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On Faith and Good Roots

A Talk Given by Victor Cheng at the Buddha Hall of CTTB on March 12, 2018
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In Chinese, the character “xin” ({&) includes
Trust, Faith and Belief. The topic I would like to
discuss is Faith.

In Buddhism, we say “Faith is the source of
the Way and the mother of all merit and virtue.”
Why is faith so powerful? Why is having faith so
important? Simply put, our knowledge is limited.
When we dont fully understand something, we
must rely on faith. If you already know everything,
you therefore don’t have to believe in anything. For
example, today, we are here in the Buddha Hall to
perform ceremonies and listen to lectures. How do
you know the ceiling of this Buddha Hall is not
going to fall down? Some of you may say, “It didn’t
fall down before.” Just because it didn’t fall down
before, doesn’t mean it won’t fall down today. You
came in today because you trusted the architect,
the construction workers, and the government
inspectors. Hence, we use our trust everyday, even if
we are unaware of it. Like in Buddhism, we say the
mind is used everyday but people do not know it.

Our education system does not emphasize on
teaching trust; instead, it encourages people to
doubt and question things for proof. This makes
people believe that doubting is a higher virtue.
For example, if you are reading a newspaper and
someone walks by and said, “Humph, I never
believe this newspaper!” Instantly, this person
appears to be so much superior to you. Therefore,
we see in our society today that people compete to
see who has the most doubt, as if the person who
believes the least is the smartest.

Our education system teaches people not to
believe anything. In English, we call this “critical
thinking.” Before a child enters the education
system, he believes in his father or mother, (or in
Dharma Masters). After the child goes through
schooling, he no longer fully believes in his parents
(or in Dharma Masters). Yet, the education system
that produces such a child would very proudly say,
“Ah ha! We finally taught him critical thinking!”
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But if we think about this carefully, this is actually very strange.

I saw once on TV that a person went to look for an investor. He
told the investor, “I got this great idea but I cannot tell you now because
I don’t know if you will tell other people about my idea. You have to
sign a Non-Disclosure Agreement before I tell.” The investor replied,
“I go through hundreds of deals a day. I cannot sign a Non-Disclosure
Agreement. Furthermore, doubting people is ability, but trusting people
is also ability. Knowing when to trust, who to trust is also a skill. You
must learn this skill.”

Faith can be a powerful skill but people of our time are full of
doubts. We distrust everything; especially when we are exposed to more
media, we develop more doubts. People do not know what to believe.

Many people would say, “I don’t believe anything” or “I only believe
in myself” This is in fact impossible. A famous investor once said,
“If you believe in advertising, you are fooled once. If you don’t think
advertising affects you, you are fooled twice because you dont know
how it is influencing you.” Modern people only know how to doubr,
but seldom do they understand the power of belief. Thus, many people
don’t know what they believe and don’t know what to believe.

Truly is: doubt is cheap and faith is precious. Right now, I can doubt
every one of you here and anyone of you can doubt me. Therefore,
doubt is cheap. However, to trust or win someone’s trust can be very
difficult. Fundamentally, our society’s structure and operation depends
on trust. Think back to the 2008 Financial Crisis. A few days before the
crisis, the factories were running, banks were open, everyone went on
with their jobs. But a few days after the Financial Crisis, Boom! Money
was gone and banks were closed. Why? Faith in the system was gone.
Once faith was gone, society halted. When our faith is working, we do
not feel it even though we use it everyday. But when faith disappears one
day we then realize everything is wrong.

Since we cannot rely on doubt and we have limited knowledge, how
do we believe? There is a Chinese saying: “A different industry is like a
different world.” If your car broke down today, the mechanic would
tell you things that you might not know if they were true. What if
you believed the wrong person? If a doctor you trusted told you to get
surgery, and you later found out that he misdiagnosed you, what would
you do? Faith is risky, so people don’t want to rely on it. But then what
should one do?

Faith is indeed very risky. Therefore, when people have access to
more information, people become more fearful. They dont want to
believe this, and they don’t want to believe that. Being a doctor myself,
I often encounter similar problems. Hence, I believe that trust is a
challenge for both patients and doctors. Doctors must cultivate the
ability to win peoples’ trust. We must be very careful when we speak
and never over-promise. Patients likewise must cultivate proper faith in
doctors and medicine.

Our ability to reason is like a tree; everyone can see it. However,

our ability to reason is very limited, so we must rely on our faith as well.
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How do we know we are using our faith properly? For example, a Dharma
Master comes to speak today, how do you know his is not spreading
deviant knowledge and views? I concur with the Buddhist teaching that
proper faith comes from developing “good roots”. Roots are something
you cannot see, for they are underground, yet they nourish the tree.

According to my observation, people who have proper faith and
know who and when to trust have good roots. They developed good
roots in their daily lives so when they encounter a situation, their proper
faith will arise, and they will know what to do properly. That's why in
Buddhism we always talk about good roots. This is very true. To go back
to the tree analogy people who know trees understand that a tree’s roots
are as big as the visible parts. Someone with good roots will naturally
produce proper faith and proper understanding when needed. This is not
something you can do intentionally or instantly—it is the result of long-
term accumulation.

Although our ability to reason is like the tree above ground, one you
can see it and touch, yet the real support for the tree is the roots, which we
cannot see. Someone who knows how to take care of trees does not take
care of the tree leaves or bark; instead that person will develop the tree’s
roots with water and fertilizers to the tree. When the roots are taken care
of, and are strong, the tree will be healthy and strong.

Cultivating faith is the same; we have to protect our good roots
regularly and build up blessings. Don’t worry too much about theoretical
issues because our ability to reason is very limited. “A different industry is
like a different world.” A doctor might understand his field of study, but
he might not fully understand what other experts do. Our knowledge is
truly limited. When I go home, I don’t know what my wife is thinking
about or what my child is thinking about. However, our good roots are
infinite so we should seriously cultivate our good roots.

A Dharma Master asks: How can we cultivate good roots?

Answer: This is a difficult question because some people believe in the
wrong things and cannot differentiate good things from bad. Personally, I
feel that doing all good and avoiding all evil is very important. Buddhism
emphasizes learning by immersion. We should always be close to good
and knowing advisors. Coming to the City of Ten Thousand Buddhas and
being immersed in the collective learning environment is very important.

Learning does not result from brief reasoning; our society over-
emphasizes logical thinking and forgets that immersion and practice is the
most important. Practice is very important. To be a doctor, we need to do
rotations and internships for two to three years. Even after we began our
practice, it takes many years to accumulate experience so we can become
proficient. This is true for other professions as well; we all learn by doing,.
The Buddha correctly saw this and knew how we use our minds. On
the other hand, people nowadays, including some scholars, are quite
confused. We are in the era of blindly following blind men, many people
do not believe in Buddhas, do not believe in Sages of the past, but they

believe some professors or scholars. This is quite frightening. #
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