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LIVES OF THE PATRIARCHS
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The Thirtieth Patriarch,

Great Master Seng Can'
(The Third Patriarch in China)
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A lecture by the Venerable Master Hua on November 22, 1983
English Translation Revised by Bhikshuni Heng Chih
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Nothing is known about the Patriarch’s family. Presenting himself as a lay person
before the Venerable Master Hui Ke, the future Patriarch addressed him saying,
“Your disciple is bound by the disease caused by the wind element and requests that
the Master absolve my offenses.” The Master said, “Hand me your offenses so I can
absolve them.” After a long while, the Patriarch said, “I have searched for my offenses,
but ultimately they cannot be got at.” The Master said, “I have already absolved your
offenses.”

He attended upon Master Hui Ke for two years, and then Master Ke gave him a
transmission gatha, which says: Given the basic condition of there being ground, /
Then because of the ground and a seed, a flower grows. / But if there were no seed,
/ A flower would not grow. After he spoke the gatha, he further instructed him in
Prajna wisdom. His prophecy regarding him says: “Now that you have obtained the
Dharma, you should reside deep in the mountains. It is not yet time to travel about
teaching. Trouble is brewing in this country. Which means, ‘Although you hold good
fortune in your mind; misfortune is stirring outside.” That is how it is.” Later during
the Zhou Dynasty there were in fact persecutions.

The Patriarch came and went on Si-kong> Mountain and kept no fixed place
of dwelling there. Then Dao-xin came to study with him. Eventually, the Patriarch
resided on Luo-fu Mountain where he widely proclaimed the essentials of the mind.
At the end, while surrounded by the Dharma assembly, he departed while standing
beneath a tree. Tang Dynasty Emperor Xuan Zong bestowed the posthumous title
upon him of “Chan Master Mirror Wisdom.”
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Commentary:

Great Master Seng Can was the Thirtieth Patriarch in the Indian lineage, the
Third Patriarch in the Chinese lineage.

Nothing is known about the Patriarch’s family. He presented himself as a lay
person before the Venerable Master Hui Ke. He became the Third Patriarch, but
no one ever knew his family name. When he was a layman, he went to speak to the
Second Patriarch, Great Master Hui Ke.

The Patriarch addressed the Master saying, “Your disciple is bound by the
disease caused by the wind element and requests that the Master absolve my
offenses.” Here, “the Patriarch” refers to the Third Patriarch. He reported that he was
afflicted with rheumatism and that he was asking the Great Master to help him repent
of his offenses.

The Master said, “Hand me your offenses so I can absolve them.” Great Master
Hui Ke replied, “Give me your offenses and I will oblige your request.”

After a long while, the Patriarch said, “I have searched for my offenses, but
ultimately they cannot be got at.” The Patriarch thought about it for several minutes
and then said, “I've been looking for my offenses, but I cant find them. I come up
with nothing.”

The Master said, “I have already absolved your offenses.” Great Master Hui
Ke replied, “I've gotten rid of them for you.” This reply expressed the same principle
as the answer, “I've already calmed your mind.” Basically offenses have no material
shape, why do you want to attach to them? If you don’t commit them, then there are
no offenses!

He attended upon Master Hui Ke for two years. He served as Second Patriarch
Sheng Guang’s attendant for two years. And then Master Ke gave him a transmission
gatha, which says: After being served by him for two years, the Master gave him a
verse verifying his transmission of the Dharma to him.

Given the basic condition of there being ground/ Then because of the ground
and the seed, a flower grows. Originally, it’s because there is ground, and in the
ground is a flower seed, then a flower will come up and bloom there.

But if there were no seed/ A flower would not grow. Without a seed, a flower
cannot grow. That is to say: Although you are a vessel capable of attaining the Way,
without cultivation, that will be of no use; if you don’t plant them, even though the
ground is there, the flower will not grow. Put another way this is saying, “You can
cultivate the Way, but if you do not cultivate, then that potential will come to no
avail.”

After he spoke the gatha, he further instructed him in Prajna wisdom. When
Master Hui Ke finished giving him the transmission verse, he talked to him about the
Wisdom of All Modes, All-Wisdom, and the Wisdom of the Way. He explained to him
about prajna wisdom.

#0To be continued
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