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Non-obstruction and Not Fighting

A Talk Given by Justin Howe at the City of Ten Thousand Buddhas on March 24, 2020

Chinese Translated by Janet Lee
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All  Buddhas,
Masters, laypeople: Amituofo.

Bodhisattvas, Venerable Master, Dharma

This the first time that I've sat to listen to the sutra lecture. It
was quite a pleasure, and I will be back to listen to more. This
sutra has a wonderful flavor. I have only looked at a small amount
of it, but I would like to study it more closely in the future.

Actually just this morning I was sitting in the Chan hall and
I heard someone chanting. I wasn’t sure who it was. They were
chanting, “Homage to the Buddha’s Flower Garland Sutra of
Great Expansive Teachings and the Ocean-wide Flower Garland
Assembly of Buddhas and Bodhisattvas” . And I felt very, very
happy. There is something about this melody that just overwhelms
me. I feel, even now, I feel very happy thinking about it. But
sitting there in the Chan hall, it was sort of a miraculous thing
listening to it.

I don’t know who it was. I thought it was the boys’ school, but
then I was told later that it was one of the DRBU classes. I don't
really know. But I think it was the Buddhas and Bodhisattvas.

I was in a DRBU class just yesterday, and we chanted
Amitabha’s name and “Homage to the pure Dharma body
Buddha” (Namo Qingjing Fashen Fo). This is a good practice.
Everyone really responded well to this, and it gave a wonderful
atmosphere to the room. It really settled people. Some people
said that it helped them feel grounded, or it calmed them down.
I usually find that’s true for me. I once did the “Homage to the

Buddha’s Flower Garland Sutra of Great Expansive Teachings
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and the Ocean-wide Flower Garland Assembly of Buddhas and
Bodhisattvas,” I bowed this with the three steps, one bow, and
that was a really wonderful practice. That was not at DRBU, but
it was another place.

So I've had a chance to work translating the “Ten Dedications
chapter’and the Prologue to Master Qingliang’s Preface, the verses,
along with Master Hua’s commentary. And this is a wonderful
opportunity to study the sutra and to study Master Qingliang’s
commentary, which I find that I have a strong affinity with. I
wrote a paper in DRBU on a couple of paragraphs from this
commentary. It really moved my heart.

Often at DRBU when we have written a paper, after we turn
in the paper, a lot of times, in class everyone will discuss what
they did, what their paper was about a little bit, talk about it.
And as I was talking about my paper, which was reviewing one
of the Ten Doors, I actually found myself crying, because I was
so moved by the principles of non-obstruction, of not fighting.
Master Qingliang talks of course about non-obstruction between
principle and specifics and non-obstruction between specifics and
specifics, but I found myself at that time struck by the possibility
of non-obstruction between person and person. And this was
just very moving to me, the possibility of not fighting and not
having to fight.

I remember at that time connecting this principle of non-
obstruction, of not fighting, with a story from the Sixth Patriarch
Sutra, which is the first teaching that the Sixth Patriarch gives
after he comes out of the wilderness, where he’s been living with
the hunters or the trappers for fifteen years. He sees two monks,
and they are talking about a flag. One of them says, “The wind is
moving,” and the other says, “The flag is moving,” and the Sixth
Patriarch says, “Your minds are moving.” And at the time I had
an insight, which is that not only are their minds moving in the
sense of theyre creating this situation out of their minds, but
they’re fighting. They’re arguing about something. They’re both
attached to their views. And part of what the Sixth Patriarch is
helping them to see is that views are the basis for fighting with
each other, and if we can relinquish our views and not attach to
them, then we won’t have any reason to fight with each other.

This is one of the best lessons that I'm learning from doing
translating work, and the Venerable Master was very kind to set

up the translation assemblies in the way that they were. He was
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also honoring tradition. Our translation assemblies are not so different
from the translation assemblies of the great masters, who all worked
in groups more or less. We're learning quite a bit about the history of
the translation of the sutras and other texts into Chinese.

With the exception of a few of the earliest translators, who had to
work in very small teams because there just weren’t many people who
were able to do this work, the later masters—Great Master Daoan,
Great Master Kumarajiva, National Master Xuanzang, and other
people like this—all of these people worked in big teams, and they
had to trust each other. They had to be able to relinquish their views
and to not fight and attach to what they thought was the correct
version of things, and trust that if they were sincere and they worked
together, then the right translation would emerge.

'The Avatamsaka Sutra is a wonderful sutra to work on in translation
for someone like me because, although its principles are profound, its
language is very simple in many ways. It’s incredibly beautiful, and in
certain ways it’s an easy language to learn, so it’s a good place to start
for someone like me, who doesn’t know a great deal of Chinese and
has a lot to learn. So this is another wonderful thing about this sutra,
that although it speaks about the most profound principles of the
Buddhadharma, it can be approached by someone like me.

On Monday, just two days ago, we were working on Master
Qingliang’s verses. Unfortunately I don’t have the Chinese memorized,
so I'll have to recite our English translation. Maybe one of you will be
able to figure out which verse it is. Master Qingliang says considering
that, or given that, this sutra remained concealed or hidden even
during the Proper Dharma Age, how fortunate it is that we, in the
Dharma Semblance Age and the Dharma-Ending Age, are now able
to encounter it. | feel very fortunate to be able to encounter this sutra.

I don’t know if here in America it’s the Dharma-Ending Age.
Maybe it is. Maybe it’s the “Dharma-Infant” Age or something, I
don’t know. The Dharma is coming here, I think. When we look
at the histories of the transmission of Buddhism into China, I feel
quite hopeful actually. The histories indicate that it was a long and
complicated process, and there were a lot of people with a lot of faith
and a lot of vigor who were involved, and in the end Buddhism was
able to take root in China because of the work of those people, and
I think because of the truth in the Buddhadharma. And I see that
happening here in the United States. But it may be that none of us
are alive to really see the Buddhadharma take root in such a way that

it will flourish as it did after Great Master Kumarajiva and during the
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time of National Master Xuanzang.

Actually, there’s two stories of vigor that stick out to me
from the early translator masters. One of them is An Shigao.
This master had broad knowledge of causes and conditions
and at some point knew that he had a karmic debt that he
had to pay. So he told his students, “I'm leaving, I have
to go pay this karmic debt.” And they begged him not to
go. But he said, “No, I have to go.” So he went to where
he was supposed to die and talked to the man who was
going to kill him, who ended up killing him. And then he
was still committed to translation, so after he was killed,
he was reborn and he returned to continue working in his
rebirth. Then he was killed again paying another karmic
debt, but none of this was able to stop his vigor. So this
is really quite an amazing story about persistence in these
difficult conditions.

The other story is—unfortunately I don’t remember the
names of the translators, but they were two Indian masters
who came to China. They may have gone to the state of Wu
in the Three Kingdoms. (Dharma Masters Vighana and Zhu
Lityan, Zhu Liiyan is also named Zhu Jiangyan.) And they
basically knew no Chinese whatsoever, and all they had was
a dictionary. And they translated character by character, or
word for word. And the Venerable Master’s commentary on
this story is that, you know, their translations, you might
say they were not very good, but these translators deserve
the greatest respect for the difficult job that they were doing
trying to bring the Buddhadharma into China.

So I don’'t know what your experience is, but for me
here in America, to have encountered the Buddhadharma,
the Avatamsaka Sutra and other sutras, I truly feel fortunate
when I open the sutras and see the verse about how rare it
is to encounter the Dharma. I really feel it. The last image
that I'll leave you with is from Zhuangzi, who said that
when the rivers and streams are dry, then the fish have to
keep each other moist. But isn’t it better just to swim freely
in the lakes and streams? So I feel in a way I have gone
from the first situation to the second, that here in America
people have to try to make due with what we have, but to
encounter the Buddhadharma is like swimming freely in
the water. &
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