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LIVES OF THE PATRIARCHS
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Twenty-eighth Patriarch,
Great Master Bodhidharma

(continued)

(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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Commentary:

Meanwhile, Bodhidharma had met a parrot on the road. The parrot could
talk. It said: “Mind from the West, Mind from the West. Please teach me the way
to escape from this cage!”

Bodhidharma thought, “I came here to save people and it’s not working out,
at least I can save this parrot.” So he taught him: “To escape from the cage, to
escape from the cage, stick both legs straight out. Close both eyes tight. That’s
the way to escape your cage!”

The parrot heard and understood. It pretended to be dead. It lay on the
bottom of its cage with its legs stuck out stiff and its eyes closed tight, not
moving, not even breathing.

When the parrot’s owner returned, he found the parrot lying in the cage—
not eating, not moving, not flying around. He picked it up and took it out to
have a look. He held the bird in his hand, peering at it from left and right until he
was convinced it was indeed dead. The only thing about it was, it was still warm.
But it wasn’t breathing. So the owner opened his hand. In that instant the parrot
was fully revived. Phretet! It flew away and escaped its cage.

Dharma Master Shen Guang pursued Patriarch Bodhidharma all the way to
Bear’s Ear Mountain, which was in the Song range, the middle range of the five
great mountain ranges of China—the eastern Tai Mountain Range, the southern

Héng [{#] Mountain range, the Western Hua Mountain range, the northern
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Héng [fA] Mountain range, and the central Song mountain range.
He pursued Bodhidharma and found him sitting facing a wall, not
speaking to anyone. Shen Guang tried to talk to him but Bodhidharma
ignored him. So Shen Guang knelt there seeking the Dharma.

Patriarch Bodhidharma sat facing the wall for nine years; Shen
Guang knelt there for nine years. He knelt for nine years while
Bodhidharma sat. After nine years of kneeling his skill was fairly well
developed, but it was not brought to accomplishment yet. This explains
the line “Shen Guang at Bear’s Ear knelt for nine years.”

As “Able Wisdom” he collected snow, with one arm cut off.
“Able Wisdom” is the name Patriarch Bodhidharma gave Shen Guang,
meaning his wisdom was sufficient. In what way was it sufficient? Well,
he knelt for nine years. In that ninth year there was a huge snowstorm
at Bear’s Ear Mountain. He kept kneeling as the snow piled up to his
waist. Probably he was shaking with cold and decided to try to speak to
the Patriarch again. “Patriarch, please be compassionate and transmit
the Dharma to me. It was a terrible mistake I made when I knocked
your two teeth out. I realize now that you truly have virtue in the Way;
you are a Bodhisattva who has obtained the Way. 'm here seeking the
Dharma from you! ”

Bodhidharma asked him, “What is falling outside?’

“Snow.”

“What color is the snow?”

“Snow is white.”

“When the falling snow turns red, then I will transmit the Dharma
to you. If there is no red snow, there will be no transmission.”

This was a test. But by that time, Shen Guang had figured out what
to do. “Fine.” He thought, “You want red snow? I'll give you red snow.”
So he took hold of his precept knife. Monastics of old carried a knife,
which was to be used to defend themselves if a situation arose in which
they would have to break a precept. Rather than break a precept, the
monastic would prefer to use the knife to cut off his own head. Thus, it
became known as a ‘precept knife.” But now, Shen Guang grabbed the
knife and sliced off one of his arms. The blood spurted out all over the
place and colored the snow red. He took up a bunch of red snow and
went before Bodhidharma, holding it aloft to offer it to him. “See, the
snow is red.” He said.

“Ah...you have a bit of sincerity,” was the patriarch’s response.
“My journey to China has not been in vain. Fine. I will transmit the
Dharma to you.” That explains another well-known Chinese phrase:
“Able Wisdom, covered in snow, sliced off his arm.” In that quote, the
two characters &7k da cdi, the usual term for a dictator, here mean “to

slice off.”

s To be continued
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