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Twenty-eighth Patriarch,
Great Master Bodhidharma

(First Patriarch in China)
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A lecture by the Venerable Master Hua on November 15, 1983

English Translation Revised by Bhikshuni Heng Chih
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Another verse by Master Hua says:

China’s conditions were ripe, and so the Dharma came.

He did not know who met the emperor, but potentials were not ready yet.
Shen Guang at Bear’s Ear knelt for nine years.

As “Able Wisdom” he collected snow, with one arm cut off.

Using the mind to seal the mind is how the Great Dharma was bestowed.
From first patriarch to second patriarch, the life-pulse continued.

Six attempts were made to harm him; he was not injured in the slightest.

With one shoe he returned west, to be remembered forever after.

Commentary:

Composing another verse is certainly like putting a head on top of a head—
excessive! Anyway, here’s what this verse says:

China’s conditions were ripe, and so the Dharma came. Patriarch
Bodhidharma had been in India and all of a sudden it occurred to him that
Buddhism ought to flourish in China where conditions were ripe. “The Dharma
came” means Patriarch Bodhidharma came to China, bringing the Dharma with
him.

He did not know who met the emperor, but potentials were not ready
yet. When Emperor Wu of Liang saw Bodhidharma, he asked him, “What’s
meant by ‘Sagely Truth’?” He was not just referring to the Four Sagely Truths, he
was referring to the foremost truth — Truth in the Primary Sense. It is defined as

being “prior to the arising of a thought.” The path of words and language is cut
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off. The place of the mind’s workings is extinguished.

Emperor Wu of Liang was praised a great deal; he had established many
monasteries, he had sanctioned many to enter monastic life. So he thought
he had already obtained the Sagely Truth. He thought his merit and virtue
was plentiful. So his aim in asking this question was to receive Patriarch
Bodhidharma’s praise. He expected him to say things like, “Great King, you
are really good. You are a gentleman who is clear about the Way. You yourself
advocate for the Buddha-dharma. You must have already clearly seen the
Sagely Truth.”

But...Bodhidharma was the Twenty-eighth Indian Patriarch, how could
he be obsequious to an Emperor and speak flatteringly to his face? He could
not. He didn’t utter a single word of praise. He said, “There simply isn’t any
Sage. There isn’t anything at all.”

When Emperor Wu of Liang didnt receive the praise he wished for, he
tried giving Patriarch Bodhidharma a “high hat” to wear, and said, in effect,
“You've come from India and are a member of the Sagely Sangha. You must
be someone who understands the Sagely Truth, so how can you say there
simply isn’t any Sage?” This was the emperor’s way of still trying to get some
praise from Bodhidharma. What kind of praise was he looking for? When
he said, “Then who is before us? Who is talking to me?” His meaning was,
“You are a Sage, and I am very much the same. Both of us have some skill
when it comes to Truth in the Primary Sense.”

Little did he expect that, far from agreeing with that, Bodhidharma
would say, “There simply isn't any Sage,” thus sweeping away all dharmas and
leaving all marks. Truth in the Primary Sense is that there isn’t anything at all.
If there is anything at all, there is attachment to marks. There is attachment
to the mark of self, the mark of others, the mark of living beings, and the
mark of life spans. But he was indicating that there is nothing whatsoever.

And so Emperor Wu of Liang further asked him, “Then who is before
us?” Patriarch Bodhidharma’s answer was even simpler than before. He said,
“I don’t recognize who it is. I don’t recognize who is now standing before the
emperor, Emperor.” On the one hand that showed he wasn’t self-satisfied,
unlike those of us who feel that it’s sweet as eating honey if someone praises
us, and that getting sweet praise is the best thing there is. But because
Emperor Wu of Liang didn’t get it; he didn’t connect with the message. The
potentials were not ready. Things didn’t mesh.

Shen Guang at Bear’s Ear knelt for nine years. After Patriarch
Bodhidharma finished his conversation with the Emperor, he left. He could
see that the Emperor wasn’t getting what he said — that he'd only understood
half a sentence of it at best. At Nanjing he encountered a Dharma Master
who was lecturing sutras. When Dharma Master Shen Guang lectured,
heavenly flowers showered down in profusion, and golden lotuses welled
up from the earth. At the time, people who had opened the five eyes could
see this state when he was lecturing. That was a big response! But when
Patriarch Bodhidharma arrived on the scene and took a look, he asked

Dharma Master Shen Guang, “Dharma Master what are you doing here?”
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Shen Guang replied, “What am I doing? I'm lecturing the Sutras and
speaking Dharma to teach and transform living beings!”

Patriarch Bodhidharma replied, “You say you are lecturing, but what is
black are the words and what is white is the paper. How can that be used to
teach and transform living beings?”

When Dharma Master Shen Guang heard that he said, “Now you are
slandering the Buddha and the Dharma. You are a despicable barbarian!
You are a scoundrel! You are a great demon!” After scolding him, like that,
Dharma Master Shen Guang grabbed his recitation beads — which were
made out of iron — because in ancient times people were adept at martial
arts. Even those who cultivated the Way carried iron beads that could be
used as a weapon. He struck Bodhidharma with his iron beads. He aimed
at Bodhidharma’s head, but the Patriarch threw back his head, so he was
struck on the mouth. The blow knocked two of his teeth. It must have been
a fierce blow, wouldn’t you say?

Bodhidharma thought, “If I spit these two teeth out on the ground, this
place will undergo terrible drought for three years.” That’s what happens if a
sage’s teeth are knocked to the ground — a great disaster will occur at that
place. If it didn’t rain for three years a lot of people would starve to death.
He didn’t want that to happen, so he swallowed his two teeth instead of
spitting them out. From that came the Chinese idiom “Swallow the teeth
that get knocked out.” Anyway, it was an act of compassion in Patriarch
Bodhidharma’s case. Then he left that place.

After Bodhidharma left, Shen Guang was still in a fit of rage: “That
barbarian is terrible!” But then, one of King Yama’s ten denizens showed
up. The Ghost of Impermanence arrived with a summons for Shen Guang,
saying, “Dharma Master, today your life should end. We have come to
invite you to King Yama’s for tea.”

Dharma Master Shen Guang said, “I lecture the sutras so well, I still
have to die?”

The Ghost said, “You lecture sutras just fine, but you haven’t ended
birth and death. So, of course, you must die.”

The Dharma Master asked, “Is there anyone in this world that King
Yama does not govern? Is there anyone who doesn’t have to die?”

The Ghost of Impermanence said, “Yes, there is someone.”

“Who?”

“That ugly monk whose two teeth you just knocked out. King Yama
has no control over him. Not only does King Yama not govern him, when
King Yama sees him, he will bow before him.”

“Oh! Then I must find him! I want to learn the method for becoming
someone whom King Yama does not govern.”

“Fine. I'll give you some time.”

And with that the Ghost of Impermanence let him go. Dharma Master
Shen Guang was in a terrible hurry. He didn’t even take time to put on his

shoes, he just grabbed them and ran barefoot. 0 To be continued
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