BASICS FOR PRACTICE
-FIVE ESSENTIAL INSTRUCTIONS
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Dharma Master Heng Chih gave the following instructions—five essential points for anyone embarking on the Buddhist path—

during an interview on November 5, 2016, at the City of Ten Thousand Buddhas.
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First: Find Your Bodhi Resolve

When you start with practice for a
while—you may just be trying it out, you
might not be sure whether this is what you
want to be doing—I suggest you take up
some daily practice.

What would I suggest? “Be safe.” Just
keeping up a regular practice—meditating,
Dharma study, volunteer work—can be the
most intense thing. Do that consistently,
without too much pressure—just enough
so that you can manage it. As you do that
for a while, there will be an intensity that
builds up.

You will experience a lot of strong,
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powerful energy in your meditation. Over time, as
you are building up that energy, you will have to look
inside and figure out how to use that very powerful
energy. That is what cultivation is all about.

If you do that then it carries over into your daily
life, and you can handle more intensity because you've
already mastered what to do with this internal energy
to make it work for you. If you are doing that work,
intense inside and intense outside, it may happen that
your Bodhi Resolve ripens at some point.

I usually think of it as leaving yourself open,
leaving yourself a little bit vulnerable, and the moment
will come when you find your deepest inspiration for

practice.
Second: Figure Out Your Habits

What are your habits? Figure out which ones are
useful and which ones arent. Figure out what kind
of negative impact your habits might have on you or
others.

Spend some time on yourself and be honest. We
mostly bury our faults very, very deep down and don’t
want to think about them. We want to be the hero, or
the heroine, of our dreams. We want to be perfect. We
want to not ever blow our nose. But we do.

And if you can, if you dare to look at what your
shortcomings are at an early stage in your practice,
then you can begin to look at what might replace that
kind of behavior. What would it mean to do things
another way? How would that work?

When you are with fellow practitioners, like here
in this community, you get the chance to try it out in

a very supportive and protective community.
Third: Forgive and Tolerate

In the monastery, a lot of people leave. For
monastics, often the main reason for leaving is the
person can't stand celibacy. The second reason is the
person cant stand himself. The person doesnt like
who he is becoming as a monastic. Sometimes people
don’t like the changes that practice brings. So, those
are the two main reasons. To persist in your practice,
you will have to be tolerant with your desire. And

you have to be tolerant with yourself and the changes
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you're trying to make.

When changes take place in
cultivation, we become different people
for periods of time longer or shorter.
Sometimes its one of the skandha
states. Such a state might last a month
or a year or three minutes. You need to
recognize those and be able to stand
ourselves during the time when you
can’t and when nobody else can stand
us cither. You have to figure out a way
to say, “OK, this is temporary and I
will move on from this.” Sometimes
you have to go take a nap, or maybe
you overeat for a while because you're
compensating for all kinds of things
that happen. You have to be willing to
forgive yourself. Youre not going to be
perfect in the beginning.

And then you also have to be
tolerant of others. So much of the time
in a community like this is spent looking
at what the other guys are doing and
being critical of them—it’s such a waste
of time! It’s the biggest waste of time,
really. A more constructive attitude is to
be willing to learn from everyone. Like
Confucius said, you can take everyone
as your teacher: you strive to emulate
others’ good points and to reflect on
yourself when you see others’ faults. We
can take what we see in other people
and use it in the same way. One person
might do really well at memorizing,
at close readings, at writing papers, or
at volunteering. Those things we can
emulate.

In the people that we would tend
to criticize, we can simply look at why
they are the way they are. My teacher,
Master Hsuan Hua, had such empathy
that he could look at us and understand
where we were coming from. He didn’t
just look at the manifestation of what
we were, he looked at why we were the

way we were. If we could tolerate each
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other and look at why others are the way they are, it goes a long
way. Number one, to bind the community, but also to keep you
here. Because if you don’t like people, you want to go—why

should you stay here?
Fourth: Follow the Six Paramitas

If you've done all that, I say: follow the six paramitas. The
six paramitas work with each other in a very logical way. Being
generous and being patient, being disciplined, keeping your
vigor, and learning how to get into samadhi—naturally wisdom
is going to come forth from that. Make sure you pay attention
to each of those on a daily basis. Sometimes, you will need more
of one or the other. For example, you may be down to the wire
and ready to quit practice. Then, you will need to apply your zeal,

your vigor to a very great extent in order to keep yourself going.
Fifth: Be Willing to Accept Instruction and Advice

The last one is that we have to be willing to accept other
people’s instructions and advice. This is more difficult for
people of some cultures to do than for others. For instance,
Westerners—trust me, I am one—don’t want to be told what
to do, unless they are provided with a convincing reason. So as
we evolve monasticism and lay-life in a monastic setting to fit
Western culture, we have to figure out how it’s possible to guide
a community without just being fanatical, just being rigid, just
being judgmental. That’s a vital goal we should work together to

fulfill. &
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