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Teaching By Asking Questions
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A talk given by John Chu at the Buddha Hall of CTTB on September 5, 2018
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This year is the 100th anniversary of the Venerable Master’s
birthday, and the Dharma Masters of Tathagata Monastery asked
everyone to take turns to speak. Tonight, I would like to share a
few small stories that happened around 20 years ago, while Master
Hua was alive. Someone asked me to talk about my conversations
with the Venerable Master, and how he taught me through his
words.

In Chinese culture, there is a phrase that is used to describe
words that influence a person’s life. It is called “speech that benefits
a nation.” Or, when someone speaks kindly to you, and you
remember it for many years, then you can say those are “good
words that will warm you for three winters.” If one does this, it is
considered to be a very good thing.

Every word from the Venerable Master’s talks is the natural
expression of his vows, his merit and virtue. His teachings have
ripples that extend throughout time and space. The Master’s
eighteen vows are not only limited to a nation, but are dedicated to
compassionately rescuing each living being in the Dharma Realm.
This is similar to the deep and ocean-wide vows of the Buddhas.
It is also a great hallmark — the vast and long tongue — of all the
Buddhas of the ten directions.

The first story takes place in 1993 in Taipei at a famous hotel.
‘This hotel was owned by Bhikshuni Heng Chu’s parents and that
was where the DRBA delegation stayed. There were many eminent
monks and important people who wanted to see Master Hua.
They made appointments to pay their respects to him, asked him
questions, and requested his instruction. During that time, the
delegation members took turns serving the Venerable Master in
his reception room.

One day it was my turn to serve. For a short time, about

5 minutes after the first guest left and before the second guest
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arrived, I was alone with the Venerable Master in the reception room.

The Master used to say, “Every place in the Dharma Realm is a
classroom, and every situation can be a lesson for learning.” So he used
this occasion to teach me. During his five minutes of rest, the Venerable
Master looked at his empty teacup. There was another cup nearby that was
still full. He asked me, “Do you know how to pour this cup of water into
an empty cup? You can’t do it too fast or too slow, and most importantly,
don’t spill.”

I answered, “Your disciple knows how to do it; I will try.” So he
watched how I poured the water from one cup into another. He nodded
his approval and then the next guest entered the room for their turn with
the Master.

This exchange, short though it was, has stayed with me. What is
the wisdom of pouring water from a cup? When many elders become
physically weaker, their hands shake, and they may be unable to hold a
cup of water steady enough to pour it out. If you were to ask a child to do
it, they may spill the water, because they like to play or lack the patience.
They may succeed once but if you ask them to repeat it, they might knock
it over the second time. Even if you asked a young adult, they might be
too busy and think this task was trivial.

It is somewhat analogous to the moment of our death. At that time,
all of the positive and negative karma that we have accumulated over our
lifetime which is kept in the eighth consciousness comes with us into our
next body and life. If we want to take the seeds in our eighth consciousness
and pour them into a clean cup with no outflows, then we can be reborn
in the lotus flowers of the pure land. But, it is not so easy if we have not
accrued enough favorable conditions and a certain level of samadhi. Then
the moment of death will
be hard, as described during
the evening transference,
“When death comes, may
we have no obstruction.
May Amitabha Buddha
come to welcome us... so
in an instant we leave the |
five turbidities and arrive at
the lotus pool.” It would be
difficult to bring this cup,
full of good and bad karma,
to the lotus pool in the pure
land.

If we want to have
confidence in our rebirth
and have no obstructions

or outflows at the moment

of our death, then we need
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continually practice mindfulness of our six sense faculties so
that each moment is a conscious flow of pure awareness. This
keeping mindfulness of each arising thought is just like the
art of pouring water into a cup. We can take this approach to
daily life, to be mindful in thought after thought, and not be
too tight or too lax. When walking, we take one solid step at
a time. When eating, we take one mouthful at a time, and the
same with working — one thing at a time. Just like the Venerable
Master often said, “Don’t worry about being slow, worry about
not moving.” Then when we approach the end of life, we can
successfully fulfill our vow of being reborn in the pure land.

I feel that the Venerable Master taught me a lot with a few
words. They are profound to me, to the point that I am still
learning from them now. Of course, there are deeper meanings
to what the Master said — in fact, each movement of his was a
wordless teaching. Because of my ignorance, I can only give a
few examples.

The next story happened near Los Angeles in a town called
West Covina, where the Master stayed until he entered Nirvana
in 1995. T went to Los Angeles a few times with the Abbot
Dharma Master Heng Lyu, Dr. John Tsu, and my family. During
one of these visits, when we went inside the Master’s room, he
spoke to me and asked without warning, “Why did you join
their club?” T didn’t know about what “club” Venerable Master
was referring to and did not ask him because others had more
important questions.

For the last twenty-some years, I have considered why the
Venerable Master asked me that question. Perhaps, he had his
reasons. In the secular world, “club” is not necessarily a positive
word; it usually refers to a circle with shared benefits, and to
join such a club would imply that you are secking some special
interest or joining a party. Perhaps the Master meant I should
stay away from affiliating myself and not join in any organized
groups. That might have been his guidance to me.

I think his words had several
levels of meaning. The one I
mentioned just now refers to a
literal club, which also could mean
our relationship with everyone.
One should keep a proper
distance from others. We should
develop a closer relationship with
those we have less affinities with
while keeping a distance from
those whom we have a very close

relationship. Friendship, between
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two virtuous people, is immaculate like water. Don’t join anyone’s
club. As we heard from the Venerable Master’s talk tonight, “If you are
too close with others, you will easily form an emotional attachment;
then from love, hatred easily arises.” This is one level of meaning.

Another level of meaning refers to the “clubs” of our own nature.
One club is false-thinking; the other is our attachments. Before our
conscious mind is aware, our thoughts are already formulated in
our minds—these thoughts are “false.” All day long we have false
thoughts about what could happen today and in the future.

Attachments describe our not being able to let go of the past.
Even though a situation has already passed, we still cannot let go of
it. Maybe we feel self-satisfied about our achievements, or if we had a
traumatic experience, we may dwell in those memories.

The third meaning of the club you should not join could be the
three poisons of greed, hatred, and ignorance. Therefore, in life after
life, T hope to remember the Master’s question of “Why did you join
their club?” as a reminder to wake up and not be attached.

The third story happened in CTTB. I usually leave and close
the administration office at 6:00 PM. One day, for no particular
reason I stayed longer at the office (until around 6:10 PM) and the
Master called the office. Since I was there, I picked up. He said:
“Upasaka (layman) Wang just arrived from China, and he wants to
see me. Bring him over to Cottage #3.” I answered, “Yes, and I have
a friend who just came from Taiwan. Can we come together?” He
replied, “OK.” So Upasaka Wang, Upasaka Shih and I went to pay
our respects to the Venerable Master.

It was not easy for Upasaka Wang, who had come all the way
from China, to see Shifu. So he took this opportunity to ask the
Venerable Master to rub this head and give him blessings (this was
a traditional blessing from a teacher). I rarely made this request for
myself, however, for the sake of my friend, I also asked, “May my
friend and I also have your blessing?”

The Venerable Master nodded, and one by one, he compassionately
rubbed our heads and gave us his blessing. I was last, and when he
rubbed my head, he smiled and said, “Why are you greedy for this
t00?”

From then on, I learned that no matter what, there was no need
to be greedy. The Six Guiding Principles are truly Dharma jewels. We
should practice them rather than simply say them. By not fighting,
we can stop participating in the cycle of rebirth; by not being greedy,
we can eliminate the cause of the three evil realms; and by not
seeking, we can eliminate the cause of the sea of suffering. So we

should frequently check with ourselves, “Am I practicing according

to the Six Guiding Principles?” &





