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LIVES OF THE PATRIARCHS
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The Thirty-third Patriarch,

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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Because Fifth Patriarch Huang-mei was concerned that others in the
great assembly would be jealous, he immediately transmitted the
robe and bowl to the Great Master that night, making him the Sixth
Patriarch and explaining to him the essence of cultivating the Way.
‘Then he told him to flee. Just look at that! It was like that way back
then, how much the more must it be that way now!

A verse says: The Fifth Pacriarch spoke this for the Sixth Patriarch.

There needs to be vitality in a seed that is planted/then, because
of the earth, fruit comes forth again. “Vitality” refers to the life-
force; there must be vitality—the ability to sprout and transform—
in order for a planted seed to develop. Once in the ground, such a
seed can blossom and bear fruit.

What lacks vitality is not a seed. If there is no vitality, then there
is no seed. Earth alone cannot produce a seed’s function. Even when
there is a viable seed, if you do not plant it in the earth, it cannot
perform its function. Thus, “vitality” can refer to the person who
plants the seed. A lack of vitality can refer to the person not planting
the seed or to an absence that renders a seed useless.

What lacks a nature also lacks the life-force. When there is no
nature, there is no ability to sprout and grow. This refers to the ability
to cultivate the Way: you don’t need to fear having false-thinking,
you only need not follow or be turned by the false thoughts. You
don’t need to fear having thoughts filled with desire, you only need
not pursue those desirous thoughts. If you don’t follow, then its no
problem. In order to do that, you must gather back your body and
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mind so that you do not pursue false thoughts. Therefore, “what lacks a
nature also lacks the life-force” applies to false thoughts, which do not
have a nature and lack vitality. Without vitality there can be no nature.

Once the Patriarch obtained the Dharma, he hid among some
hunters for sixteen years. After the Great Master, the Sixth Patriarch,
got the robe and bowl and obtained the Proper Dharma-eye Treasury,
he lived among hunters for a total of sixteen years.

Upon resolving the dispute about the wind and the flag, Later,
when he saw that the opportunity was at hand, he went to Canton
Province to listen to Dharma Master Yin-zong explain the Nirvana
Sutra. There, he encountered a couple of people who were debating the
movement of wind. One monk said that the wind moved; the other said
that the flag itself moved. He noted that the wind was invisible, but the
flag could be seen. That was what he reasoned. The Sixth Patriarch said
to them: “It is not the wind that moves, nor is it the flag that moves.
Gentlemen, it is your mind that moves.” Your mind moves; if it didn’t
move, there wouldn’t be anything at all happening.

He revealed the robe and bowl for the first time and had his head
shaved. Only then did he show the robe and bowl to people and enter
monastic life.!

He responded to the assembly’s request that he make Cao Xi
thrive. The great assembly requested that he go to Cao Xi and build
a Way-place. In the past, Venerable Tripitaka Master Zhi-yao spoke
a prophecy saying that after one hundred seventy years, a living
Bodhisattva would propagate the Buddha-dharma at that place. And
now, it was exactly one hundred and seventy years later. So he went to
build Southern Flower Monastery—the Cao Xi Way-place.

He bequeathed the Dharma on more than thirty people, with
Qing-yuan and Nan-yue being the leaders. The number of people
who received his Dharma came to over thirty. Dhyana Master Nan-yue
Huai-rang and Dhyana Master Qing-yuan Xing-si were the two leaders
among this group.

In the second year of the Xian Tian reign period, he entered
stillness at age seventy-six. This reign period (713 CE) the Tang Dynasty.
He passed away in his seventy-sixth year.

Emperor Xian bestowed the posthumous title of Dhyana Master
Great Mirror upon him and called his stupa Efficacious Shining of
Primal Harmony. After he passed away, the emperor gave him that

name and also named his stupa.

s0To be continued
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