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Excerpts from Venerable Master Hsuan Hua’s Instructional Talk in 1971

English Translation by Shramanerika Jin Ben
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This is the first transmission of precepts since the Proper Dharma was

propagated to the West

The Brahma Net Sutra says: “When living beings receive the Buddha’s
precepts, they will realize Buddhahood. When their state is identical to
Great Enlightenment, they truly become a disciple of the Buddha.” From
these few lines, it is clear that Buddhists must first receive precepts in order
to become a Buddha. That is why when Shakyamuni Buddha was about
to enter nirvana, one of the four questions from Venerable Ananda was:
When the Buddha is in the world, we took the Buddha as our teacher.
After the Buddha enters Nirvana, who will be our teacher? The Buddha
told Venerable Ananda and all his disciples to take the Pratimoksha as their
teacher. Pratimoksha is the precepts. If people were to receive and uphold
the five precepts and practice the ten wholesome deeds, they will be reborn
in the heavens. If people were to receive and uphold the ten precepts and
practice the hundred wholesome deeds, they can certify to the fruition of
Arhatship. What are the ten precepts? They are the Shramanera precepts.
If people were to receive and uphold the 250 bhikshu precepts, they will
certainly attain the fruition of Buddhahood.

Thatis why is it said, “When living beings receive the Buddha’s precepts:”
Living beings here include all types of living beings regardless if they fly, are
underwater, move or plant life. Beings that fly refer to birds that fly in the
sky; those that are underwater refer to fishes that swim in the water; those
that move refer to those with blood and breath; plant life refers to all plants,
grass, flowers and trees. These are all living beings. All living beings can receive
precepts. When Venerable Master Xuyun was transmitting the precepts at
Nanhua Monastery, a camphor tree spirit came to request the precepts. There

was also a tiger who took refuge but that was in the mountains. The tree spirit
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wanted to receive the
precepts so did the
tiger. However, if the
transmission was in
the city, the tree spirit
would not come forth
to receive the precepts
nor would the tiger
take refuge. Alcthough
they possesses good
natures, they are
afraid of bad people.
In a place where there
are many people,
there will surely be
bad people. These bad
people will not allow
them to receive the
precepts.

“They will realize
Buddhahood:” to be able to receive the precepts, one will surely realize
Buddhahood. “When their state is identical to Great Enlightenment:” their
states are the same as the Buddha who has attained the Great Enlightenment.
“They truly become a disciple of the Buddha:” only then are they true disciples
of the Buddha.

From these few lines, we know receiving the precepts is most important.
If you do not receive precepts, you will not be able to be a shramanera, a
bhikshu or a Bodhisattva. That is why there must be the transmission of the
shramanera precepts, the bhikshu precepts and the Bodhisattva precepts,
which are collectively referred to as the great precepts of three platforms.

The Dharma door of precept transmission is very popular in the East.
However, among all the Western countries, we have yet to see one in the
history of these countries. Not only are there none to be found in the United
States, even other western countries have not had one. So this is the first time
the precepts will be transmitted since the proper Dharma was propagated to
the West. It is probably a little too early for this first transmission since the
extent of publicity was not enough. The event should have been publicized
three years beforehand. If the event was publicized three years ago, then it
would have achieved some results.

Last year, when the five of them went to New York to attend the
opening ceremony of Mahayana Temple, they became nervous and couldn’t
wait. They made an announcement saying Gold Mountain Monastery will
be transmitting the precepts this year. That was the bare minimum; it was
pushed forward by three years.

Since it is three years early, there will be fewer people. However, if there

are fewer people, there will be more Buddhas. Receiving the precepts in the
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West is likened to panning for gold in sand. To find gold in sand is not an easy
task at all. It requires a lot of manpower.

This year, since we are transmitting the precepts ahead of schedule, there
are fewer people, with only three shramaneras and shramanerikas requesting
the bhikshu precepts, bhikshuni precepts and the Bodhisattva precepts. Of the
remaining people, there are those who would like to request the Bodhisattva
precepts and there are those who would like to request the five precepts.
Gradually, there will be more people. But there are only three people now. Is
three too few? No. Not only is three not too few, even if there is only one, it
is not too few. These three are forerunners and this is the first time. The three
in this first transmission represent the “Three Tathagatas:” Akshobhya Buddha
in the East, Amitabha Buddha in the West and Shakyamuni Buddha in the
center. In the future, these three will become nine, nine will multiply and
thereafter the number will be countless.

In everything we do, it is the hardest in the beginning. It is because
initially people do not dare to receive precepts. What are precepts? They do not
understand. Previously there were some Buddhists who did not know what it
means to receive the precepts. The people in this country (United States) don’t
know anything about receiving precepts. That is why we are propagating the
transmission of precepts. These people will see it as something very strange.
“What is receiving precepts?” They are surprised. Being surprised, some would
like to receive it but do not dare to come, not knowing what it is all about.
Don’t you think that is too pitiful? All of you think about it, is the situation
like this?

This year we have three people requesting the complete monastic precepts.
This signifies one from the present, one from the future and one from the past.
They represent the three periods of time which are past, present and future;
they also represent the Three Tathagatas.

Now the three of you must bow with sincerity during the Universal
Bowing. When you recite the Vinaya Sutras, you must also be very sincere
without even the slightest casualness. When there are more people, some will
become very sloppy. When there are only a few people you cannot be sloppy,
you must be very earnest. When there are fewer people, we must do an even
better job. When there are more people, we cannot be attentive to everyone’s
situation. We must have the practice of Universal Bowing everyday, bowing to
the patriarchs. Every morning we must make three bows to all the patriarchs
of the East and West, in the evening, we must also make three bows to the
patriarchs of the East and West. In all the monasteries, they walk from the
Buddha Hall to the Patriarch Hall to bow to the patriarchs. When I was on
Mount Potola, I had to hike up the mountain. From where we were, we would
hike up the mountain, and from there we would hike back down, doing the
same routine everyday. When we got there, what did we do? We would make
three bows. It took about five minutes to hike up the mountain, and about
five minutes to come back down because there are many steps. This is the way
we bowed to the patriarchs. This is filial respect; we are filial to all patriarchs

of the East and West. Those of us who would like to leave the householder’s
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life, must be respectful to the patriarchs of the past. That is why we must
bow to the patriarchs everyday during precepts training. When we bow to
the patriarchs at the monastery, the cantor will give out the commands: “Get
in line!” When you were in Taiwan, did you have to get in line? The cantor
will also say: “Stand facing each other! Get in line and advance forward! Bow
three times.” This is the way.

Since we have fewer people here, we do not have to sing out the
commands in such a way. Especially for Buddhism in the West, we do
not need to stand facing each other. We can have it this way: “Get in line!
Advance forward! Face up! Stand up respectfully!” We can do it this way, and
then bow to the patriarchs.

This is our rule here, everyone faces the Buddha. Unlike in the Buddha
Halls in China where people stand facing each other, when people see each
other, some might get angry or some just cannot tolerate the presence of
another. Now in the West, we do not see each other but we see the Buddha
instead. The Buddha has no temper. However, when we go to other places,
we must accord with the rules of other monasteries. They go by the old way
and would not understand the new way we are doing things. When we carry
out the morning and evening ceremonies, everyone faces the Buddha and
we do not stand facing each other. They stand facing each other in China.
That is why I said the Buddhism we practice here is not the Buddhism
of China. This is a new Buddhism we have here. From now onwards, the
shramaneras and shramanerikas who are receiving the precepts must obey
the instructions given by senior preceptees who have received the precepts
from Taiwan. During the precept training period, you must follow the rules
and learn them seriously.

Today is a new beginning, these are just a few casual words for you.

50 To be continued






