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Discussion of the Sutra in Forty-two Sections
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Taken From Dharma Talks by Dharma Master Heng Jai at Avatamsaka Vihara, Maryland, on Febuary 5, 2023
English Translated by Bhikshuni Fa Ji

SR RS E (FRERIU+ — Today we will be discussing the Sutra in Forty-two Sections. We
Ry o BSiiE— AR - will begin by reciting the preface together:

(FhailU+ =) -~ iE—E -
When the World Honored One had attained the Way, he thought,
M pEE o (ERIENE - BRI “10 leave desire behind and to gain calmness and tranquility is
i o el o ERKME - BREEE  supreme.” He abided in deep meditative concentration and subdued
oo PAREEP S o WIUER LG o FE1E  every demon and externalist.
BRANE TN - TagE R - 8 Lt In the Deer Park he turned the Dharma Wheel of the Four Noble

HLEHSE o SRUBMEIL o MEEL o ——  Truths and took across Ajndta-kaundinya and the other four disciples,
BTG - SrEEulEsE o mMESL - who all realized the fruition of the Way.
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Then the bhiksus expressed their doubts and asked the Buddha how to
resolve them. The World Honored One taught and exhorted them, until
one by one they awakened and realized enlightenment. After that, they
each put their palms together, respectfully gave their assent, and followed
the Buddhas instructions.

The Sutra in Forty-two Sections is a record of the Buddha’s words,
compiled by the Buddha’s disciples into a sutra. “Forty-two sections”
indicates that it includes forty-two passages.

This is the first Buddhist sutra that was transmitted to China.
Venerable Kasyapa-matanga and Venerable Gobharana (Dharmaraya)
carried it to China, as they rode on the back of white horses. This led
the Emperor Ming of the (Later) Han Dynasty to build White Horse
Temple in Luoyang. 7he Sutra in Forty-two Sections is very important
to our practice.

The word “sutra” has four meanings: “Stringing together,”
“attracting,” “constant,” and “a standard.” Sutras are composed of
words.

“Stringing together” means that the principles and meanings
spoken by the Buddha are strung together from the beginning to the
end. The Venerable Master once compared this to a string of chanting
beads (rosary) which holds together the principles of the sutra one
word after the other. This is what it means to “string together the
meaning of the words.”

“Attracting” is “Attract[ing] and embrac[ing] the capacities of
those being transformed.” To “attract and embrace” means to gather
in sentient beings. The “capacities of those being transformed” refers
to guiding and transforming sentient beings with whom one has
affinities. “Capacities” refers to being appropriate to the individual
capacity of any particular sentient being. That is what it means to
“Attract and embrace the capacities of those being transformed.”

“Constant” means “never changing from ancient times to the
present.” The principles spoken are the same whether it is spoken by
the Buddhas of the past, present, or future.

“A standard” means that a sutra is a standard for everyone, whether
in the past, present, or future, to follow in their practice. A sutra
“strings together and attracts, is constant and is a standard.”

The principles discussed in the sutras are principles of truth. These
principles remain the same in the past, present, and future. Whether or
not you know about them, they remain the same—they are standards.
Therefore, let us investigate them further so that we will know how to
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proceed in our cultivation.

“When the World Honored One had attained the Way,
he thought,” indicates that when the Buddha realized
enlightenment, he thought for a moment.

“To leave desire behind and to gain calmness and tranquility is
supreme.” This means that “leaving desire behind” and “gaining
calmness” are the most supreme. “Leaving desire behind” means
to not have any thoughts of desire and defilement. “Calmness”
refers to purity, as in “there is nothing to be accomplished.” The
meaning of this line is not to be interpreted using our cognitive
minds.

“Nothing to be accomplished” does not mean that we

do not do anything. “Accomplishment” here is not referring
to the tangible accomplishments of ordinary beings. These
“accomplishments” are without any form or characteristics.
They are not visible to ordinary beings, but they are the most
extraordinary and inconceivable. “Leaving desire behind” is the
most important point, meaning that we need to let go of our
desires. Instead, we need to apply effort toward uncovering our
pure mind.

“He abided in deep meditative concentration and subdued
every demon and externalist.” When one is able to leave
desires behind and be calm and tranquil, then over time, one
will develop samadhi, the power of concentration. With the
power of concentration, you will not be moved by demons and
externalists. Instead, you will be able to subdue them.

In fact, Buddhas and demons are like front and back sides.
If we are constantly mindful of the Buddha and his teachings,
we will be in a pure state of mind. In that case, unwholesome
thoughts and states will be far away from you. With the power
of concentration, you will be able to subdue these harmful
disturbances.

“In the Deer Park he turned the Dharma Wheel of the Four
Noble Truths”: “The Dharma Wheel of the Four Noble Truths”
refers to the truths of “suffering, the arising of suffering, the
cessation of suffering, and the path to the cessation of suffering.”

“Suffering” refers to the suffering of this world. “Arising of
suffering” refers to the worldly causes. “Cessation of suffering”
refers to the world-transcending results. “The path to the

cessation of suffering” refers to the world-transcending causes.

When the Buddha turned the Dharma Wheel of the Four Noble
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Truths, there were Three Turnings.

First was the “indicative turning” in which the Buddha taught
us, “This is the truth of suffering, its nature is oppressive.” He let
us know that the world is characterized by suffering, and that this
suffering is oppressive. It makes you unable to breathe, and presses
in on you—that is what is meant by “its nature is oppressive.”

“This is the truth of the arising of suffering; its nature is to
attract.” “Arising” refers to the accumulation of suffering; it is
a kind of attraction. When there are afflictions in your mind,
external afflictions will come; when there are greed, anger, and
ignorance in your mind, unfortunate events will arise. That is why
it is said, “This is the truth of the arising of suffering; its nature is
to attract.”

“This is the truth of the cessation of suffering; it can be realized.”
Cessation here refers to nirvana, which is a blissful state that can
be realized. This realizable state of nirvana has been accomplished
by many virtuous practitioners of the past; that is why it is said
to be realizable.

“This is the truth of the path to the cessation of suffering.” This
refers to the paths of moral precepts, samadhi, and wisdom, all of
which can be cultivated. If we expand this to include the thirty-
seven wings of enlightenment, then there are also the “the seven
Bodhi Shares, the eightfold noble path, the five wholesome roots,
the five powers, the four bases of mindfulness, the fourfold right
effort, and the four bases of transcendental power.” These are the
paths which can be cultivated and practiced.

Thus, the Buddha turned the Dharma Wheel of the Four
Noble Truths in the Deer Park. The Four Noble Truths include
the truths of “suffering, the arising of suffering, the cessation of
suffering, and the path to the cessation of suffering.” We often
hear of these teachings, but how are we to put them into practice?
How can we apply these principles in ourselves in order to be
free from suffering and attain liberation? We need to contemplate
these teachings and put them into practice, and consider what we
need to do in order to be free from suffering.

“This is the truth of suffering, its nature is oppressive.” I
believe everyone has their individual suffering and you can see
that everyone’s suffering is different. People in the world all seek
for something that they dont owe. Once they have it, they are
unhappy about having it and wish that they don’t have it.

5 To be continued





