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Explaining the Xinxin Ming
(Verses on the Mind of Faith), Part 1
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A Lecture Given by Dharma Master Heng Hing at Gold Buddha Monastery on September 3, 2016

English Translation by Nancy Chu
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The Xinxin Ming (Verses on the Mind of Faith) was written by the third Chan patriarch
Sengcan. It is a literary gem belonging to the Chan (Zen) tradition. The teaching points
directly at our minds and illuminates the inner workings of our hearts. It also tells us
the root of our problems and enables us to understand the nature of our impurities so

that we can purify our minds and understand our true nature.
Section 1 (Richard B. Clarke’s translation):

The Great Way is not difficult

for those who have no preferences.

When love and hate are both absent

every thing becomes clear and undisguised.
Make the smallest distinction, however

and heaven and earth are set infinitely apart.

The Way is our heart-
mind, the realization of the
highest potential of the natural
world. We are replete with the
Way and it is never insufficient.
It has no flaws. We do not need
to do anything additional to
obtain it. It is not attained by
practice or realization.

The true mind does
not come about through
cultivation. Each living being
is naturally endowed with it
However, when living beings

are confused, they do not know

their true minds. That is why

they cannot tap into the full
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use or capability of their minds. Thus it is said, “For those
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If a cultivator can treat all
conditions equally, then he

or she can enter the highest

instincts. Whatever you like or dislike, be it good or bad,
those preferences are all clouds of ignorance that obstruct
the presence of our true minds and are obstacles that hinder
our full use of them. If one wishes to understand the highest
principle of truth and rediscover one’s true mind, one must
begin by counteracting one’s instinctive likes and dislikes.

As soon as the emotions of likes and dislikes arise, our
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true minds are covered over. We are as far away from the
highest principle as heaven is from earth.

We live in a world of dualities. It is composed of people we like and
dislike. Foods we like and dislike. We have elders and children, close
family and distant relatives, friends and enemies. We live in these dualities,
comparing things all the time. We consider: a foot is longer than an inch
but shorter than two feet.

Our mundane lives are full of comparisons. Our minds distinguish
between self and other. Based on certain distinctions that we make, we form
common definitions that enable us to communicate with each other and
to determine if the other person is right, and more importantly, whether
we agree. If it serves me, I accept it. If not, I refuse. We distinguish among
distinctions—forming a second, third layer of distinction. These dualities
proliferate endlessly. We live in a world of dualities and distinctions and
are never able to transcend it.

When the verse goes, “The Great Way is not difficult” it means, it is
not difficult to realize the Way. You have only to let go of preferences and
liberate the mind of distinctions. When we use the words “love” and “hate”
this may be easier to understand and accept. The first section describes
the reality of the true mind. Being caught in dualities will prevent the
true mind from manifesting. Further, we live deluded by our false and
discriminating minds.

Section 2 (Richard B. Clarke’s translation):

If you wish to see the truth

then hold no opinions for or against anything.

To set up what you like against what you dislike

is the disease of the mind.

When the deep meaning of things is not understood

the mind’s essential peace is disturbed to no avail.

The Way is vast; there is nothing that lies outside of it. The Way is
miniscule; there is nothing smaller that can be found within it. Therefore
it is called “the highest principle.” Nothing is larger than it, including all of
the space in the universe. Nothing is smaller than it that can be contained
within it. If you wish to see the highest principle, do not dwell in ideas of

success or adversity.
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This tells cultivators to be patient with both success and adversity because
each is a teacher. If a cultivator can treat all conditions equally, then he or she
can enter the highest Way. True cultivators do not think in terms of “good
people” or “bad people.” To them, all people are human; they are living beings
and have equal potential for realizing Buddhahood.

Do not keep the idea of success and adversity in your mind. As long as
you are apart from the idea of success and adversity, then nothing can bother
your mind. When one has a mind of success and adversity, love and hate, then
love and hate will oppose each other. This is natural. When one is seeking
something and there is self-interest involved, one’s senses and desire will be
in conflict with each other and confuse the originally pure mind. This is the
mind’s disease. That’s where the
illness of the mind lies—having the
idea of success and adversity; having
the idea of love and hate; having the
idea of better and worse. When the
mind can treat things equally, we
are approaching the Way.

“When the deep meaning of
things is not understood

the mind’s essential peace is
disturbed to no avail.”

If we cannot recognize where
the problem lies, we will not know
how to cultivate. Because once

you have thoughts of success and
adversity, they will start fighting each other without any effort on your part.
This is like heat and cold. The hotter it is, the less cold it is. The colder it is, the
less heat there is. This principle does not just apply to people; it also applies to
nature. Everything exists in opposition. This is the mind’s disease.

Our mind is the key to all things. Therefore, when the mind is ill, it results
in problems in our behavior. Further, we are unable to recognize the highest
principles of truth. The thinking mind constantly fights with itself. Even when
we want to quiet the mind, it cannot quiet down. The thought of wanting to
quiet the mind is still a thought. This is fighting thoughts with more thoughts.
How are you going to quiet your mind this way? How can you return to the
original stillness of your mind?

Section 3 (Richard B. Clarke’s translation):

The Way is perfect like vast space

where nothing is lacking and nothing is in excess.
Indeed, it is due to our choosing to accept or reject
that we do not see the true nature of things.

Live neither in the entanglements of outer things,
nor in inner feelings of emptiness.

Be serene in the oneness of things

and such erroneous views will disappear by themselves.
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“Thus” is the original, still
face of reality. However,
because of our intentions
and falseness, we leave our

original selves.
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This section is about the perfect Dharma-nature which pervades
the universe. Nothing is insufficient or in excess in space. It pervades
all of space and nothing is smaller than it. It encompasses everything
and is the original face of all beings.

All beings have the same nature, which is “thus.” “Thus” is the
original, still face of reality. However, because of our intentions and
falseness, we leave our original selves. The intentions and falseness are
referring to ideas of gain and loss, love and hate. Once our thoughts
arise, we cannot stay in the state of “thus.” When one has a thought
and follows it, one leaves one’s original place of truth.

How can serious cultivators avoid unbeneficial emotions? Joy,
anger, sadness, delight, worry and sorrow move and disturb our
minds. The Venerable Master taught that the most important thing
for a cultivator is not to lose their temper. Never lose your temper
under any circumstances. It does not matter whether you are right
or wrong,.

When learning to practice according to the Way, one has to be
patient. This means keeping a still mind, which is the mind’s purity. If
your mind can be pure for a length of time, that speaks to the depth
of your practice and concentration. Once the conditions are mature,
when you have enough merit, and all the supporting conditions are
there, you will naturally enter into a state of samadhi (concentrated
tranquility).

The time that one can stay in samadhi depends on the depth
of one’s practice accrued on a day-to-day level. The depth of
samadhi and the skill in concentration determine the degree of one’s
enlightenment. We have the opportunity to cultivate samadhi at all
times in daily life. Cultivating samadhi is not limited to the times
when we are sitting in meditation. Any moment is ripe for cultivating
samadhi. The Chan session is only a form for us to use to cultivate. In
ordinary life, everyone is busy with work and spends time and energy
on performing mundane tasks. That is why patriarchs set apart this
period of time (to meditate) so that we can focus on cultivating our
relationship to our mind.

When our minds are busy, they cannot stay in their original state.
Hence, “unlike those in the three realms (of existence), he sees the
three realms as they really are,” and there will be a loss. When we see
things, we give rise to thoughts and distinguish between good and
bad, beautiful and ugly. We want to know if this thing benefits us.
Then this is not “three realms manifest in the three realms.” One with
skill in cultivation sees things in their original form without adding
biases or their own views to them. If one adds one’s own views to it,
then it’s not “thus.” This is what is referred to as “being turned by
appearances.” Then one will chase after false conditions and forget
what is true.

Living beings are constantly producing thoughts. When we see
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What is the

teachings? It is an equal

ultimate

mind. One with an equal
all kinds of
phenomena equally. One’s

mind sees
mind is empty of all things,
unattached to anything,

free and in its natural state.

things, we do not see the things themselves. We see and
recognize things through our false ideas. We need to
be calm and observe ourselves over time to understand
what our problems are and where we should work. Then
we do not have to be bothered by unnecessary thoughts
and do not have to follow them. Do not pursue what is
false and lose what is true.

Do not dwell in empty patience for false things
and do not be satisfied with small attainments. In
the term “empty patience,” “patience” refers to the
result of practice. “Empty” does not refer to stubborn
emptiness or to the emptiness of extinction. It refers to
true emptiness through analysis of the Dharma which
pratyekabuddhas and sound-hearers (arhats) recognize.

True emptiness, which is realized through the experience
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have understood the teachings. Wonderful existence
and true emptiness are recognized by the bodhisattvas who have reached the
level of the ten grounds. The Buddhas recognize true emptiness and wonderful
existence. When I say, “Do not dwell in empty patience,” I am referring to
pratyekabuddhas who are satisfied with small attainments. They do not wish
to pursue the ultimate teachings of the Buddha.

What is the ultimate teachings? It is an equal mind. One with an equal
mind sees all kinds of phenomena equally. One’s mind is empty of all things,
unattached to anything, free and in its natural state. The ancient sages said,
“The cultivator has an equal mind, like the bright moon and blue mountains
reflected in the lake’s waves.” Even though the waves are moving, it is still
enough to see the bright moon and blue mountains reflected in it. From this,
we can read that this author had a highly pure mind.

Question: The Verses on the Mind of Faith tells cultivators to not love or
hate. How can we not have emotions?

DM Hing: How can we not have negative emotions? From the Chan
perspective, everyone who is not enlightened has these emotions. When can
one be one’s own master? It is only when one gets enlightened and sees the
truth, the ultimate truth, then one will not be confused by conditions. One
will then have faith in the Buddha’s teachings and can believe that one is the
same as the Buddha. When one has this faith, one can be the master of oneself
and will not be turned by appearances. Before the experience of enlightenment,
we are all more or less affected by appearances.

We start to study the Buddhadharma, take precepts and practice according
to them, and study the patriarchs’ teachings in order to understand the truth
and the Way. The more you understand the Way, the less your emotions will be
reactive. Reactive emotions are harmful. This is the basic function of emotions.
They hinder you from realizing enlightenment and obstruct the conditions for

you to cultivate the Way. Nothing else.

5> To be continued
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