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Pointers on Cultivation
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Question: During a retreat, like a Ch’an session, there are ups and
downs, and sometimes in a down, things are really hard. It happens
in normal life, too. My experience is that sometimes it’s valuable just
to stick with the practice and just to push through. I'm wondering
how to know when it’s wise to do that, to say, like the Buddha said,
“I'm just going to sit here until I wake up,” versus saying, “Okay, I
need to pull back a little bit and get some decent rest.”

DM Lai: It’s something that really only you know. You just said
it, “Well, I'm gonna, pull back a little bit and get some decent rest.”
Okay, go ahead, who's going to stop you? You know, do what you

want. Now, there are certain people who go around “browbeating”
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you. Like one of the early monks for instance—Shr Fu said we were
brothers in past lives—he would always browbeat me to leave home.
He would keep asking, “When are you going to leave home, when are
you going to leave home, when are you going to leave home?” I would
say, “Eh...I don't know...” Finally, when I got around to asking the
Master for permission to leave home, I thought, “Shr Fu is going to
be so happy.” I asked Shr Fu to for permission to leave home and the
first thing he says is, “What do you want to leave home for?” [Laughs]
“Who told you to come up here and ask to leave home?” All ¢his time I
thought the Master would want me to leave home... “Well, why should
I want you to leave home? Why do I care if you leave home or not? It’s
up to you. It’s up to you to leave home!”

Then he told me about Venerable Master Hsu Yun. He said,

“You know this Master Hsu Yun that you like?”

“Yes, Shr Fu.”

“You know, he didnt become enlightened until he was fifty-six
years old.”

“Yes Shr Fu.”

“Before that, there was a time in a monastery, where they had a
Ch’an, and he sat that Ch’an in full lotus and did not move from his
spot for two weeks. He did that for one reason: so that people would
gain respect for the Buddhadharma, so that they would see that there
were real cultivators. He wanted to give face to the Buddhadharma.
He was making people respect it. But he was suffering that whole two
weeks. He was not able to go into samadhi because he hadn’t awakened
yet. He suffered day after day, but he did that for others.”

“You want to have a Bodhisattva mind? That’s a Bodhisattva mind.
He didn’t even have the joy of entering samadhi; he didn’t have the joy
of enlightenment. He just had his worldly mind and he put up with
it, and he did it with the heart of a Bodhisattva. That’s a Bodhisattva.”

Then he goes, “Can you do that?” [Laughs]

I said, “Well, I don’t know Shr Fu...T’ll try...”

“You'll try...Oh, you'll try...Oh...”

But he would just tell us, “Everybody, try your best. Just try your
best.” That’s what he always told us. “Try your best.”

Question: I wonder if you have anything to say about keeping
your determination, your vigor? Do you have any advice on that topic,
especially for people who are not living in monasteries but also don’t feel
part of the outside world exactly?

DM Lai: We're all in a kind of monastery. The problem with being
in the regular world, outside monastery, is that it’s full of distractions.
It’s chock-full of distractions—it’s nothing but distraction, that’s all it is.
It’s constant distraction and that’s the difficult part of being out there.
That’s the real essence of it. You've got just about everything imaginable
to distract you, from your cellphone on up. Everybody now is in the

Cloud, right? They’re all on social media and this and that. That’s their
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whole life. People even walk down the streets now without looking where

they’re going; they just have their phone in their face. They're bumping into
things and getting run over by cars and all kinds of stuff.

That is a real problem, because that distraction is keeping you from
focusing on cultivation. You can’t cultivate that way; you can’t build up your
mindfulness if youre going to be in the throes of all kinds of distractions.
That’s the key issue.

So, you should always try to find a quiet place for yourself. Even if you
can't do it—if you have to do your studies or your job or whatever—still try
your best. Always try to find a quiet space either in your home, your apartment,
or wherever you live where you have a place to sit and to decompress. That’s
the reason for monasteries, really, even back in the old days. Now it’s even ten
times, a thousand times more distractful to live out in the regular community.
But even back in, say, the Tang dynasty, it would already be very distracting
to go into any major city. There is all this stuff going on, making it hard to
keep reciting Amitabha or something and to be focused. You have to deal with
things. So you just try to keep yourself in the present.

Now a sage will be able to go into those kinds of environments and
have enough samadhi power not be turned by them. But we don’t have that
samadhi power. So, how do we get it? You just keep working on it when you
can. Find a spot, find a time, set it aside and say, “This is my quiet time.
This is my special time. This is my cultivation time.” And also, during the
day when you're working, start building on being mindful of whatever you're
working on. Don’t try to not work on something when you need to work on
something. If you're in school you have to study what you need to study. Just

try to bring yourself into the present as much as possible, keep working on
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that—that’s a form of cultivation, too. Use every trick in the book to
bring yourself into the present and try to stay away from thinking about
tomorrow and yesterday. Just keep working at it. It'll start giving you
results. Also, you become really effective at what youre doing because
you're here, you're focused on it. Youre not daydreaming—you're there,
you're dealing with the present.

Question: Could you give some directions for people who are
interested in going deeper in their practice but are wondering how deep
to go and how fast to go? There are quite a few people who have their
toes in the water but are not sure where it is safe to swim and where it
isn’t.

DM Lai: People set their own pace. It’s about pacing yourself. Say,
“Okay, am I ready for this?” I lived at Gold Mountain for a long time
before I finally took refuge. I think I was the only person to be around
Shr Fu that long and not take refuge. [Laughs] That’s how slow I am!
Everybody has their own pace. The big thing to be aware of is don’t
let others pressure or don't feel pressured by other outside influences
concerning this matter. This is between you yourself, and the Buddhas
and Bodhisattvas. This has nothing to do with anybody else. It’s none of
their business. When you're good and ready, you'll be good and ready.
When you're not good and ready or you're not sure whether you're good
and ready, then you could just try things out a bit.

For example, you could do a retreat if you want to dig yourself
in a little deeper. You could do the three-
week repentance ceremony—theyre very
effective. Or do a Ch’an in the winter. Say,
“This year 'm going to do this and that.
Let’s see if I can do that, and whether I
want to go further or not.” Even if you
dont become awakened—and most
people don’t have a great enlightenment
experience in those retreats—you're still
getting all kinds of benefit, especially from
a long Ch’an or a big recitation or bowing
session. You'll start feeling tingly all over
and very light and at ease. If you really
work hard, you’ll feel almost light on your toes when you walk.
Usually that happens with me about halfway to three quarters
of the way into the session. Things are starting to tingle, things
are starting to happen. You're starting to rattle your true nature
awake.

Is always up to you, just remember its always up to
you to do that kind of stuff and you shouldn’t be influenced
by somebody telling you you should do it. They dont know
anything. Why are they telling you to do something? Unless

it’s a true knowing advisor, like if the Master himself told you
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then you'd better pay attention. But somebody else, what do they
know? They don’t know anything! If I told you, “Oh, you should do
this and that practice,” or “you should just throw that out of your
backpack.” You should just think, “What does he know? He doesn’t
know anything.”

Everybody is different, everybody has a different cultivation
and a different trigger, too. There’s going to be something thatll
trigger you awake someday and it’s going to be totally different
from everybody else. Like Master Hsu Yun, he had that cup of
tea poured on him; that woke him up, that was his trigger, that
was the straw that broke the camel’s back. That was it. Everybody’s
different. Everybody will have another event or something very
intimate that has to do with them and their causes and conditions

that'll make them wake up to their situation.

Buddhism and Science—A Few Thoughts

Science today is like the priest of yesterday. In this modern day
era, everybody respects scientists, but people don’t respect priests
and monks. We, they think, are still in the dark ages, you know?
We're just a bunch of superstitious idiots. Now everybody just
looks at scientists as the great gods. They bow and light incense to
the altar of science.

Buddhism is both. It’s old and new together. It’s not one bit
afraid of science. Some other religions are. Buddhism embraces
it: “Come on science, keep going, youre too slow!” [Laughter]
For example, science hasn’t discovered yet that there are different
levels of consciousness. Everything is still the sixth consciousness
according to science. They’re trying to solve the entire question
of the universe and how it came into being through the sixth
consciousness. It ain’t going to happen, folks. You gotta wake up
your deeper consciousness; you've gotta get your seventh and your
cighth going before youre going to understand it. You see the
interconnections of it.

Shr Fu used to tell us, he used to laugh—this was in late ’69, the
year that we landed on the moon—he used to laugh about people
landing on the moon. He said, “You want to go to the moon? Sit in
samadhi you'll be there in the space of a thought. I already walked
around where they landed, there’s nothing interesting there.” Then
we say, “Shr Fu, what about Mars?” He says, “I've been there too,
that’s also kind of boring.” He goes, “If you can open up your mind
to your true self you'll be able to go anywhere in this universe in a

space of a thought. You don’t need a rocket ship.” &
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