De-COding the Dharma (continued)

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

Editor’s Note: Participants in the seminar were from a range of diverse backgrounds and included

monastics, visiting scholars, translators actively translating Buddhist texts, and current DRBU students.

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 (DRBA) version in my hands, 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 (BT'TS) 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, (5#fEEE mi tué zan,) the Amitabha Priase.

Christianity is a praise tradition, and Buddhism is also
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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 Yongjias 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, youre pretty arrogant,
aren’t you?” Master Xuanjue goes right back at him, they have
this wonderful dialogue, check it out in Sixth Patriarch Sutra.

After he woke up, he went back to Yongjia. I tried to
analyze the sixty-three verses in Song of Enlightenment. There
doesn’t seem to be any particular pattern, nor does it seem
to have any particular theme. Sometimes two verses will talk
about the same thing. Why are they in the order that they
are? It’s hard to say, but I couldn’t find anything like it, and I
don’t think anybody else has that I've come across.

So what I believe he has done is, he traveled throughoutall
the different monasteries and loose communities and temples,
in Tang Dynasty China, and gathered together all the sayings
that people had about the awakened mind. The feeling that
I get when I read the Song of Enlightenment is somebody
right in front of me saying, “Wake up, wake up!” They are
grabbing you saying, “Wake up! What are you waiting for?
It’s fresh, it’s in your face. It’s direct. It’s not literary. There
are lots of allusions that he talks about. There are lists: the
three poisons and five skandas, four truths and six paramita.
But more importantly, you get the feeling that this monk has
awakened. And if there is any genre in western music that is
similar, I would say it is probably hip-hop. Because hip-hop
has a pure musical form that comes directly from the street.
It’s people’s experience in language that communicates now
and is linguistically alive. Right? Because there’s that mirror:
people’s genuine experience. That’s what I find in Song of
Enlightenment .

So I looked at the English translations, and there are a
lot of scholarly translations of Song of Enlightenment. They
put Master Yongjia in some sort of a heaven in the library
somewhere. But he’s not; he’s in the street telling you to wake

up. If you want to know what he was like, read the Sixzh
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Patriarch Sutra when he throws “enlightenment” back
at the Sixth Patriarch and the Sixth Patriarch says, “Oh,
you're okay, you, you've seen the nature.” So he is fearless.
That’s what I get from this text.

I wanted to put it into English in a way that reflected
that, so it can be sung, so it has that fresh flavor, and
there’s lots of passive voice in it. It should be done by one
who would have awoken and doesn’t have the bump ba da
bump ba da bump. What is itz §EE T o QI2HHE o 75
FEETRTE - SHEAHANE - BEREZEEA
T © [Suddenly you taste the Chan of the Thus Come
One: Perfections Six, the Myriad Gates inside you now
are done./ While you dreamt you lived them all, the Six
Destinies, / Now you're awake the world wide world is
empty as can be.] It’s da, da, da. And it’s very regular.
There’s three verses in there that are not that way, they are
irregular.

So I wanted to show you what I did with the Sixth
Patriarch with the song. There’s the question of melody.
What melody did Master Yongjia use? And thats a
question. We dont know. There’s no recording certainly.
The musical transcription gives you melody; it doesn’t
give you rhythm. IZ55%  (character notation for Qin )
right gives you melody. We don’t know if it was 4/4, waltz
time. So my guess is that Master Yongjia was probably
was using melodies from the street, kind of like jump
rope tunes. “My mother says to choose the very best one
and OUT.” means out you go. Probably like that, because
I listened to Shifu, and Shifu goes...

I was looking for a deep-rooted musical genre. I put
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it to some of my musical friends including Peter Rowan,
who played with Bill Monroe and the Bluegrass Boys; also
Allison Aki, and Jody Stecher, your scholars of full-time
music and we came up with the Blind Fiddler. The Blind
Fiddler goes like this:

The mirror of the mind, is bright without a flaw,
everything’s reflected, you can see it all.

All ten thousand things revealed,

perfect, round and bright, no inside, no outside,

just brilliant pure light.

The mind is the root, dharmas are all dust.

Mind and dharma both are like a mirror stained and cracked.
Polish out the stains and cracks, the mirror shines like new.
Forget both mind and dharmas, the nature now is true.

Every verse is right on the awakened mind. They’re so
powerful. When you can put it into English and sing it

like a West Virginian, it’s ours.

Goodbye to good and evil, goodbye to loss and gain.

In stillness and tranquility you never ask again.

Your wisdom mirror was coated thick,

you never wiped it clean, now it shines without a flaw,
there’s nothing you can't see.

I mean, tell me, that’s what it says in Chinese, right?
It says it in a way that we can approach what is ours and
what is not, you know when you look at some choices,
and how they have been done before. This is verse number

four.

No offense or blessings, no benefit or loss,

in the still, extinct nature no questions or seeking.
Recently the dusty mirror has not been polished.
Today we must analyze and make clear distinctions.

It reads like instructions for your hot water pot or
vacuum cleaner. That’s okay. Through the lens of trying to
sing it makes the experience of it different. If this were a
scholarly translation, it would be different. Okay, I pulled
out three that have to do with the mani pearl. If you look
at Earth Store Bodhisattva, what’s he holding? If you look
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at dragons, dragons are pursuing that wish fulfilling pearl.
Guanyin Bodhisattva’s very first one of the forty-two hands
[and eyes] is the wish fulfilling pearl.

This is the mani pearl, a treasure still unknown.

Look to the Tathagata but find it in your own.

It works six uncanny ways, it’s here and now it’s gone.

A single round and perfect light, now it’s hidden now it’s shown.
Once you get the root, you can let the branch tips be,

like a jeweled moon that shines in lapis lazuli,

now that you have understood the wish fulfilling gem,

your benefits to self and others truly never end.

So you get the point, right? I think, Song of the
Enlightenment is necessary for us to help us replace the
original stories that we have about who says heaven and
earth is built this way with the Proper Dharma, the point of
view of somebody who’s really truly seeing his or her nature,
the way the Buddha described it and left it behind. Anyone
who can memorize the Song of the Enlightenment, recite it,
that day they will have no affliction. I'm still working on
it myself. I haven't finished translating it yet, there’s about
three verses in here that are slightly irregular and I haven’t
got them. There are sixty-three verses and I've got about sixty
of them in a form that I think is singable. That was what
made this version different was through the lens of ge qu,
song.

In translating all kinds of things, if we can identify the
stories in our texts that carry that vision forward, then our
texts really will speak to those who read them. Behind us
there will be another group of people that do a better job
than we do. It’s an ongoing process, all the way back to
where you wake up to the point that sutras come alive in

your nature. Amituofo. &
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When the mind of purity emerges, the Land of Ultimate Bliss is revealed. Whether it is the Land of Ultimate Bliss

or the Land of Vaidiirya, there isn’t much difference between them.

—Excerpted from the Warnings at the End of the Century, a compilation of Venerable Master Hua’s Instructional Talks
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