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LIVES OF THE PATRIARCHS
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The Thirty-first Patriarch,

Great Master Dao Xin
(The Fourth 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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The Patriarch was born in Guang Ji, Qi Zhou, into the Si-ma family. At fourteen
years of age, he bowed to Great Master Seng Can, saying: “I seek a Dharma-door
to liberation from the Elder Monk.” Master Can replied: “Who is tying you up?”
The Patriarch-to-be replied: “No one is tying me up.” Master Can replied: “Then
why do you seek liberation?” At those words, the Patriarch-to-be experienced a
great awakening. He served as Master Can’s attendant for nine years. Master Can
continually tested him in esoteric and subtle ways. Once Master Can determined
he was ready, he passed him the robe and bowl and the Dharma. A verse says: As to
flower seeds: although it is because of the earth, / That flowers spring forth from the
ground where they are planted. / If no person scatters seeds, / No flowers will grow;
the earth will produce nothing.

After he obtained the Dharma, he dwelled on Broken Head Mountain. His ribs
never touched the mat for sixty years. Later on, he named Master Hong a Patriarch
and transmitted the Dharma to him. Emperor Tai requested his presence in three
successive mandates, but the Patriarch never did rise to the occasion. That only caused
the Emperor to increase his offerings to him. During the Yong-hui reign period, the
Master suddenly gave instructions to his disciples, sat quietly, and left. A year later,
the door of his stupa opened by itself. His appearance was as it had been when he was
alive. Emperor Dai bestowed upon him the posthumous title of Chan Master Great
Healer and named his stupa Cloud of Kindness.

Commentary:

The Thirty-first Patriarch Great Master Dao Xin was the Fourth Patriarch in China,
the thirty-first in the Indian lineage.

The Patriarch was born in Guang Ji, Qi Zhou, into the Si-ma family. The Fourth
Patriarch’s birth place was Guang Ji, in Qi Zhou county. His family name was Si-ma.

At fourteen years of age, he bowed to Great Master Seng Can. He was only fourteen

when he bowed to Great Master Seng Can as his teacher.
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Saying: “I seek a Dharma-door to liberation from the Elder Monk.”
Great Master Dao Xin said: “Please, Elder Master, teach me a method to gain
liberation.”

Master Can replied: “Who is tying you up2” The Third Patriarch asked
him: “Who tied you up?”

The Patriarch-to-be replied: “No one is tying me up.” Master Dao Xin
said: “No one tied me up.” Master Can replied: “Then why do you seek
liberation?” The Third Patriarch said: “You are now seeking a method to gain
liberation, but since no one has tied you up, what makes you seek a way to get
free?”

At those words, the Patriarch-to-be experienced a great awakening.
Great Master Dao Xin heard that and realized: “Basically no one has bound me
up! Who tied me up? I am free!”

He served as Master Can’s attendant for nine years. Master Can
continually tested him in esoteric and subtle ways. He attended upon the
Third Patriarch Great Master Seng Can for nine years. During that time Great
Master Seng Can kept using all sorts of expedients to test him—to see what his
wisdom was like.

Once Master Can determined he was ready, he passed him the robe-and-
bowl and the Dharma. Knowing he was a Dharma vessel, Master Seng Can
waited for the right time, and then he transmitted the robe-and-bowl to Master
Dao Xin.

A verse in praise says. He composed a verse for him.

As to flower seeds: although it is because of the earth, / That flowers
spring forth from the ground where they are planted. When flower seeds are
planted, then, because of the earth, they will grow into flowers. But flower seeds
must be planted in order for flowers to grow.

If no person scatters seeds/ No flowers will grow; the earth will produce
nothing. If no one plants seeds, flowers do not grow naturally. The earth does
not spontaneously produce them. There must be a person—an intermediary—
who plants the seeds in the ground. Only then will the seeds ripen. This is saying
that seeds have to be planted. Even though it is from the earth that seeds grow,
if flowers are flowers and the earth is the earth, and no one plants the flowers in
the earth, then no flowers will grow, and the earth will not have served as earth.
Well, the earth will still be earth, and flowers will still flowers, but no function
will occur between them. Nothing will happen.

It is due to the earth that you can plant a flower seed that will grow and
produce a flower. If no one puts the seed in the earth, the flower cannot put itself
in the ground, and the ground has no way to accept the flower seed. What does
this all mean? It means that although you can become a Buddha, still, you have
to nurture your own nature. Your own nature can be likened to a person; your
body can be likened to the earth. Becoming a Buddha is likened to the flower
blossoming. It means that you yourself must cultivate, for only then will the
seed be planted. And only if the seed is planted will there be a flower. In that

way the earth serves its function and the flower serves its function. It will grow.

s0To be continued





