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RRERGS TR : Lately I've been taking care of an elderly nun whose

»
¢ 3 respiratory problem gave me the idea for the subject

that I am going to share with you today. It is about
something that is so important but also so familiar
to most of us that we are almost not aware of its
existence: the breath.

As a physical therapist when I was a layperson, I
was trained to use exercise as a tool to address most
health problems, ranking from pain in muscles and
joints to the disorders of the internal systems such
as cardiovascular or respiratory illnesses. In talking
about exercise, we cannot leave out the breath; each
movement of the body is combined with a breath in
or out. Those who do exercises more frequently will
have a tendency to breathe deeper. This causes their
blood to have a higher oxygen level to nourish their
body and brain; therefore, they tend to have good
health.

Later when [ learned about the Buddhadharma,
I came to know much more about the breath.
Breathing is not limited to the physical level. How
many times have we heard people advise that when
you are upset or become emotional or nervous to just
take a deep breath? Deep breathing can help release
tension in our brain and heart and eventually relieve
anger and stress. In the spiritual practice, the breath
is considered the bridge between body and mind.
Keeping track of our breath is the first step of going
all the way to the ultimate goal of our cultivation.
When we focus our attention on the breath to the point that the mind
settles down and is centered, we will have the chance to meet with the real
thing: Buddha, pure knowing.

In practicing Chan, using breath to clear false thoughts from the mind is

considered a better strategy to prepare our mind for investigation, compared
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to other techniques such as reciting mantras or Sutras. The reason is
that by focusing on the breath we do not need to use our conscious
mind.

As the Venerable Master said: reciting mantras such as the
Shurangama Mantra gives the practictioner external power to enter
Samadhi. While practicing Chan, the practitioner relies on their own
effort to directly track their original face, the one who “recites the
Buddhas name.” Any “hua tou” created by the Patriarchs is aimed
at bringing out our true mind. Therefore any other mind that is
put in use during this practice will confuse the practitioner. In the
Shurangama Sutra, this is called “Putting another head on top of a
head. ” Unfortunately, we as human beings have a tendency to use
our false mind in the first place rather than our true mind due to our
ignorance that has been with us for kalpas.

Now we can go back to the subject of how can the breath help to
bridge the gap between body and mind? Or in Buddhist terms, how
can we use the breath to empty out this body to free our mind so
that it can go back to its origin, the matrix of the Thus Come One?
When the Buddha spoke of the “Four Contemplations”, the first
thing he taught his disciples was how to comtemplate their breath.
By following the breath in and out our focus is gradually deepened.

The breath becomes lighter and more subtle when our body is
completely relaxed. At some point, the breath through the lungs and
nose will disappear. It will gradually spread throughout the surface
of the skin and the practitioner will eventually stop breathing. We've
heard that many Chan masters were able to breathe through the pores
of their skin. During this time, the metabolism of the body slows
down and the heart beat will stop so that the practitioner sometimes
does not need to eat or drink for up to several months. Their body is
now in the “preserved” state, but it is not frozen up like a dead body,
as the breathing still occurs through the skin, and the body heat is
still generated. At this point the practitioner feels his body empty
and completely hollow. To talk about this, I did some research. It is
definitely not my own experience.

We have learnt that upholding the precepts helps to facilitate
our mindfulness and eventually wisdom will be revealed. But can it
be the other way around—can mindfulness induce precepts? When
Great Master O Yi explained the Effortless Precept Substance of the
Bodhisattva Precepts, he mentioned “When effortlessness happens,
” 'The

practice of contemplation of the breath can eventually make our body

we naturally stop doing evil, we naturally do good deeds.

and mind reach the state of “wu wei” or “non-doing”; both body
and mind can find their way effortlessly back to the nature. So we
could say that proper breath leads to proper views and eventually to

a proper mind.
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There is a story about a thief who one day approached a Buddhist
monk and said, “Dharma Master, I admire your conduct and want to be
your disciple. However, I can only be your disciple on one condition. I
can do whatever you want me to but please don’t ask me to stop stealing
because I was born to steal.” The monk replies, “Not a problem. You can
continue stealing as much as you want or even go and kill people. I won’t
stop you, but I also have one condition for you to be my disciple and that
is whatever you do just do it with mindfulness.”

Then the monk explained to the thief what mindfulness is. To teach
him how to acquire this skill he actually showed him how to contemplate
the breath. The thief appeared to have very good roots so he could master
the technique after a few days of practice. From that day on, during the
day he worked in the temple and at night he went out stealing. And
according to the deal with his teacher, whatever he did he did it with
complete mindfulness.

In fact he enjoyed very much the monastic life at the temple. Early in
the morning when he struck the big bell to alleviate living beings’ sufferings
in the hells, he himself also feels relieved, as if the mistakes he made in the
past could also be washed away. He found peace in every single word of
the Sutras that he recited everyday. He even could enter samadhi by just
listening to the steady beat of the wooden fish. However, at night by the
impulse of his karmic habit, he still had to go out and rob. Unfortunately,
he could not miss this part of his life.

After a few months, the master noticed that his new disciple was not
completely happy. Definitely something was bothering him. No doubt,
one day the disciple approached the master in frustration. He said,
“Master, I cannot rob even a thing since I've left the home life. How can
you know that when I am mindful I cannot steal anything?”

However, yesterday in bhikku Bodhi’s class, when he mentioned the
beautiful factors, or the wholesome Dharmas, he brought up the story
about a man with mindfulness who successfully assassinated the president.
The difference here is that the thief in the story acquired mindfulness
through the effortlessness resulting from his practice of contemplating the
breath, and he later becomes a good cultivator. This story well illustrates a
quote from Great Master O Yi, which says, “As to the precept substance, it
simply does not arise. What arises is entirely the nature. When the nature
and cultivation successfully combine, the result is the precept substance
effortlessly availing itself of form.” Yes, the precept substance is nothing
but the revealing of your own nature that occurs through cultivation.

Have any of us seen the painting of Confucius, an ancient Chinese
philosopher, presenting the young Gautama Buddha to Laozi? This piece
of Chinese art actually reveals the fact that Confucianism paved the path
for Buddhism to grow. This means that we first need to practice propriety
to fufill our proper role in a family, to conform to what is socially acceptable
in conduct or speech. Regarding the precept substance, Master O Yi points

out that its nature is the fundamental source of purity, and its cause is to
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augment our wholesome mind.
This is a basic building block of
Buddhism.

In the few minutes left,
I would like to introduce to
you a new service that we have
for our elderly nuns in the
Tower of Blessings. Again, it
displays propriety first. And also
because of this program I have
an announcement to make. It’s
still related to the subject of the
“breath.”

Currently we have an exercise
program for our elderly nuns in
the activity room in the south
section of the TOB building.

The program provides 3 exercise
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sessions per week for the nuns.
This activity is aimed at preventing further decline in body strength, range of motion
and also cognition in the elders. The participants’ ages ranging from 70-99 years
old are those who are especially at risk of memory loss or dementia. Because deep
breathing can enhance the amount of oxygen in the body especially in our brain, the
exercises designed for this class focus on breathing.

If you are lucky enough when stopping by the activity room for the nuns, you
can see a 99-year-old nun who plays basketball. Even though she is scarcely able to
toss the ball into the basket, she keeps trying to show her determination. Every time
when she reaches her arm up to toss the ball, her breathing becomes deeper which
helps to increase blood flow to her body and brain, feeding these structures with
nutrients and oxygen. We also have another nun who recovered from a stroke very
quickly with exercise.

When working with the monastics, I realize that their cultivating mind gives
them a vigorous attitude that will stay with them forever despite their physical
limitation. The stronger ones want to act as the role model for the others. The weaker
ones do not want to give up, but strive hard to prove their determination. They all
enjoy the program as they can feel the benefit from these physical activities.

I hope this program will continue benefiting many other elders. Currently we
have high school girl students who come to help. I'd like to show our appreciation to
the school principal for her help with the recruitment for volunteers and in training
our teachers. Most of the nuns need one-on-one assistants with the exercise, either
because they are too weak or because their cognition is poor. Thus we desperately
need more help from more volunteers to make the program more productive. So
please let us know if anyone in the audience can find some time and is interested in
helping our nuns.

We strongly encourage girl students who plan to apply to medical fields to join

us in this setting, as it would be a good learning experience for them. #





