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Introducing Monk Boshan's
True Principles of Transcendence
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An excerpt of Bhikshu Dharma Master Heng Hing’s talk

during the 3-day Chan Session at Avatamsaka Monastery on September 14, 2017

English translation by Ellie Ng
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In Buddhism, be it investigating Chan, meditating by oneself, or cultivating the
calming-and-insight meditation, all these belong to the proper Dharma door of silent
cultivation.In the Zen Chakras of Ksitigarbha, Mahayana Grear Collection Sutra, there
are three things that are stated to represent the proper Dharma. The first is sitting in
meditation; the second, the recitation of Sutras; and the third is making offerings to the
Three Jewels, which sustains and provides for the monastic community and will result
in reaping good retributions.

Today, I would like to introduce a piece of great Chan writing by a revered Dharma
Master in the Chan tradition that was recommended to us by the Venerable Master as a
great learning opportunity. During the inauguration ceremony of the Cixing Monastery
in Hong Kong, where many revered monks gathered to discuss how to increase the
proliferation of Chan practice, the Venerable Master Hua recommended a text by Monk
Boshan from the Ming Dynasty. The Master printed copies of the Monk Boshan’s True
Principles of Transcendence and gave them to all guests as a souvenir.

The Venerable Master’s preface to the Monk Boshan’s enlightening piece was written
in the Western Bliss Monastery in Hong Kong. The Venerable Master refers to himself
as a mountain monk, saying: “I, a mountain monk, am willing to do everything in my
limited power to print this book. In hopes that Shakyamuni Buddha, Monk Boshan,
and all reverends and patriarchs dwelling in permanent tranquility and enlightenment
rejoice.” He continues to say that Monk Boshans True Principles of Transcendence
represents the core idea of Chan and is a lamp in the dark with the ability to save people
who have lost themselves in the cultivation of Chan. Hence, this book has been printed
in hopes of forging Dharma affinities with all, as well as providing a compass in the
journey of practicing Chan.

The writings and illustrations in this piece work together in tandem, making it easy
to understand in a single glance. It is because of this that even those with dull roots
are able to understand the actual benefits of practicing Chan. The content is enriching
and equipped with comprehensive theories, amalgamating the original intention of

Buddhism and the secret mind transmissions from the Patriarchs. It is not only written
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prajna (wisdom), but it is also a cure for sentient beings’ ignorant afflictions.

The participation in a Chan session is originally meant to realize the
Way, understanding how life came about and how death goes around. The
goal is to not be tempted by our perceptions of the Saha world.

It is said,” If one bypasses all perceptions, one would be similar to the
Thus Come One.” By bypassing all material perceptions, one would gain a
state equivalent to the Thus Come One’s. Yet if one is influenced by worldly
perceptions, one is merely an ordinary person. Hence, if one intends to
move from mortality into sagehood, it is only accomplished through a Chan
session. Without this method, people will not be able to even step through
the Dharma door. Cultivation is of the utmost importance, so the seven-
day period of a (Chan) session is crucial. Chan Master Laiguo expounds the
importance of the Chan Session when he stated that attending a single day
of a session surpasses three years of cultivation in solitude.

Not only beginners but also senior cultivators can easily be entwined in
afflictions and false thoughts if one strays away from cultivating skills. It is
difficult to escape the cycle of life-and-death even for senior cultivators, let
alone for beginners. Cultivating skills in the investigation of Chan represent
a steadfast condition. If we recite the Buddha’s name, that recitation will
be a cultivation skill. In calming-and-insight meditation, the calming and
insight is the cultivation skill.

Why is this so? It is because we accustom ourselves to familiar
environments; hence, it becomes a gargantuan task to break away from
such environments. The headline of the Chan session is to develop the sense
of familiarity with the unfamiliar. We, as humans, are well accustomed to
our worldly lifestyles and habits and are also well accustomed to extraneous

thoughts and afflictions. If we let our guard down, it becomes extremely
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easy for us to be filled with worldly thoughts. Therefore, the method of the
Chan session is truly a method of resolving birth and death. If our resolve is
firm, then there will definitely be noticeable outcomes. It would simply be a
waste of energy and time if we were insincere and reap nothing from a session.

If we set a firm resolve on ending the cycle of birth and death, then
cultivating any Dharma door would be no different from practicing Chan
meditation. Now the question we face is: Do sentient beings possess these
resolves of steel? When cultivating the Way, do we truly intend to break the
never-ending cycle of life and death? If we are armed with such firm resolves
and exert efforts thoroughly, we can gain enlightenment through any Dharma
door.

As long as we spend a day unenlightened, the path of life and death ahead
of us remains in total darkness. It is as if our eyes are shut and the darkness of
ignorance encloses us. Without proper direction, we may end up becoming
humans, then animals, then hungry ghosts, and even hell beings.

The sufferings of humans cannot be compared to the sufferings of
hungry ghosts or hell beings. Hence, it is of great importance that we resolve
to cultivation and look beyond this world of ours and our body and mind.
Everything is an illusion, this world that we see, hear, and feel, along with
our bodies and emotions are nonexistent. We must not only understand this
fact, but we must also put this into practice: If we can look past all this, then
we can truly let them go; and if cannot, then we will still be attached. The
saying, “There are no sagely answers other than getting rid of common people’s
emotions”, means that as long as common people’s exert their utmost efforts
to get rid of their attachments, there will come a day when all these will cease
to exist. The supposed “sagely answer” is to put down all emotions and views,
because all of these are illusory and nonexistent.

In applying effort, whether it’s investigating Chan, reciting the Buddha’s
name, practicing calming and contemplating the mind or reciting mantras, if
we still remain unawakened and are unable to understand the true principles,
it is because our mind is disturbed by mundane emotions to which we still
hold. As a result, our habits, afflictions and ignorance from countless eons ago
surge up without cease. Since we cannot see through and let go, we cannot see
the truth.

If we can completely, without any reservation, turn over our own afflictions,
habits and ignorance without chasing after them and exclusively attend to our
own practice, our cultivation will naturally be successful after some time. There
is no other method. It is said, “Great doubt, great enlightenment; small doubt,
small enlightenment; no doubt, no enlightenment.” This is referring to the
content of our efforts in Chan School. If one recites the Buddha’s name, one is
mindful of the Buddha. If one is not mindful of the Buddha’s name, one will
never become awakened. If one is unintermittenedly mindful of the Buddha,
without a second thought, but just holds this very thought after some time,
one’s efforts will be mature. As mundane emotions and thoughts fall away, one

will naturally awaken. soTo be continued





