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Four Applications of Mindfulness
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All Buddhas, Bodhisattvas, Venerable Master, respected Dharma
Masters, and all Good and Wise Advisors: Amitabha! Welcome back
to our home — The City of Ten Thousand Buddhas — to attend the
Seven-day Guan Yin Recitation Session, and to celebrate Guan Yin
Bodhisattva’s Enlightenment.

Guan Yin Bodhisattva’s enlightenment represents Guan Yin
Bodhisattva’s deep affinity with us. The world we live in is called the
Saha World. It is filled with all sorts of pain and disasters. It is a world
full of distress. However, Guan Yin Bodhisattva is willing to come to this
world to rescue us from our suffering and difficulties, and help us leave
suffering and attain bliss. Therefore, each year we hold three celebratory
ceremonies related to Guan Yin Bodhisattva: Guan Yin Bodhisattva’s
birthday, her leaving home day, and her enlightenment day. This is our
way of showing our gratitude for Guan Yin Bodhisattva’s great kindness
and compassion, as well as our way of learning from the Bodhisattva
how to vastly benefit all living beings.

Celebrating Guan Yin Bodhisattva’s enlightenment day also serves
as a reminder for those of us on the path of cultivation that we need
to have definite goals and direction in order to have accomplishment.
With definite goals and direction, we will not lose our way along the
path.

So, what defines success when it comes to cultivation? Let me share a
story about the Venerable Ananda.

One day, when the Venerable Ananda was out on alms rounds, he
overheard an externalist saying, “As long as one is able to maintain 12
years of pure cultivation as a monastic, one is considered successful in
cultivation and has achieved Nirvana without residue.”

The Venerable Ananda felt puzzled by what he had heard and thought
to himself, “The Buddha would know; I'll go back and ask him.”

After the meal, the Venerable Ananda proceeded to ask the Buddha,
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“World Honored One, within your teachings and the Vinaya, is it
possible that the success of one’s cultivation is based solely on the length
of time one has been a monastic? Would this alone determine if one
has achieved the status of bhikshu who has attained Nirvana without
residue?”

The Buddha said, “Ananda, according to my teachings and the
Vinaya, the length of time one has been a monastic cannot guarantee

whether one will have achieved Nirvana without residue. Cultivating
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all wholesome dharmas and
eliminating desire, worry and
ignorance is the only way to
achieve success in cultivation as
well as the liberation of Nirvana
without  residue.  Although
some bhikshus have achieved
Nirvana without residue after
12 years of pure cultivation,
for others it takes 24 years, 36
years, 48 years, or even longer.
It is not fixed.”

From this story, we learn that
in cultivation we must sever
desire, worry and ignorance in
order to have accomplishment
in the Way and attain the
liberation of Nirvana without
residue. Thus, accomplishment
in cultivation does not come
from the duration of cultivation,
but rather on the level of
our cultivation.  Therefore,
there is an old saying, “To
cultivate is easy, but to achieve
enlightenment is difficult.”

Some may feel that attaining
enlightenment in cultivation is too difficult and so they want to retreat.
Actually, attaining enlightenment in cultivation is not that difficult! Let
us take a look at a conversation that took place in a clock shop, as it may
provide us with some inspiration.

In the clock shop, there was a small clock in between two big clocks.
After a while, the big clock on the left said to the small clock, “Are you
new here? You don’t look as tough as we are. I am seriously concerned
on your behalf that you may not be able to complete more than 31
million ticks in one year.”

The small clock became startled when he heard “31 million ticks”

and panicked, “Goodness! I can’t do it!”
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But the big clock on the right said, “Do not listen to his nonsense.
There is nothing to be afraid of. All you need to do is focus on making
one tick every second.”

The small clock listened with disbelief and said, “Is it really as simple
as you say? If so, I guess I will give it a try.” So, the small clock was very
relaxed and ticked once every second. Imperceptibly, one year passed by
and the small clock completed more than 31 million ticks.

From hearing this short story, we learn that if we have proper goals
and direction and wish to do many things, the easiest way is to do “one
thing at a time.” As long as we are focused on the present moment and
try our best to complete the task at hand, the future will take care of
itself.

The Buddha once told a group of bhikshus a very interesting story.
The Buddha said, “Once upon a time, there was a master and a disciple
who performed airborne stunts on a bamboo pole. The master placed
one end of the bamboo pole vertically on his shoulder. The disciple then
climbed up to stand on the other end of the bamboo pole to perform
tricks.”

Prior to the performance, the master said to the disciple, “While you
perform up there on the bamboo pole, be sure to constantly look down
to check on me in order to protect me; I will do the same from below
to protect you. By looking out for each other, we can ensure a successful
performance and make a handsome profit.”

The disciple said, “Master, that won’t work. When performing, you
must wholeheartedly focus on yourself and your part of the performance;
I must wholeheartedly focus on myself and my part of the performance.
We each have to focus on our own parts of the performance. That
way, we can prevent accidents from happening, ensure a successful
performance, and make a good profit for sure.”

At this point of the story, the Buddha commented, “This is the correct
way. This is how it should be done.”

The story is not suggesting that we should be selfish, and never
help each other. If the master and the disciple constantly think about
protecting each other, they can be easily distracted and make mistakes.
This will lead to a failed performance, and even worse, someone could
get injured.

Therefore, the Buddha agreed that the master and disciple needed
to focus on completing their individual tasks. By doing so, they could
protect themselves and also protect others.

The Buddha then said, “Bhikshus, how can we protect ourselves and
protect others at the same time? We can achieve this through vigorous
practice of the four applications of mindfulness. By successfully
cultivating the Four Applications of Mindfulness, we certainly will not
harm others. This is how we protect ourselves as well as others.”

The Buddha continued, “Bhikshus, how do we protect others and

protect ourselves at the same time? We do so by withstanding others’
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insults, not harming them, being compassionate towards them, and
sympathizing with them. In this way, we not only protect others but we
are able to protect ourselves as well.”

Finally, the Buddha said, “Bhikshus, to protect yourself, you must
practice the Four Applications of Mindfulness; To protect others, you
must also practice the Four Applications of Mindfulness. By protecting
yourself, you are able to protect others; By protecting others, you are
also able to protect yourself.”

This instructional talk by the Buddha reveals to us what true wisdom
is. It is knowing what we should do and what is the best way to use
our time. So what exactly is the best use of our time? The Buddha said,
“Practice dwelling within the Four Applications of Mindfulness: body,
feelings, thoughts, and dharmas.”

In the Four Applications of Mindfulness Sutra, the Buddha said,
“Bikhshus! This is the most direct way to connect with all living
beings, to overcome sadness, to end suffering and to rid oneself of
discontentment. The Four Applications of Mindfulness are for the sake
of realizing truth and certifying to Nirvana.” Why did the Buddha place
such great emphasis on the Four Applications of Mindfulness?

It is because the Four Applications of Mindfulness are the foundation
of the cultivation of all other Dharma doors. They enable us to cultivate
the Buddhadharma properly and sequentially in order to achieve
Buddhahood and eliminate all worries.

Take the application of body mindfulness as an example. It requires
our body to be relaxed at all times, while we contemplate on our breath,
movement, how we uphold precepts, deportment as well as being
mindful of how our body is functioning. All these are the foundation
for the cultivation of all Dharmas.

In fact, if we talk about the Four Applications of Mindfulness in
detail, we could say that they are vast and boundless. Although they are
divided into mindfulness applications of body, feelings, thoughts, and
dharmas, their principles are interrelated and integrated as one. Not
only do the Four Applications of Mindfulness embody the Dharmas of
the Theravada, they also embody the Dharmas of the Mahayana as well.

According to the Great Nirvana Sutra, when the Buddha was about to
enter Nirvana, the Venerable Ananda asked the Buddha four questions.
The Venerable Ananda asked, “When the Buddha is in the world, we
dwell with the Buddha, but when the Buddha enters Nirvana, where
shall we dwell?”

The Buddha replied, “When the Buddha is in the world, you dwell
with the Buddha. When the Buddha has entered extinction, you should
dwell in the Four Applications of Mindfulness. Since dwelling in
the Four Applications of Mindfulness is the Buddha’s wish before he
entered Nirvana, we can see their importance for cultivators on the path
of cultivation.

Some may say, the patriarchs and many greatly virtuous ones directly
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practiced meditation, recitation of Buddha’s name, or upheld mantras;
they did not practice the Four Applications of Mindfulness. So why is
it necessary to practice the Four Applications of Mindfulness? This is a
very good question.

Actually, the patriarchs and greatly virtuous ones had already mastered
the Four Applications of Mindfulness, and we can see it in how they
acted on a daily basis.

I remember one time, while Venerable Master Hua was signing a
check, he said, “You think I am just signing a check. However, I am
contemplating my breath at the same time.” From this short story, we
know that the accomplishments of the patriarchs and greatly virtuous
ones in their cultivation were not incidental at all.

The Buddha also said, “How do you protect others and protect
yourself at the same time? You do so by withstanding others’ insult, not
harming them, being compassionate towards them, and sympathizing
with them.”

While practicing body mindfulness, we must first relax our body

and breath in order to dwell peacefully in our body. This is the most

basic foundation of practicing

N &

body mindfulness. When we
are relaxed, it gives us time
and look

questions:

to analyze into

these Perhaps I
misunderstood? Perhaps I did
something wrong that I need
to apologize for? Perhaps this
has nothing to do with me;
it is just because of their own
afflictions that they say those
things to me? Or perhaps
there’s something 1 simply
don’t know about?

Even in the situation where someone is hostile towards us, we can
still remain calm and put the Buddha’s teaching on how to protect
others and protect ourselves into practice. That is withstanding others’
insult, not harming them, being compassionate towards them, and
sympathizing with them. An eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth will
only create never-ending hatred. By following the Buddha’s teaching on
how to resolve conflict in a peaceful way, we are essentially applying
the Buddhadharma to daily life and protecting ourselves as well as
protecting others.

Last but not least, even if we have chosen the best path, we still have
to walk it and no one can walk it for us. The same applies to all Buddhas
and Bodhisattvas. Thus, one must walk the Path; if one does not walk it,
then there will be no Path.

Amitabha! #
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