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The Thirty-third Patriarch, g ’

Great Master Hui Neng
(The Sixth Patriarch in China)
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A lecture by the Venerable Master Hua on November 30, 1983
English Translation Revised by Bhikshuni Heng Chih
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The Patriarch was a native of Xin Zhou. His family name was Lu. He was three
years old when he lost his father. He gathered firewood to support his widowed
mother. One day, upon hearing a customer reciting words from the Vajra Sutra, he
awakened. Still a layman, he went to pay respects to Huang-mei. For eight months
he labored at thrashing rice there. Huang-mei knew that it was time to transmit the
Dharma to him, so he ordered everyone to compose verses. When the Patriarch
wrote “...basically, Bodhi has no tree,” Huang-mei signalled unspoken recognition
of him. Concerned about others’ jealousy, he gave him the robe, bowl, and Dharma
and told him to flee in the night.

A verse says:

There needs to be vitality in a seed that is planted.

Then, because of the earth, fruit comes forth again.

What lacks vitality is not a seed.

What lacks a nature also lacks the life-force.

Once the Patriarch obtained the Dharma, he hid among some hunters for
sixteen years. Upon resolving the dispute about the wind and the flag, he revealed
the robe and bowl for the first time, had his head shaved, and responded to the
assembly’s request that he make Cao Xi thrive. He bequeathed the Dharma on
more than thirty people, with Qing-yuan and Nan-yue being the leaders. In the
second year of the Xian Tian reign period, he entered stillness at age seventy-six.
Emperor Xian bestowed the posthumous title of Dhyana Master Great Mirror upon

him and called his stupa Efficacious Shining of Primal Harmony.

Commentary:
The Thirty-third Patriarch Great Master Hui Neng was the Sixth Patriarch in China
The Patriarch was a native of Xin Zhou. His family name was Lu. The Sixth
Patriarch was from Xin Zhou in Canton Province. His early ancestors were from the

north, but because his later ancestors moved to Canton Province and took up residence
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in the Xin Zhou, the Great Master is considered to be from that area. His
father’s last name was Lu.

He was three years old when he lost his father. He gathered firewood
to support his widowed mother. He was age three when his father died and
his mother became a widow, raising her son. As he grew older, he became a
wood gatherer in order to support the two of them.

One day, upon hearing a customer reciting words from the Vajra Sutra,
he awakened. Once when he carried his load of firewood to a shop hoping to
sell it, someone in the shop was reciting the Vzjra Sutra. When he heard the
phrase “Let the mind be unattached, clinging to nothing,” he awakened.

Still a layman, he went to pay respects to Huang-mei. For eight months
he labored at thrashing rice there. He went as a layman to East Mountain
where the Fifth Patriarch, Great Master Hong-ren resided. There, in Huang-
mei’s Way-place, he was given the task of thrashing rice. He did that for eight
months.

Huang-mei knew that it was time to transmit the Dharma to him, so
he ordered everyone to compose verses. The Fifth Patriarch was aware that
the Dharma should be transmitted to this layman. He had observed that as he
worked, the layman remained concentrated, did not engage in random false-
thinking, and was entirely focused. Knowing that the time had come, the
Fifth Patriarch announced that everyone should compose verses.

The Patriarch wrote “...basically, Bodhi has no tree.” Master Shen-xiu
had snuck out and written his verse on the wall. It said, “The body is a Bodhi
tree; the mind like a bright mirror on a stand. Time and again wipe it clean;
Allow no dust to alight.” When the layman who was to become the Sixth
Patriarch saw that verse, he too composed a verse that said: “Basically, Bodhi
has no tree. Nor does the bright mirror exist. Originally, there is not one
thing. Where could the dust alight?” This was, in fact, a direct critique of
Master Shen-xiu’s verse. Because Master Shen-xiu’s verse describes the process
of cultivation in which one must “time and again wipe it clean.” But the Sixth
Patriarch had already done that; he had already crossed the river and didn’t
need the boat any more. That is why he said, “Basically, Bodhi has no tree.
Nor does the bright mirror exist. Originally there is not one thing, where
could dust alight?” Since there is nothing at all, how could there be any place
for the dust to settle?

Huang-mei signalled unspoken recognition of him. The Fifth Patriarch
Huang-mei said nothing. He remembered this person; he knew him.

Concerned about others’ jealousy, he gave him the robe, bowl, and
Dharma and told him to flee. Because at the time, those who studied Buddhism
displayed mutual jealousy and obstructed one another, each fearing that the other
might obtain the position of Patriarch, and all of them were watchful, hoping to
get the robe and bowl. It was then a lot like it is now; you want to get enlightened,
he wants to get enlightened, everybody wants something to the point that they

are obstructed by their wanting, and their skill never brings a response.

s0To be continued
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