The Silence In Between
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From a lecture on the Sixth Patriarch Sitra by Reverend Heng Sure, August 7, 2015

Chinese translation by Huali Yuan and Yaping Wang
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“To cultivate in every moment of thought—that is the true nature.”—The Sixth Patriarch Sitra

How do we interpret that? To me, to cultivate in thought after
thought means that you have to be alert, you have to be on your
own case, reviewing your thoughts, constantly aware of what you
are thinking. Then, when thoughts arise, you are aware of them and
you turn back. You go deeper, past those thoughts, into your true
nature. That is what I take away from this line: in cultivation, we
are constantly returning.

We don’t take what comes up in our minds as the whole story
or the immediate truth. Rather, we doubt our mind. Just like the
bumper sticker in Berkeley used to say “Question Reality.” That is
exactly what the Sixth Patriarch is talking about. As thoughts arise,
you don’t assume that they are reliable. This does not mean that you

should try not to have thoughts. You don’t beat yourself up over
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having thoughts. Rather, you look past them, you
challenge them and let them pass. This is the Dharma
of prajaa.

This probably only makes sense if you have a
meditation or recitation practice. It is talking about
the space between the words you recite, or in between
the thoughts that arise as you meditate. What is that
space? Reflecting on the space between the thoughts
can be a very useful and interesting technique.

What might happen, for example, is that you are
sitting there meditating and something arises. You
may smell some delicious food and you go, “Ah! Yes,
it is time for lunch soon.... but let’s meditate now.”
That is the practice of prajia. Why? Because you let go
of the thought about lunch. When you then go back
to your meditation there is something equally alive,
equally real, but silent and thought-free. Could that
be consciousness itself? I don’t know, I am proposing
to people to look into it, but not to give you more
work to do.

If you have just started meditating, the experience
is mostly like listening to the radio: there is constant
noise, it is hard to find silence. But over time, as your
meditation deepens, you will find times when there is
silence in between your thoughts. Now here is a sound
[plucks a string on his guitar] and an echo...And after
the sound?...Let’s hear it again [plucks again]...

And the silence follows that sound. How long
does your ear cling to that sound before you get
impatient or bored? Before you realize you are trying
to hear yourself hearing? Really, in all of the stuff we
do, we listen to our self listening. The Sixth Patriarch
says, “cultivate in every moment of thought—that
is the true nature.” Sometimes that can be nothing.
Might the silence in between thoughts be the nature?

Where I am living now in Australia there is a
beautiful bush, a bauhinia, that grows right outside
the door. Sometimes I consciously look at the stems,
at the leaves, at the light coming through the leaves,
at the space between the leaves, in between the leaves
and blossoms. What emerges from paying attention
to that empty space is a beautiful perspective. You
realize that we are surrounded on all sides by fullness,
although there is no object. Our nature, the prajaa-
nature, is holding us all, inside and out, thought after

thought and in the absence of thought. #
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