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Discussion of the Sutra in Forty-two Sections
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An excerpt from a Dharma talk by Dharma Master Heng Jai at Avatamsaka Vihara in Maryland on February 23, 2023

English Translated by Bhikshuni Fa Ji
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If we work hard on our observance of precepts, and start to
refrain from doing things that we should not do, then we will
gradually develop our meditative concentration. By examining
our unwholesome thoughts, we can practice not following those
thoughts. Over time, our wisdom will be revealed.

In the process of cultivation, we will not always be correct on
the first try. Sometimes, the steps we take might not be completely
accurate. Therefore, we need to constantly use our inherent wisdom
to observe our thoughts and actions—are they correct? Are they
becoming more and more pure? [As the sutra states,] “To leave
desire behind and to gain calmness and tranquility is supreme.”

In fact, we are able to feel this ourselves: having a calm and
peaceful mind leads to happiness. This is an example of calmness
and tranquility that comes from not pursuing sensual desires. By
doing so, you will constantly maintain the resulting happiness
at all times—this is something that can be realized. Being calm
and peaceful is also a type of wisdom that enables you to remain
unmoved in the face of any situation. You will be able to clearly
observe the situation and know how to proceed in order to produce
the best result.

In the past, I met a laywoman who had taken Five Precepts but
had never taken the Eight Precepts. After she retired, she finally had
the opportunity to uphold the Eight Precepts. One of the Eight

Precepts is to not use cosmetics and fragrant oils. She said to me,

“Wow! I am so happy! You know, I had to prepare my face and fix my

hair for work every day, and it took up so much of my time. Taking
the Eight Precepts is great! It saves me so much time. What a joy!”

The happiness that we pursue in the secular world is really not
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genuine happiness; it is just the pleasure that comes from
sensory stimulation. Take for example people who like to eat
spicy food. The spicier the food is, the happier they are; the
spicier the food, the more exciting it is. However, the spicy
taste will pass, and in fact, spicy food may be harmful to their
health. Or, if you like to eat salty food, you may eat it for two,
three or four days...but your body is sure to break down.

I was just like that in the past. I liked to go out to play with
my friends, and we would have a lot of fun. But as soon as I got
home, I would be alone and overwhelmed by an empty feeling.
That’s when it hit me—1I had blown through all my money, and
my entire salary for the month was completely gone!

You know, that feeling is miserable. You want to seck
happiness, but that happiness turns out to be a kind of suffering.
The suffering is hidden inside the happiness; they are like
brothers. If, in pursuing happiness, you do not stay centered
and proper, suffering will surely follow. So, I was compelled by
my suffering. How can we get rid of this suffering? It will never
end. The more I thought about it, the more I realized that there
is nothing which is truly fun in this world. I made up my mind
that this is not acceptable! I needed to find another path! That
is how I came to find the Buddhadharma. #
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We who study the Buddhadharma should be always vigorous without rest, and should contemplate
that we have only planted scanty roots of goodness in the past. We should vigorously develop roots of
goodness. Does it mean that, since we have scanty roots of goodness, we should not cultivate? No, not
only should people who have scanty roots of goodness should cultivate, but also those who have no
roots of goodness should cultivate, because if you don’t, you will never have roots of goodness. It is only
through cultivation that one attains or increases the roots of goodness. Thus if one realizes that one has
severe demonic karma and scanty roots of goodness, one should be diligent in cultivating and increasing
one’s roots of goodness at all times. Not only does this cause one’s own roots of goodness to grow, but
also causes the roots of goodness of others to grow.

— An Excerpt from Venerable Master Hsuan Hua’s Commentary on
Chapter Twenty Seven, “The Ten Samadhis,” of the Avatamsaka Sutra
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