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Was there a Buddha?

— Discussion of the Nagasena
Bhikshu Sutr d (continued)
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A Dharma Talk Given by Bhikshuni Heng Yuan in the Online
Lecture Series at Gold Buddha Monastery,
Vancouver, BC, Canada on July 8, 2022
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Milanda asked Venerable Nagasena again, “Does the Buddha have
thirty-two hallmarks and eighty characteristics, and does he have
golden halo and light all over his body?”

Venerable Nagasena said, “The Buddha does have thirty-two
hallmarks and eighty characteristics. And his whole body is covered
with a golden halo.”

Milinda said, “Do the Buddha’s parents also have thirty-two
hallmarks and eighty characteristics, and golden halos around their
bodies?”

Venerable Nagasena said, “The Buddha’s parents do not have these
wonderful signs.”

The king said, “Children look like their parents. If his parents did
not have these signs, the Buddha did not have these signs.”

He continued to explain by asking, “Has the king ever seen a lotus
flower?”

The king said, “I have seen a lotus flower.”

Venerable Nagasena said, “Lotus flowers grow in muddy water.
The color of its blossoms is very bright and beautiful, but shouldn’t
it be the color of muddy water since it was born from muddy water?”

The king said, “It is not like muddy water.”
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Venerable Nagasena said, “Although the Buddha’s parents
did not have the above-mentioned wonderful features, the
Buddha does have these wonderful features. Although the
Buddha was born in the world, he is not like the things of the
world. This is the result of his practice and realization for many

kalpas, and it cannot be measured with the common sense of

the world.”

Milinda said, “Good indeed! Good indeed!”

Even though King Milinda said here that the Buddha
shouldn’t have these hallmarks because he should look like his
parents who do not have these features, we actually know that
there are some similarities. For example, one of the Buddha’s
cousins, the Venerable Ananda had thirty of the thirty-two
hallmarks. If he had so many similar characteristics like the
Buddha, we could assume that more of the Buddha’s family
members also had similar looks.

However, the Buddha had a perfect appearance. The
Venerable Master said that this is due to his cultivation of
blessings and wisdom for three asamkhyeya kalpas and planting
the causes for his hallmarks during a hundred great eons.

An example would be how the Buddha in a past life gave
up his life for others through acts of giving while practicing the
bodhisattva path. Once, the Buddha was born as a Brahmin
in a wealthy family. But he chose to renounce that life to
cultivate in the forest. One day, he passed by a ravine and saw
a mother tiger roar out of hunger below. She was so hungry
that she was even considering eating her own cubs. Food was
scarce, so the Buddha threw himself off the cliff of the ravine,
sacrificing himself so that the mother tiger could eat him and
spare her cubs.

It wasn’t in just this one life, but the Buddha willingly gave
up his life many times in order to help others. It is through
eons of practice that he perfected his wisdom and conduct.

So now King Milinda had his questions, “Was there a
Buddha?” and “What did the Buddha look like?” answered.

Milinda asked Venerable Nagasena again, “Can the Buddha
know all things of the past, present, and future?”

Venerable Nagasena replied, “Yes, the Buddha knows all
these things.”

The king asked, “If the Buddha knew all these things, why
didn’t he focus on teaching all of these things to his disciples at
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once? Why teach them slowly?”

Venerable Nagasena asked the king, “Do you have a doctor
in your country?”

The king said, “There are many doctors.

Venerable Nagasena, “Can these doctors know all kinds of
medicines in the world?”

Milinda said, “They can know all kinds of medicines in the
world.”

Then Venerable Nagasena asked, “When these doctors treat
people, do they give all the medicine to the patient at one time?
Or do they administer it slowly?”

Milinda said, “When you are not sick, you can’t premedicate.
The medicine is dispensed only when the disease is diagnosed.”

Venerable Nagasena said, “Similarly, even if the Buddha
knows the past, the present, and the future, he does not teach
everything at one time. He will teach the scriptures and precepts
slowly according to each being’s capability in order for them to
practice.”

Milanda said, “Good indeed! Well said!”

When the Venerable Master gave talks on the Dharma door

of Guanyin, he said it is the most wonderful foremost practice.

When he introduced the Earth Store Dharma door, he said it
is the most wonderful foremost practice. When he lectured on
methods of meditation, he said it is the most wonderful foremost
practice.

So one of his disciples asked, “Shifu, you told us that the
Dharma door of Guanyin is the best, but then you also told us
that the Earth Store Dharma door and meditation and all other
Dharma doors are the best. How can they all be the best? Which
one is the best? Which one is number one?”

Venerable Master replied, “There are 84,000 Dharma doors
and 84,000 number ones. Whichever one works for you, is
number one. Just like there are many medicines for different
illnesses. If you have a headache, taking medicine for the stomach
will not work. It’s good medicine, but not the right medicine.”

Once when the Venerable Master was lecturing on the
Shurangama Sutra, a scholar came over to ask him, “How do
you know for sure that the Buddha spoke this text?” Because
the texts were compiled so long ago and through the Buddha’s
disciples, where is the proof that Shyakamuni Buddha spoke

them?
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The Venerable Master replied, “I do not know.”

The scholar looked satisfied. But as he turned to sit down,
the Venerable Master said, “But I know that whoever spoke
these principles was a Buddha.” It is precisely because the
principles in the sutras are so profound that only a greatly
enlightened being such as buddha could have spoken them.

The Prajna Sutra states: There are four ways of answering
questions: straightforwardly, analytically (defining or redefining
the terms), answers with a counter question, and questions that
should be put aside. The answers that we looked at today in
this section of the Milinda Panha uses the counter questions.

The answers in the dialogues in 7he Milinda Panha were
given as a counter question. King Milinda liked this method.
Although King Milinda was satisfied with the answers he
received from Venerable Nagasena, these same answers may
not be as fitting for every situation and for every person.
However we can learn from such dialogues and react to our
own situations with our own wisdom.

Another example of a wise teacher who used the counter
question method, was the Sixth Patriarch. He instructed:
“Should someone suddenly ask you about a dharma, answer
him with its opposite. If you always answer with the opposite,
both will be eliminated and nothing will be left, since each
depends on the other for existence.” Just as he was able to
answer Master’s Shen-Shiu’s verse of “7he body is a Bodhi tree,
The mind is like a bright mirror stand. Time and again brush it
clean, And let no dust alight.” With opposing verses, “Originally
Bodhi has no tree, The bright mirror has no stand. Originally there
is not a single thing; Where can dust alighr?” If Master Shen-
Shiu hadn’t made his verse, the Sixth Patriarch would not have
countered with his verse.

Being able to answer questions appropriately according
to each situation is an accumulation of wisdom and proper
knowledge and views. The Venerable Master always said to
make the principles in the sutras part of our lives; do not
cultivate for so long and have the sutras still be just black words
on white paper. We should practice those principles. In all
kinds of knowledge, we should try to make them applicable to
other things; we can investigate and understand the principles
in the sutras and then take what we learned and apply them in

our everyday lives. 50To be continued
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