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Investigating Chan 23

Taken from a Dharma Talk by Dharma Master Heng Lai Given at Chan Meditation Retreat Lectures on September 1, 2018

Chinese Translated by Janet Lee
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Chan is a specific form of cultivation with the purpose of

waking up your mind. It is not the same as reciting the Buddha’s
name. That is a different kind of cultivation, though it has the
same purpose. Just like different streams leading to the same
river, these different practices have the same purpose.

In Chinese, they say “investigating Chan.” So, what are you
investigating? You are investigating “who?”—“Who is it that
recites the Buddha’s name?” Or, “Who is this person sitting here
asking who?” That’s really what you are doing. You're becoming
a detective that has to solve this great riddle of the self — Who
is the self? Who am I? Who just asked that question? That is
what you're really supposed to be doing. You're not supposed to
be reciting Namo Amituofo or Namo Guanshiyinpusa. That is
a different kind of cultivation. In Chan, you are like a detective,

you are investigating your meditation topic, which typically is

“Who .)7
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So, we investigate this person sitting here — Who is this?
What is this ego? What was I? How did I get here? What was I like
before I was born? Who’s asking these questions? Why am I in this
situation? Basically, you are being a detective and you have to solve
this great riddle. This is a riddle that cant be explained in books.
And, somebody else can’t just tell you the answer. It’s a kind of a
riddle that only you can solve, only you can wake up to it. Because
it is cultivated in this way, we call it “investigating Chan.”

You can also investigate, Who is it that feels this pain in my
legs? When you meditate for a long time and your legs are hurting
and your mind gets all whiny, just ask Who is feeling this pain?
It is really one of those unanswerable questions that can only be
understood by waking up to it.

For me personally, Chan is how I got interested in Buddhism. I
read the poetry by the great, iconic Chan Master Hanshan—*“Cold
Mountain.” He lived in a cave in the Tiantai mountains where he
wrote poems. He wrote them on trees, on rocks, on buildings. These
poems were a great source of enlightenment. They were written by
a mind that was completely clear, that had no obstruction of false
thinking.

The first time I was involved in a Chan session at Gold Mountain
Monastery, I decided that I really had to wake up. So I was working
very hard. Every sit I would be grinding my teeth as I was trying
to wake up. Now, Shifu used to come down and walk through the
Buddha Hall. He would look at all of us to see what was going on
with us. So this one time when he did this, he stopped by me, leaned
down and goes, “What, doing?” And I said, “Shifu, I'm trying to
wake up.” He started laughing, shaking his head as he said, “Stupid!”

He said, “The more you chase after that, the more it runs away
from you.” So, you don’t want to be greedy for enlightenment. You
just cultivate. And if it comes, it comes. If it doesn’t, it doesn’t. You
just go on with your life. He also told me “Don’t be so attached
to just the Chan. When we do recitation, then you do recitation.
When we do repentance ceremonies and bow, then you just do that
too. In any case, don’t be attached to gaining anything.” The more
you chase after waking up, the more it runs away from you.

When you are ready to wake up, your mind will naturally open
like a flower. You will feel at ease—everything’s good, everything’s
natural and in harmony. You return home. It will be like, Oh, I've
been this way my whole life. I don’t know why I struggled so much.
It is a great release, you no longer have a burden of false thinking

clouding your every move. &
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