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De-coding the Dharma

A Dharma talk given by Reverend Heng Sure at the DRBU Translation Seminar on August 12, 2019

Editor’s Note: Participants in the seminar included monastics, scholars, translators, and current DRBU

students with diverse backgrounds from around the world actively translating Buddhist texts together.

One of the things we talk about at Berkeley Buddhist

Monastery and also in the translation seminar on the

Avatamsaka is what we're calling “Buddhist code.” There’s

this wonderful medium called PUFREEE (st zi chéng yu),
four character idioms. Four character phrases, that put into
crystallized form, encapsulate the principles of the Dharma.
The men and women who pretty much formed those are
focused around what came to be known as the & & 2 (tian
tdi jiao guan), the perspectives and viewpoints of the Tian Tai
school. There is a level of speaking Dharma where you do
nothing but repeat the four character phrases. People might
say, “What? I don’t understand.” They don’t understand a
word, so they think it must be really good.

It’s called S f%FS (wén zi bo ré), literary prajna. It is
just like filling a cup with cold water and dropping little tea
nurdles (small pearl shapes) in it. What happens? [The tea
is in the water, but there is no flavor]. The four character
phrases of the Dharma without cultivation is just like this,

recitation without actually putting it in your heart.
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Perhaps a better metaphor is that of putting on shoes and
walking in them, but there’s no flavor. And often, like the code
of this four character phrases relating to teachings behind them,
such actions are tips of an iceberg behind them. There’s this ice
underneath—an iceberg of human experience of toil, trial and
failure, retrial and then ultimate success.

When we translate, we want to give some respect to these
stories, because people put their lives into the symbols. As the
Buddhist, I need to be humble, as I show up in front of other
groups. 'm wearing a robe and I got the haircut, you know, so
you must be the Buddhist? Well, I wonder how deep are those
stories in me? Have I completely absorbed the new story of who
has the power? Who has the authority? Who has the Proper
Dharma Treasury? Well, ultimately, it’s me.

Venerable Master Hua grew up on a farm in Manchuria.
And yet, his nature was so uncovered that after his mother died,
he decided he was going to listen and talk about principles and
character phrases. Why would somebody sit by his mother’s
grave site for three years after their death? Well, you say filiality,
yeah, but what did he get out of that? As I understand it, what
he got out of that was releasing his mother from having to come
back as his mother ever again, so that she could cultivate. By
sitting by her grave for three years, praying or cultivating and
transferring, he was trying to end that relationship. Why? It’s
because he deeply, deeply understood the power of maternal
love mothers have for their children. Moms will die for their
children; they will not cultivate, but do everything so that
the child can cultivate. Master Hua deeply embodying this,
by saying, “No mom, you've done your best. I want you to
cultivate and become a Buddha. I'm going to stay with you for
three years, so you'll never have to see me again.”

I’m doing a project on the Song of Enlightenment or Song of
Realizing the Way. And this was apt because I was in Vancouver
over the weekend. Master Hua, in 1985, would visit there every
three or four months. After his lectures, he would come down
and sit on the couch, under the Wei Tuo Bodhisattva image at
the back of the Buddha Hall and then kind of spread out. You
knew then that Shifu was open for teaching and stories.

Master Hua started reciting the Song of Enlightenment
one night, all sixty-three verses. It took seventeen minutes.
When he was done, he said if you can memorize the Song of
Enlightenment, then any day you can memorize and recite the

Song of Enlightenment, that day, you will have no affliction. That
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is the whole ballgame. Affliction is ultimately what kills us
again and again over time. So I set to work memorizing it
for quite a few years. I did have it memorized in Chinese,
but it goes away if you don’t keep it up, but I memorized
it. I put it on three by five cards, and memorized it at
lunch in between bites of dofu (tofu) and di gua y¢ (sweet
potato leaves,) I would turn each card over and memorize.
Unfortunately, I kept my afflictions. So I guess I didnt
have it truly memorized.

Anyway, I thought this is so good. I wanted to translate
it for people who can't read the Chinese. I started looking,
and sure enough, there was the Xuyun Order, Robert
Akin’s translation. There was also the Dragon Flower
Chan temple’s version. And there was the Dharma Realm
Buddhist Association version, which various people have
worked on. This one has Shifu’s commentary, and also a
vow Shifu made when he first explained it in 1965. So
it was really, really early when Shifu explained Song of
Enlightenment. There is a copy of that translation. There is
a Buddhist Text Translation Society (BTTS) version and

lots of other different versions online. And so I set about

translating.
We do Buddhist music every day. What else do
we have? We have sacred names — Namo Guanshiyin

Bodhisattava. We have mantras and sutras. And each
one of these has a musical setting. Another thing that
we have abundance of, that people don’t talk about very
much, is songs. We have praises, SFE# (mi tué zan,) the
Amitabha Priase.

Christianity is a praise tradition, and Buddhism is also
a praise tradition. So we've got all these different kinds of
musical genres. Within Buddhism, we also have songs,
and they’re meant to be sung. If you translate it without
the meter, then you've made it into something that wasn’t
meant to be. So when I looked at Song of Enlightenment,
what I discovered was first of all, Master Xuanjue, who’s
called Yongjia Dashi, Great Master from Yongjia’s place,
his name was Xuanjue. His story about how he woke up is
in the Sixth Patriarch Sutra. He’s one of the hosts in the ji
yuan pin who wakes up. He’s the one who comes in, raps
his staff and doesn’t bow. And the Sixth Patriarch says,
“Boy, you're pretty arrogant, aren't you?” Master Xuanjue
goes right back at him, they have this wonderful dialogue,

check it out in Sixth Patriarch Sutra. s5To be continued
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