The Contradiction of Cultivation
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There isa contradictory—or atleast seemingly contradictory—
dimension to the teachings on cultivation. On the one hand,
one is exhorted to see through the false to find the true, one is
enjoined to hold precepts and cultivate various contemplative
practices calming the mind, stilling the mental fluctuations
and the emotional ups and downs. And yet, on the other hand,
elsewhere we are pointedly told not to seek, not to go after,
not to let the mind grasp and attach. Sometimes teachings are
presented that point out the absurdity, the silliness of grasping,
seeking, attaching, and yet, on the other hand, sometimes
teachings are presented that provide, even encourage, temporary
things to go after and to take hold of.

The following verses from the Avatamsaka Siatra exemplify
the former type of instruction:

26| EMERE —0_=F=8

Stan Shoptaugh %
Photo by Stan Shoptaugh

BITHECE A B E1RG — — 5
E/VOERKEETE > st - &
I BE RN 2 H > RGBT &
BIRDAFIDAZ2 5 - SFE RS 2K #)
FTE4E ek 5 S — 5 o M S
ZIBHBE R ESOK » FELBRE - FIEM
HY - RIESRE - A8 > ZULA MRS
PUE ~ BK - $E R B AERER 1
BHFBUAE E LG aAIR M — B AY

R L EBIZ R E

DUF (L) EfEEE (BE
FHIB L TL) o sbEsRIAE
By —A{EpF- -




If one looks for the taming and regulating master of peoples

In the appearances of virtue and clan,

This is like a disease of the eyes, which distorts one’s vision.
Someone like this can never appreciate the most supreme Dharma.
The Thus Come Ones form, appearance, and so on,

Cannot be fathomed by anyone in the world.

And if throughout ten million nayutas of kalpas one tried to
comprehend them,

Still the dimensions of these forms, marks, and awesome virtue

turn without bounds.

This passage from the Avatamsaka Sitra speaks to the
ineffable—how the Buddha’s appearances are unfathomable.
The concept here is the same as what we see in the Vajra Sutra.
There, the Buddha is speaking to his disciple Subhati. One of the
questions Subhuti was trying to figure out is something really
fundamental, not only to cultivation but to life in general: how
do we find a stable place to abide in when indeed everything
else is impermanent, fleeting, and fluctuating.

Basically, the Buddha responds to Subhuti by trying to quell
his troubled mind, indicating to him that the troubled mind
is brought on by his misunderstanding, his ways of looking at
things that are not clear. And because of this lack of clarity, he
comes up with all these doubts and questions.

So what the Buddha is trying to do is simply to bring Subhati
back to the ground of his own naturally awakened state and in
doing so, calm his mind. Then it is by the calming of his mind,
the letting go of the grasping and attaching and frantic seeking
that’s motivating him, that he gets freed, or liberated.

In the Vajra Sutra, the Buddha says,

If one sees me in_forms,

If one seeks me in sounds,

He practices a deviant way,
And cannot see the lathagata.

This also includes smells, tastes, tangibles—even mental
imaginings. Someone who looks for the Tathagata in any of
those will never find him.

In fact, many metaphors are used to explain this paradoxical
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dimension of self-cultivation. One is the parable of the raft. You
find yourself on one side of a river, on a shore full of danger and
peril. The situation is very unsettled, turbulent, and fraught with
obstacles; there are poisonous animals, snakes, fire, drought, and
famine. None of these problems exist on the other side of the
river. But how do you get there? There is no bridge, no ferry.
There doesnt seem to be a way to get across. In desperation,
almost pushed up against the wall, you go along the shore and
you grab whatever will float—bamboo, sticks, and whatnot. You
bind it all together quickly with whatever will hold it—you don’t
even have nails. Then you get on the raft and you enter into the
stream to cross over. Since you are going against the stream to get
to the other shore, you have to paddle frantically—or as the text
says, “making an effort with your hands and feet.” Once you have
crossed over to the other shore, as the Buddha points out, there is
no need for the raft anymore, no need for the wild paddling: you
can just let it go. Similarly, the Dharma is presented as a temporary
expedient, taken up only because one has gotten caught up on
one shore and needs to get across to the safety of the other shore.

The other metaphor that’s often used is ‘medicine.” Medicine
is only required when imbalance occurs in the body, in the four
elements. If there is no imbalance, then there is no need for
medicine. If there is no greed, anger, and delusion, there is no
need for §ila, samadhi, and prajia—the medicine of Dharma.
But even if there is a need for it, it should only be taken until
health is restored, when the natural state is restored. At that point,
the medicine is no longer useful and could potentially even be
harmful or fatal.

Now, what this passage of the Avatamsaka Sitra is talking
about is that not only is the nature of the Dharma-teachings
expedient, but even the teacher, the Buddha, is only a phenomenal
manifestation of the wisdom and compassion of a being who takes
on different forms and appearances and shapes. The sole purpose
of these manifestations is restoring the grounding, centering, and
wholeness in other living beings that he or she encounters. But
to mistake the appearance, even the virtues, manifested by the
awakened being as an end-goal on which one then relies, really
just becomes a spiritual sickness. That won’t restore and bring
one back to one’s own state of self-reliant wholeness, but instead
brings a kind of unhealthy dependency, either on the teachings

or the teacher.
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However—and this is really critical—that dependency
is naturally let go of when strength or health is completely
restored. Then it’s possible, and even natural and desirable, to
let go. Letting go before that is a misstep similar to abandoning
the raft before safely reaching the other shore. It would be a
kind of false sense of pride or an underestimating of one’s own
weakness. So there’s a dynamic tension—between holding tight
and letting go— that goes on in a practitioner’s relationship to
Dharma, to teachers.

The same applies to study. Studying the Dharma is for the
purpose of absorbing philosophical, spiritual, medicinal, or
therapeutic systems and structures that allow you to reframe
thinking and seeing in such a way as to open up a direct
encounter with the nature of things as they really are. Once
this happens and the corresponding liberation occurs, there’s
no need for studying.

That’s why there is this epithet for someone who has arrived
at the stage of sagehood: “no need for further study.” But to
drop the study before one directly penetrates is also a mistake
because what you are relying on is an untamed mind, an
unguided philosophical approach—and untended, without a
compass, the mind will drift and wander. This is the nature
of the unawakened mind: it drifts and wanders from one
phenomenon, one teacher, one book to another. It’s all very
interesting, it’s kind of an encyclopedia approach to knowledge,
but in the end you have a grab bag of just information that
doesn’t really interconnect, integrate or penetrate. It doesn’t
really turn into a fire that lights up. It doesn’t feed you but
leaves you feeling empty, since it is just knowledge that does
not bring liberation but instead a kind of over-stimulated
perplexity.

So the wisdom that we are aiming for in practice is what
the Platform Sutra calls “liberating knowledge” as opposed
to just inquisitive knowledge, knowledge that is just there,
that you carry in a bag or collect on a bookshelf. Liberating
knowledge actually transforms and sets you free. Once the
liberation occurs, you become the knowledge; the knowledge
becomes you.

At that point, the only reason to continue studying the
Dharma would be if you are intent on the bodhisattva-path to
teach and transform living beings. In that case, study becomes
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You cannot presume that if you know one culture, one dimension, or one book, you are going to be
able to reach out and extensively teach and transform other living beings or even transform your-
self. Such a narrow approach would be close to what the Catholic scholar Thomas Aquinas warned

against: “Beware of the man with one book.”
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extremely important to understand living beings’ ways of
thinking—their views, their habits, their emotions, their
identities, their beliefs, their myths, blind spots and so forth;
their psychology, the way they set up social structures, and so
forth. Such study is study that is aimed at the liberation and
transformation of others rather than accumulating knowledge
for puffering and self-aggrandizement.

It is in the same way as a doctor takes up a detailed study of
medicine: the purpose is to use the knowledge he or she acquires
to treat people’s various illnesses. It is for that reason too that
he continues to read and follow the various journals and the
latest research and scientific breakthroughs. Not because he or
she is in a competition game for one-upmanship with his or
her colleagues, but rather to stay on top of the field and art
of healing. It is for this exact reason that a Bodhisattva will
not only study world-transcending Dharmas, like these sutras
and texts, but will also master worldly teachings and ordinary,
everyday dharmas because it gives the best window into the
potentials and capacities and limitations of human beings
across time and cultures.

This is one of the principles for why Master Hsuan Hua
founded Dharma Realm Buddhist University (DRBU). It is a
university that is meant to offer a broad study of the human
condition, spanning across various disciplines and dimensions.
Ultimately yes, the purpose is to teach and transform people,
to guide them to their original nature, but also with the
recognition that that work manifests very differently based on
different ways of thinking, varying languages, diverse histories,
unique psychological orientations, values and worldviews.

The point is not to say that one culture or worldview is
superior to another; just to understand that people understand
themselves and approach life in this or that way. If you are going
to teach and transform them, you have to meet them where

they are. You cannot presume that if you know one culture, one
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dimension, or one book, you are going to be able to reach
out and extensively teach and transform other living beings
or even transform yourself. Such a narrow approach would
be close to what the Catholic scholar Thomas Aquinas
warned against: “Beware of the man with one book.”

The paradox I mentioned above also ties in with this
metaphor of the eye disease that you will see in many of the
Buddhist texts. What is particularly interesting about it is
that the premise is that we have the inherent capacity to see
and know and completely comprehend things as they truly
are. We possess, you might say, an original seeing. This is
called “buddha-nature,” the “essential nature,” or simply

“the nature.” In the Platform Sutra, the Sixth Patriarch says,

“Good and Wise Friends, the capacity of the mind is great
and far reaching; it encompasses the Dharma Realm. When
functioning, it is clear and distinct, discerning and responsive.
It kenows all. All is the one [the mind]; and the one [mind)] is
all. Things naturally come and go, but the essence of the mind
is unimpeded. That is Prajna.”

This is a very pragmatic approach to what the texts call
“all-seeing” or “all-knowing”. Itis really notbased onlearning
this or that, but on the removal of the impediments, of
klesha, afflictions that cover over and cripple this capacity.

That is why in the texts, our ignorance is not described
as a deficiency but as a distortion. That is very different
from a deficiency, which would mean that you dont have
something, that you are missing this thing—hearing that,
your impulse would be to want it, to seek it, to go after
it. This misguided sense of lack is at the heart of what
the texts called “ignorance,” (avidya)—better rendered as
“misperceiving.” Buddha nature is presented in these texts as
not yet fully functioning. Our ignorance is often described
as a cataract. It is a distortion of vision. To correct your
vision is just that: to correct it—not to replace it, not to get
more eyes. You simply have to use the ones you have, but
without blur and impediments. This changes the emphasis
from secking outside to get something you are lacking, to
correcting and healing what you already have, bringing it
into focus.

In the same way, to give another analogy, if I am
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shooting with a camera and the photos are coming up

blurry and screwy, my first impulse might be to say, “Oh,
it’s a bad camera, I need to get a better camera.” A good
photographer, however, will say that what you need
to do is to focus your lens to the appropriate settings:
aperture, depth of field, f-stop. If you are shooting
something small, you have to get down to that. If you
are shooting an expansive landscape you adjust to that.
You'll go, “Oh! This works pretty well! All T have to do is
adjust the lens of the focus!”

So when the texts use this image of the distortion of
the eyes, it is really quite interesting philosophically, but
more importantly, it is psychologically very empowering,
because it tells us to put the emphasis back on correcting
our vision and not seeking outside. My teacher and the
Sixth Patriarch stressed this again and again: do not seek
outside (your own mind-ground). As the Platform Sutra

says,

“e~conly because living beings cover over their own
light with lust and craving for sensory experiences, become
enslaved to things outside and disturbed within, that the
World Honored One is roused from his samadhi to exhort
them to cease, to not seek outside themselves, and instead to
realize they are the same as the Buddha---”
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Now, how do you go about correcting your vision? A
central element here is what in Buddhist technical language
is called a “view” (Skt. drsti; Pali ditthi). The Buddha said
that there are certain views, certain deeply embedded
habitual ways that we think or believe. These are not just
mild attitudes, but deeply embedded, habituated ways
that we look at things that are wrong. A “view” is not a
simple, abstract collection of propositions, but a charged
interpretation of experience which intensely shapes and
affects thought, sensation, and action. However, the
reason they are wrong is not simply because the Buddha
said so or because they are a priori wrong, wrong on the
face of it. Rather, they are wrong in a pragmatic sense:
they do not work to liberate and awaken; instead, they
distort our vision, obscure the Path, and so lead us away
from liberation. In fact, wrong view is one of the kleshas.
We might think of afflictions as emotional and mental
states that obstruct awakening, but here it’s also the ways
in which we think and view the world.

One example is that having the view that there is no
cause and effect is a wrong view. Why is it a wrong view
to deny causality? Because if you follow that, you will be
making mistakes in cause and effect, but you won't be
thinking you are accountable for them. And then you
won't understand why things are so messed up. You place
agency outside of yourself, in the gods, or destiny, or bad
luck. You'll go, Why is this happening to me? It must be
fate. It’s probably chance. It’s chaos theory or so... If you
go down this road, because you have that wrong view, you
can never get a handle on changing the fate or destiny
that’s evolving from your choices, because you dont
believe in causality. So it’s a wrong view, not theologically
so to speak, but functionally, pragmatically, because it
doesn’t lead to liberation.

Another wrong view is the view of a permanent or
unchanging self. Why? Because it doesnt accord with
the way things are. This is why the texts say, such an
unchanging permanent and immutable entity is “nowhere
to be found.” Nothing in our normal experience never
changes; and yet we ‘wrongly’ insist on clinging to such
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be pushing our wrong view and demanding that the world
considers us whole, complete, unchanging, permanent
beings. Well, duh, it’s not going to work that way.

Yet another wrong view is to think that sheer ritual and
devotion will lead to Bodhi. In Pali, this is called silabbata-
paramasa in Pali, a near-obsession with the performance
of rites, rules and rituals with the mistaken idea that this
alone will bring enlightenment. Those things can certainly
be a support for cultivating a sensibility that leads to Bodhi.
But in themselves, they do not. With this wrong view, you
think that all you have to do is the rituals and devotion and
then somehow the gods or whatever beings will give me
liberation. It doesn’t work like that!

Now;, this does not mean that you don’t do rituals and
devotion. Rather, you do them with a right attitude, namely
that they are about centering and cleansing oneself, they are
about returning to one’s own nature. The point is not to
seek outside of yourself in the mistaken hope taht all sorts of
ritual performance that would somehow lead to liberation.

So, there are all these different wrong views. One of
them is what the text here tonight talks about, the idea that
the Tathagata, the Buddha, the Sage and awakening itself
exist outside or that they’re things—that they are material
things or that they exist apart from the purification and
centering of one’s own nature. That is a wrong view. To cite

that verse from the Vzjra Sutra again,

If one sees me in_forms,

If one seeks me in sounds,

He practices a deviant way,
And cannot see the lathagata.

And because that view is off, you'll spend your life to
the end of your days frantically seeking for bodhi and
awakening and coming up empty handed. As Huineng says
in the Platform Sutra, such a frantic passage through life will
only end in regret, because you are looking in the wrong
place. So, return the light, illumine within, look within
yourself. This very being is the buddha-ground. Buddha is
this very mind. This mind is buddha. Okay? This is the

emphasis. It is about returning, not running outside. &
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