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The Fire of Ignorance

and the Water of Great Compassion
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A talk given by Bhikkhuni Heng Yi at the Buddha Hall of CTTB on August 23, 2018
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Today, I would like to talk about the fire of ignorance, and the
water of great compassion. We fight fires everyday; however we
only pay attention to protecting ourselves from external fire,
but always ignore our internal fire. What is our internal fire?
It is the fire of ignorance. Once someone asked, “What is the
relationship between fires that are outside and fires that are
inside? How do they relate to each other? I would like to share
a story that may shed some light on the relationship between
them.

Many years ago, when I was still a $§ramanerika, I used
to work in the kitchen. In those days, we cooked in a small
kitchen; the place was very small and crowded. One day, I was
offended by something and felt very upset while I was cooking.

Sometimes, it is difficult to put things down when we are
upset or irritated, and we hold onto things even when they have
passed! It used to be that everyday, when I would wake up and
open my eyes, I could not help but think about
things that have already happened, and many
times I felt upset when I would ruminate on these
matters. Then, instead of living in the present,
living in the moment, I would find myself living
in the unhappy past or a worried future.

Guess what happened when I blew a “fuse”
that day in the kitchen and lost my temper? The
cooking gas suddenly flared upward, and nearly
hit the roof - which really scared me! Everyone in
the kitchen was frightened, but all of us pitched in
and quickly extinguished the fire. At that time, I
thought it was just an accident, but later, I decided
that the fire was actually caused by my ignorance.
I realized that I need to look after myself, and not
lose my temper. Fortunately, that fire was not too
big, otherwise the kitchen would have burned

down!
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We all know that it is not easy to work in the kitchen, and that the stove’s
fire is so big that it’s hard not to get burned. Later on, some of us donated a
tape player to the kitchen, and we played the Great Compassion Mantra in
the kitchen while we were working. When we heard the Mantra, we felt our
moods became more gentle and smooth. It was not so easy to get angry. Asa
result, we felt that the food we cooked when we recited the mantra was more
nutritious and brought the assembly peace. Otherwise, if people cooked while
they were in a foul mood, the food was not as easy to digest.

It is certainly not easy to work together in that kitchen. Because the
kitchen’s space was so small, sometimes people want to cook food at the same
time and they would fight for a space to work, and sometimes quarrel with each
other. When one person was boiling water another wanted to cook veggies.
What did they do then? They would quarrel with each other for the stove.
Later, people learned to coordinate with each other. If cooking the veggies
was more urgent, the person boiling water would let the person cooking the
veggies go first, and the person boiling water would go to do something else
and then come back to boil water after the veggies were done. Once they
worked out this system, people did not quarrel anymore .

In fact, Venerable Mater gave us good methods to pacify our tempers
twice a day. What are they? Everyday before morning and evening recitation,
the fourfold assembly recites the Six Great Principles; the first one is “No
Fighting.” Everyday we must ask ourselves: do we fight? I also like to ask
myself: Did I get upset? If I did, the fire will burn my forest of merit and
virtue, so I decided that I won't let myself get angry anymore.

Why do we become angry when we are cultivating in the monastery?
Because sometimes we make ourselves over-tired, which causes us to easily
become angry.

I remember that the Venerable Master once said that we could practice
meditation both in the morning and in the afternoon. We can meditate in the
morning for one hour, or even just 20 or 30 minutes if we don’t have much
time, and then another hour in the afternoon. Some people have their own
Dharma-door, something that they practice on their own that is on a different
schedule from Buddha Hall’s. For example, some people like to meditate
or bow to the Buddhas. If we really keep working hard on developing our
blessings and wisdom, it would not be so easy to get angry, cultivation would
irrigate our Bodhi resolve, and produce more great compassion water. Thus we
can spread coolness and refresh others.

On August 1, 2018, we were still in a Guanyin Session. When I walked
towards the Buddha Hall, T saw some people run out of the hall rather than
stay in. They ran out and looked at the sky. I felt curious and also took a look.
Terrible dark smoke billowed in the sky. It appeared close, and I wondered
if it will reach us very quickly. I felt very worried when I saw that fire. Then
I thought, “Isn’t there Guanyin ceremony going on here? How can a big fire
burn around us?” Immediately, I shifted my thoughts to, "I should recite the

Buddha’s holy name more; if I keep having these useless thoughts, T might
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even get angry with Guanyin Bodhisavta.

When I entered the Buddha Hall, it was a totally different
world. Outside of the Buddha Hall was like a burning house of the
three realms in ruins. No peace to be found. But inside the Buddha
Hall, the assembly was calm and one could not feel the threatening
fires. The assembly was serene and at peace; manifesting the most
compassionate spirit of Guanshiyin Bodhisattva. While people were
circumambulating the Buddha Hall and reciting the Bodhisattva’s
name, every step was toward the Buddha’s path, and no one fell
into the fire! Actually while we were reciting Guanyin Bodhisattva’s
name, the compassionate spirit was already in our minds, and the
environment outside could not effect us anymore.

Probably on August 4 or 5, the fire was at its most severe. It
seemed as if the fire was heading directly to the monastery. I
thought this was a warning to us. At first, the fire was not coming
in our direction, so why did it burn later in our direction? Just as
was mentioned before, the external fire was caused by our internal
fire of ignorance. Then the assembly, to defend against the fire,
recited the Grear Compassion Mantra together, and applied effort
diligently. Under the protection and guidance of the Buddhas and
Bodhisattvas, everybody brought forth their compassionate minds,
and finally the fire turned away.

The Universal Door chapter mentions that when living beings
need to be crossed over by Guanyin Bodhisattva, Guanyin
Bodhisattva will appear in front of him/her in a necessary form
similar to their own so they will trust and rely upon her. So, when we
recite her name, the Bodhisattva would appear before us as firemen
if we need to be crossed over by a fireman. This fireman (or in this
case, these firemen) would use their skills to turn the fire in the other
direction, helping us pass through this difficulty. So I think this was
also a good opportunity for everyone to learn and realize the dangers
of fire. Only once we extinguish our internal fire can the outside fire
burn out.

At CTTB, people come from different countries, different
cultural backgrounds, and different lifestyles; it's not very easy
for everyone to get along. We need to be patient and considerate,
then we can get along with each other with more cooperation and
unity. Like some people have said, the fire only could be eliminated
and transformed once all of the people cooperated with unity and
compassion for each other.

Speaking of the fires of ignorance. It reminds me of something
else that happened a long time ago. In 1984, Venerable Master
established the Sangha Laity Training Program (SLTP), and we were
the first batch of students. There were only four or five students at
that time. In the morning, we were worked in the kitchen together

and in the afternoon, one of us worked as a teacher while the
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others were students, and both the teacher and the students learned
together. Certainly, we were given a very strict training under the
Venerable Master. At that time, things happened much like they
do today: some were overworked, some worked a little bit, some
did not work at all, and some did not like go to Buddha Hall, but
only preferred to work in the kitchen. There was a senior bhikshuni
leading us, and she helped arrange our schedule, and protect us from
bias in cultivation.

Also, she reminded us of some subtle things to which we had
not paid attention. For example, she used to tell us, “Do not try to
protect a particular person when working together.” At first I did
not understand this, but I understood it gradually. In our SLTP
class, there was a lady who had already been married. Shrfu said
she was a left-home cultivator in her past life, but one day, she saw
a harmonious family, and had the false thought that it was not such
a bad idea to have a family. As a result, she got married in this life.
After getting married, she felt unhappy. Even after she settled down
at CT'TB, her husband still tried to take her back. Fortunately with
Shrfu’s help, she was able to study in SLTP. She wanted to leave
home, but ultimately, could not do so. Thus do not give rise to
subtle false thoughts.

I also remember that we were taught not to play with kids to
avoid planting emotional seeds on our causal ground. Just like I
mentioned, even a single thought arising, may bring something
impure in our next life. So even when we are cultivating with our
Dharma friends, do not apply too much emotion. Especially, we
must remember this when we are sick, when our emotions are weak.
We need be very cautious with ourselves when others give us more
sympathy and care. Do not get too emotional when others offer
their support when we cultivate.

Another story that comes to mind was about three sisters. There
were three sisters who all entered the monastic life and became nuns.
Even after they left the home life, they kept good relationships with
each other. One day, the oldest sister was doing something improper
(reading magazines) while listening to the Sutra lecture. So Venerable
Master scolded the oldest. The three sisters decided to go on strike
against their teacher, and would not manage any temple affairs, to
express their dissatisfaction. So do not be emotional in cultivation,
otherwise it will become impure, and you could become just like
those three sisters who were disrespectful to their teacher. This is
also a kind of fire of ignorance. We need to cultivate diligently in
precepts, samadhi, and wisdom to extinguish our greed, hatred, and
delusion. When our fire of hatred are extinguished, our compassion
develops, and sweet dew comes forth.

When we ourselves are refreshed, and our fires are extinguished,

we will also be able to benefit others. Amituofo! &



