In Buddhism,
you just pick yourself up, dust yourself off, and try again.
You keep at it; you just keep cultivating. You are not going
to be successful the first time. Fine. You are not going to
be successful the ten thousandth time. Fine. No problem.
Keep working at it, because you are planting seeds that
are incredible and they are going to sprout sooner or later.
‘When you are good and ready, you are going to wake up.

It’s a funny thing. Only you know, deep down, when
you will wake up. You can’t depend on somebody else to
wake you up. It’s not going to be some deity or God or even
a Bodhisattva. If they could, they would do it for us. If they
could just come down and wake us all up, they would do it
in a heartbeat. They can’t; we have to do it ourselves.

You have to be the person who gets tired of living in
this phony world and says “Enough! Enough!” It’s like
how the Buddha said “Enough, I'm staying under this tree
until I wake up. Enough of this nonsense. No more ascetic
practices. No more this, no more that, 'm waking up. I
am not moving from under this tree until I wake up. They
can drag my corpse away from here. I am not leaving until
I wake up.” Because he had this profound thought and
resolve, he did that. He woke up.

We are all the same way. Sooner or later we will find
our breaking point, the point where we just don’t want to
put up with this nonsense anymore. 'm done. I'm going to
break through. Other people might not be tired of it yet.
They may still want to play games with themselves for a few
more lives. Okay, it’s up to you. That’s what Shifu would say

“It’s up to you!” It’s not up to him, it’s up to you. &
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Why would you leave? You still
have a Buddha nature. You need

to break t/?rougb to it.
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