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Take Death as Your Graduation
—Work Hard to Pass the Test
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A Dharma Talk Given by Dharma Master Heng Yang in the Online Sunday Evening Lecture Series on August 15, 2021
English Translated by Bhikshuni Jin Jing and Bhikshuni Heng Ching
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I would like to recite a passage from the the Buddha Speaks
the Infinite Life Sutra (Longer Sukhavativyiha Sitra).

In the midst of worldly loves and desires, one comes and
goes alone — one is born alone and one dies alone. After
death, one goes to either a painful or pleasant state of
existence. Each person receives his karmic consequences, and
no one else can take one’s place.

It says that when we come into this world as human beings
and that this human existence is actually a transfer station. What
really prepares us to live in this world is our love and desire. We
are born because of love and desire. We die due to love and
desire too. Our bodies will eventually decay and we will pass
away. It says, “In the midst of worldly love and desire, one come

alone and goes alone. One is born alone and dies alone.” When
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we come, we come by ourselves. No one accompanies us. When we die,
where do we go? It really depends on our karma, whether it is wholesome
karma, the amount of that karma, the amount of wholesome karma, the
amount of pure karma, the amount of evil or negative karma. So, then it
says that we go o a painful or pleasant state of existence by ourselves. No
one can really stand-in for us. No one can really take our place.

Today’s topic is “ Take death as your graduation — work hard to pass the
test.” Obviously, as people who recite the Buddha’s name or who cultivate
the Pure Land Dharma Door, we work hard to take our tests. All of the
states that we encounter every day are our quizzes and tests. If we can
pass our tests with flying colors, then our lotus flowers will grow bigger
and bigger. On the day that we die, that’s the day we will graduate. So,
when we graduate, we will be accepted into the most well-known school,
the most reputable school of in worlds throughout the ten directions,
that is the Land of Ultimate Bliss.

So this is our graduation day (the day that we die.) It’s not actually
a day of fear. (How we approach) it really depends on an individual’s
cultivation. This is an image of Amitabha. He brings a lot of Bodhisattvas
who arrive with music, lotuses, and banners to welcome us to the Land of
Ultimate Bliss. The day that we pass away (if we cultivate well) is actually
a happy day. It is the day we graduate. It should be the happiest day of our
life. Because we have been transmigrating in the six paths, we have been
born and we have died. Now, we can go to the Land of Ultimate Bliss
to continue our study with Amitabha to learn from the Buddhas of the
ten directions. Even we can cultivate until we realize Buddhahood there.
Or, before we decide to graduate, we can reverse our ship of compassion
to cross all living beings over. So that should be a happy day, even the
happiest day of our lives.

Today, we are going to talk about how we take our tests. In the
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Shurangama Sutra, the section about the seven destinies talks about
the true reasons we transmigrate through the world. According to the
Shurangama Sutra, the reason why we become a person is because we
have an equal amount of emotions and reasons, fifty percent of each.

It says if you have more thought, or more reason, then in this
life, according to this sutra, you will be more intelligent, smarter.
Everything that you learn, you will learn it very fast.

This is the individual retribution that we just discussed. So we are
all born on the human path and we are all human beings. However,
some of us are more intelligent than others. Some are duller than
others. It all depends on how emotional we have been in our past
lives. If our thoughts exceeded our emotions in past lives, we will be
intelligent in this life. If we have had more emotions, we become
dark and dull in this life. When one is dull, or slow, say someone is
teaching this person, this person just can’t learn.

So according to the Zhengmai Prologue to the Shurangama Sutra,
it says, “Due to the emotions and thoughts from our past lives, one
becomes keen or dull in this life.”

We are going to study the nature of emotions and thoughts. When
we speak of emotions, this refers to unconstructive, unwholesome,
and defiled emotions such as love. There are seven primary emotions:
joy, anger, sadness, happiness, love, hatred, and desire. Emotions
come from confusion. We always refer to “confusing emotions” in
Chinese. If one has them, one lacks wisdom. One mistakes all of
these illusory states to be real and true because one is attached due
to defiled love and other emotions. Because of that, (once attached)
one pays attention to every movement of the person or group to
whom one is attached. Because of this confusion, one is attached,
has desires, and therefore, as a result, one gives rise to the seven
emotions whether because of people, different objects, or other
matters. So, the Shurangama Sutra says, “Because of love and
defilement, they produce the falseness of emotion. When the
emotions accumulate without cease, they can create the fluid of
love.”

In terms of the seven emotions, the previous sutra (7he Buddha
Speaks the Infinite Life Sutra) passage states, “In the midst of worldly
love and desire, one comes and goes alone.” This love and desire
really refers to all of the seven emotions. The reason that we have
seven emotions is that they come from other emotions, which are
ultimately destructive. The text says that when you are happy to
the extreme, sadness comes. When you are happy, even joyous to

the extreme, you will shed tears. These are considered fluids of love.
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When people are sad, of course, they will shed tears. Those are also
considered fluids of love.

These fluids of emotional love will drag us through the cycle of
transmigration. It is said that if we dont have strong emotional love,
then we won’t be born in the Saha world. The fact that we are in the Saha
world means that half of our responses are usually emotional. When we
have really good states or experiences, then we have good emotional
states that match the favorable states we have experienced. If we have
negative states which are unfavorable, undesirable, or just bad, then we
would also have corresponding emotional responses. So the fact that we
exist on the human path means that we are not apart from our emotions.
If we want to be born in the Land of Ultimate Bliss, then we should
transform our destructive emotions so that we can graduate (from this
human existence) and be reborn there.

Nowadays people cant put down their smartphones, they always
have one in their hands. In the old days, people (in the monastery)
always had recitation beads in their hands. So, people have deeply defiled
attachments to their smartphones. Because of these defied attachments,
fluids of love are produced, and they become heavy and drag us down.
Because of them, we may not even be guaranteed a future rebirth as a
human being again in the next life. Whatever we need to let go of, we
should let go of it. Whatever we should refrain from using, we should
refrain from using.

Then let’s talk about “thoughts.” These are constructive, wholesome
thoughts of longing and yearning. There are six wholesome kinds of
mindfulness: being mindful of the Buddha, Dharma, and the Sangha,
and being mindful of the precepts, the heavens, and giving.

The Shurangama Sutra says, “When they yearn for something
higher, beings have uplifting thoughts, and when these thoughts
accumulate steadily, they can generate a superior energy.” This
means that one is inspired to go to a better place. Buddhist they never
forget Buddha, Dharma, Sangha, precepts, the heavens and giving.
Their thoughts always correspond to these six thoughts. Someone who
wishes to be born in the heavens works hard at his/her cultivation to
ascend. They cultivate the ten wholesome deeds and are very cautious in
all of their actions. In order to gain rebirth in the heavens, they do not
commit the ten evil deeds, and instead help people. They will ensure
their minds are always radiating light, always positive and always very
bright, so their rational will be stronger. Those who are benevolent
are those who “When these thoughts accumulate steadily, they can
generate a superior energy.” If your rational side is strong, whenever you

encounter a test, you can control your emotions with reasoning. These
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people can produce superior energy. Q7 is very light and it
causes you to ascend upward.

I have made into a chart based on the text of Shurangama
Sutra and commentary from Great Master Ouyi (Ffzs
Ouyl.) It says as human beings, if we have ninety percent
thought and ten percent emotion, then after we die, we will
be reborn as flying immortals. If you have eighty percent
thought and twenty percent emotion, you will be reborn as a
mighty ghost king. With seventy percent thought and thirty
percent emotion, one becomes a space traveling-yaksha.
With sixty percent thought and forty percent emotion, one
becomes an earth-traveling rakshasa.

This is commentary from Great Master Ouyi based
on the text of Shurangama Sutra, “If they endowed with
good vows and good hearts, they will become the Dharma
Protectors of the Eightfold Divisions.” These are the races of
good spirits. This includes from up to the flying immortals
down to the earth-traveling rakshasas. They will become
wholesome spirits in their next life if they maintain good
vows and good hearts. If as humans, people can maintain
good vows and good hearts, then in the future, they can
also become Dharma Protectors of the Eightfold Divisions.
These are Dharma Protectors in Buddhism.

Let’s take a look to see if we fall, what happens. With sixty
percent emotion and forty percent thought, one descends to
the lower realms. If as a person, your emotions are stronger
than your rational thought, they you will be very emotional
and angry. One’s hatred may be so strong that one may kill,
eat meat, or engage in sexual misconduct.

With sixty percent emotion and forty percent thought,
describes some people nowadays who live together before
marriage, easily obtain divorces, or engage in extramarital
affairs. These kinds of people have “stronger emotion than
thought.” Such people will descend, and may eventually fall
into the animal realms.

With seventy percent emotions and thirty percent
thought, one becomes a hungry ghost. With eighty percent
emotion and twenty percent thought, one enters the
Relentless Hell. When one is possessed entirely of emotions,
such a being would sink into the Avichi Hell — that’s where
they will end up.

sdTo be continued
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