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A Talk Given by Bhiksu Heng Hing
at Gold Buddha Monastery on September 17, 2015
English translation by Wei Chang and Annie Li
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Question 1: When sitting in meditation, how do we bring up the
topic of “who is mindful of the Buddha”? Could you explain...
who is the “who” in this topic? How should we investigate this

topic and how could we investigate it deeply?

Regarding investigating meditation topics, actually it has
already been explained very clearly and in detail by Venerable
Master Hsu Yun in his Dharma talks. It can also be found in the
Dharma talks by Chan Master Lai Guo.

Now I'd like to briefly explain the difference between the
approaches taught by these two great masters on investigating
meditation topics. The Chan Master Lai Guo taught people to
recite the topic first. Reciting the topic means repeating the question
over and over, just like how we recite the Buddha’s name. After you
have recited the topic for a while, you could stop reciting and start
investigating the topic. When investigating, put your effort on the
word “who.”

So what is the purpose of this approach? Most people are
unfamiliar with the topic “who is mindful of the Buddha,” especially
beginners. But what are we familiar with? False thoughts. It is so easy
for us to have false thoughts. Why do we recite the topic? It is to help
us transform the unfamiliar into the familiar, and the familiar into
the unfamiliar. That means we turn false thoughts into something
we are no longer familiar with any more, and turn an unfamiliar
topic into something familiar, so we may be constantly mindful of
this topic. When you are mindful of this topic at all times, you will
be able to enter the state of reciting the topic unconsciously. When
your mind clings this topic tightly, you can start to apply effort into
the word “who” and mindfully investigate it. This is the teaching of
Chan Master Lai Guo regarding this Chan investigation method.

Venerable Master Hsu Yun, on the other hand, taught us
to directly investigate the word “who” in “who is mindful of the
Buddha.” Investigating the meditation topic is to investigate the
arising of the phrase (in Chinese, ‘meditation topic’ literally is
written as ‘the beginning of the phrase’)—that is, the phrase or
thought that enters your mind before your conscious mind is at
work. Once we investigate the entire phrase of “who is mindful of
the Buddha” and the topic appears in your conscious mind, then
it is already the “end of the phrase,” not the beginning. In other
words, if you were to investigate the topic of “who is mindful of the
Buddha” by its shape, mark, or sound, you are investigating the end

of the topic.
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So how do we investigate? Venerable
Master Hsu Yun taught us to work on the
word “who.” Prolong the word “who”—who
is it indeed? If we hold our patience and keep
practicing, we will be able to prolong it by a
lot. The Venerable Master Hsuan Hua also
mentioned in his talk that when ancients
practiced Chan, some could prolong the word
“who” to the extent that it could last longer
than the time of walking meditation around
the Chan Hall. The key is to focus on the word
“who,” and dig deep into it.

Everyone knows how to write the word
“who,” but do you know what is in it? What is
it trying to deliver? Literally, this word “who”
has a form of a character; however, you have no
way to truly bring out its meaning and show it
to other people. We can start investigating this
question and not stop until we find the answer.
Yet we don’t know how to dig or what to do, so
we investigate with “a questioning mind.”

This questioning is not being suspicious,
but curious. It is not to suspect whether
others have done something. It is that you
don’t understand something, and you want
to figure it out, so you bring forth a mind
of questioning. The biggest usage of Chan
practice is to bring forth this questioning
mind. The ancient sages said, “Big questioning
leads to big enlightenment; small questioning
leads to small enlightenment; no questioning

leads to no enlightenment.”

Question 2: Can we investigate the six-

Chinese-character

Amitabha Buddha”

phrase

“Homage to

instead?

Do you mean investigating “who is
mindful of Amitabha Buddha”? (Audience
answers: to investigate each character of the
six.) The principle of Chan meditation is to
bring forth the questioning mind. We practice
to bring forth the questioning mind, which
could lead to the answer. Once we find the
answer, the questioning mind then vanishes.
Investigating the topic is to bring forth the

questioning mind.
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Investigating the meditation
topic is to investigate the
arising of the phrase (in
Chinese, ‘meditation topic’
literally is written as ‘the
beginning of the phrase’)—
that is, the phrase or thought
that enters your mind before
your conscious mind is at

work.
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How can we bring forth the questioning
mind? It is actually through not knowing
and not understanding that you begin to
question. That is why we say the meditation
topic is “the beginning of the phrase.”

You could investigate the six characters in
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“Homage to Amitabha Buddha.” These

W 5 @ o
six characters all have their own form. You IR
could investigate each of them—what is in

You can investigate anythin
it, and what is it trying to deliver? If you 9 yining

| it bl
can bring forth the questioning mind by as fong as 1t enables you

to bring forth a questionin
this “what,” then, yes, you can contemplate ° a g
“Homage to Amitabha Buddha” too.

Some people investigate “what was m
peop g y

mind. Once the questioning
mind arises, you will naturally

be free of false thoughts or
original nature before I was born?” When 9

anything else, except the
the Venerable Master Hsu Yun was learning yihing P

. single question. If you are
sutras from Master Jing Rong, he was ¢ Y

not questioning, you are just
taught to investigate “who is dragging this 9 9. )

reciting the meditation topic.
dead body?” Who is dragging this corpse ting itat pi

If just reciting, then it
around? As long as you can bring forth the you are Justrecting, thent

« » still only belongs to the end
questioning mind from this “who,” you are y g

doing it right. The key is to bring forth a of the phrase.

questioning mind in whatever approach you

use; as long as you can raise such questions,
keep and hold it in practice, then you will
succeed one day.

Audience: I would like to add something: Investigating the topic is actually
subduing your false thoughts with false thoughts. If you investigate “Homage
to Amitabha Buddha” character by character, you will raise six false thoughts
- one per character. However, if you investigate the entire phrase of “Homage
to Amitabha Buddha,” you are subduing other false thoughts with just one
single false thought. I recall that the Venerable Master once said that we could
investigate “why moms are female.” This is actually a very ordinary question,
yet the purpose is to turn the familiar to unfamiliar so as to investigate it.
Try our best to not let our false thoughts manifest. The purpose of sitting
meditation is not to have false thoughts. Once false thoughts arise, we will
follow them and won’t be able to focus.

Dharma Master Hing: Turning the unfamiliar to familiar, and turning
the familiar to unfamiliar—this is what Chan Master Lai Guo referred to as
“reciting the topic.” The purpose of “investigating the topic” is not to focus on
whether or not we give rise to false thoughts. The investigation is to bring forth
a questioning mind. If the questioning mind arises, you are investigating; if
there is no questioning mind, you are just reciting the meditation topic. If you
are just reciting, then it still only belongs to the end of the phrase.

You can investigate anything as long as it enables you to bring forth a
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questioning mind. Once the questioning
mind arises, you will naturally be free of
false thoughts or anything else, except the
single question. If you are not questioning,
you are just reciting the meditation topic.
It is “reciting the beginning of the phrase;”
if we put it in a nicer way, it is actually just
“reciting the end of the phrase.”

The simpler your practice approach
is, the better. Don’t experiment too much.
Being single-minded is always the key for
any Dharma door. It is like digging a well
for water. If you stop digging at three or
four feet in depth because you find no water
and change to another location, surely you
won't find any water in any place because
you didn’t dig deep enough. When the
ancients practiced the Way, they focused
on one thing all the way through. For
example, Chan Master Zhao Zhou spent
eighty years investigating the word “void”
and that led to his great establishment in
the Chan School.

This is how single-minded those ancients could be in their
practice. We also need to find the Dharma door that is suitable
for ourselves. Once we find our own Dharma door, we should
stick to it tightly in our practice, like grasping firmly a life
buoy in the sea of suffering so that we can save our Dharma
body and wisdom life. Don't let it go until enlightenment. We
simply investigate one meditation topic all the way through; if
we don’t obtain enlightenment in this life we should vow to
keep investigating in our next life. The most important is to be
single-minded, not “multi-minded.” Only the power of being
single-minded is strong enough; if you split your mind, the
power will be weakened and you would be farther away from the
success. It is said, “If you focus your mind on one thing, there
is nothing you cannot achieve.” When we practice Chan, we
focus on the Dharma door of Chan. When we practice Buddha
name recitation, we focus on the Dharma door of Buddha name
recitation. When we study sutras and teachings, we focus on the
Dharma door of sutras and teachings. The main point is to go
deeply in one Dharma door. That would make it possible for us
to gain great strength through focused practice and succeed one

day. @
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