0
N4

=l

Reflections from the Convent (continued)
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By Dharma Master Heng Hsien
Chinese Translated by Cindy Wang
18 HRER X

AR P F

As graduate students, you are in an elite situation.

You went through a lot of testing and came out on top
to get into the top schools. You've also stuck with it. You
have what it takes in a lot of ways, but can you manage
to not get arrogant about it? Do you want to be treated
as the professor, the accomplished scholar, the promising
graduate student, the budding author or the promising
painter? The wish for recognition, the feelings of pride and
superiority go along with the intellectual path. All those
things need to be pared down on the spiritual path because
they are ego reinforcements, and on the spiritual path we
need to clear out what are called the marks of self.

We also have to work on the mark of others, that is, to

be aware of what’s going on with other people. What about
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the people who are having a rough time? What about their sense of
self-esteem? What about their feeling of usefulness or purposefulness
in the face of your success? On the way over here I was listening to a
teaching by the Venerable Master on tape. The teaching was a verse
translated roughly as, “Intelligence is the result of hidden virtue, and it is
hidden virtue that nourishes intelligence. But if you only use intelligence
and do not practice hidden virtue, then intelligence turns against you and
ends up defeating itself” The Venerable Master explained that if people
have intelligence in this lifetime, it is the result of having done good
deeds in past lives. He said that good done only for people to see is not
true goodness, and evil done fearing people will know about it is real
evil. The reward of intelligence comes from good deeds performed in
the past without the demand of recognition, from attempting to better
the situation of other people without trying to be known for good
deeds. Evil done while trying to keep others from knowing about it
increases the evil because it festers; it’s hidden, and if you don’t clean
it out, it becomes worse.

In scholarship, every time we write something, we tend to consider
the effect it’s going to have on our career. Our reputation is at stake. If
we are going to be a success in the scholarly world in terms of being
famous, envied and admired, we have to promote ourselves. So we
learn the tricks of the trade. We learn how to be an authority, how to
make sure everyone else knows that we are the authority.

But intelligence in this life comes from practicing hidden virtue.
When we continue to do good deeds without being known or
admired, we continue to nourish that intelligence. However, if we
just enjoy the reward of intelligence while forgetting about the hidden
virtue, smartness turns around and defeats itself. There are examples
of extraordinarily clever people who turn out to be treacherous. The
Venerable Master talked about Cao Cao, a treacherous person in
Chinese history whose posthumous imperial title was Emperor Wu
of Wei. It is said that Cao Cao was as clever as a ghost. By contrast,
Emperor Yao, one of the great sage kings of the past, was as wise as
the spirits. The decision is whether to pursue intelligence or develop
wisdom.

This is why the Heart Sutrawas very meaningful to me. Itis the “heart
of Prajnaparamita.” Prajna is the Sanskrit word for wisdom. Paramita
means literally “gone to the other shore,” or to have completed or
perfected something. Together the words mean “wisdom gone to the

other shore,” to have reached enlightened wisdom. The Heart Sutra
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was central to a merging of my intellectual activities
and my spiritual aspirations.

I was attending lectures at the temple, and the
Master taught mostly in Chinese, with someone
translating to English. During one lecture, I suddenly
had the feeling that our teacher was speaking directly
to me in Chinese and that it was incredibly meaningful.
I waited during the translation to find out what was so
meaningful. Our teacher was quoting the Heart Sutra.
To me it meant he knew everything about me, that
everything in my life had been in preparation for my
current experience and activities at the temple, and
that he was actually my teacher from many past lives.

I realized then that my intellectual and academic
work did not have to be set aside in order to follow
the spiritual path, which had been my dilemma. Do I
have to put all that away if I follow the spiritual path?
Did I make a mistake? Was there no meaning to it and
was it all a waste? No. In fact, the message was that the
fulfillment of my previous activities was to take the
spiritual path.

The wonderful thing about Buddhism is that you
have many doors, approaches or ways to get in and stay
in. I mentioned that I taught in Berkeley for a while.
I passed my qualifying examinations and eventually
received a fellowship to finish my dissertation, which
I was required to complete in one year.

The other nuns helped me finish in a year, if you
can imagine. [ still feel a great debt of gratitude, and I
should renew that feeling because the nuns at that time
took over a lot of the responsibilities at the monastery
and let me just study and finish the dissertation. They
even helped me type it. After I had completed my
dissertation, we purchased a property we called the
City of Ten Thousand Buddhas. We decided to create
a university, Dharma Realm Buddhist University. We
formed the university and created departments and
university activities. In the beginning, I was able to
stay intellectual. As the years have gone by, however, 1

am becoming more of a nun and less of a scholar. &
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