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Preface by Sr. Chân Đức

In the spring of 1999 in Plum Village, France, Thầy (the Venerable Thích Nhất Hạnh) commented on the Encouragements and Admonitions for an audience of monks, nuns, and laypeople. We are happy to bring these teachings to a wider audience because we feel they are very relevant in our own time. Although Master Guishan gave them 1,200 years ago, human nature, with its yearning for a spiritual practice and its reluctance sometimes to apply it, has not changed. 

We still find it difficult to face and accept the obvious truth of impermanence. Accepting impermanence does not mean doing nothing or falling prey to despair. Accepting the truth of impermanence, we have the impetus to do something beneficial for the world, to live deeply the life we have been given. For example, if we can see deeply how fragile life on our planet is, we shall do all we can to help life continue. We shall not burn out when we see we have not succeeded, because we know that we have done our best and that although life may end for a time, it can always come back when the causes and conditions are right. In Thầy’s commentary we see that we can feel loss but at the same time we need to train ourselves to go beyond appearances. We quote: 

We knew that she could die at any time, so we sent her our spiritual energy, ready to accept the loss of this person. Yet, when we heard the news that she had died, we were still shocked. We had grown used to her form, to her voice, to the look in her eyes. We had grown used to experiencing her in the historical dimension. If now we want to experience her in the ultimate dimension, we will have to train ourselves to do it.

Another relevant teaching is “When you have things in excess of your real need, those things cease to be valuable.” Consuming in excess of our real need, in other words, greed, is one of the factors that is leading to the degradation of life on our planet. Our desire always to consume more, our feeling that money and possessions are necessary for our security, lead us to exploit life on earth to the extent that it cannot continue. Shopping for unnecessary objects of consumption has become a pleasurable pastime in our society, a way of covering up our inner emptiness. There is a great happiness in living simply with just enough for our health and welfare. There is a joy in realizing that we can do without some of the things that we used to feel an urge to possess.

A recurring theme in the teachings of Master Guishan is that of diligence in our spiritual practice. We all have a tendency to be lazy. We feel comfortable in our old habit energies. This work of Master Guishan is a goad and a spur for us to use our precious lifetime to transform these habit energies which hold us back in our suffering.

The importance of the Admonitions in the history of Buddhist meditation practice cannot be underestimated. Already in the times of early Buddhism in China, it was considered to be one of three key texts for the meditation practitioner. Master Guishan was addressing monks, but that does not mean that the work is not suitable for nuns and laymen and laywomen. In our own time we can all benefit from this strong call to wake up and change our way of life. 

The commentary of Thầy is very important because it helps us to understand the classical Chinese of the eighth century. The commentary comes from Thầy’s living experience of guiding monastic and lay students on their path of practice.

This book is published as a Palm Leaves book because it is scholarly commentary, but it is also very practical and has many suggestions for our daily practice of mindfulness and meditation. 

Bhikshuni Chân Đức

Plum Village, France




Introduction

During the Tang dynasty in the eighth century, there was an outstanding meditation master who became known as Guishan, after the mountain in Hunan province where he lived and taught. His lineage name was Lingyou, and he was born in 771 in Changxi, Fujian province, and passed away in the year 853.

Though the language of the Admonitions is 1,200 years old, it continues today to be a part of the study program of monks and nuns in China, Vietnam, and Korea. Even if you are not a monk or a nun, you can still benefit greatly from the teachings given in this work.

When I was still a novice, the Admonitions was chanted once every two weeks during the precepts recitation, so all the novices soon learned it by heart. We always chanted the text in Chinese because there was no Vietnamese translation. Now, here, we have an English translation that is very easy to understand.1


1  This Vietnamese-to-English translation was made by Sr. Chân Đức from the Chinese-to-Vietnamese translation of Meditation Master Thích Nhất Hạnh. —Eds.


The word “admonition” (警, jǐng) in the title means to wake someone up. In our daily life we live as if we were in a dream. We all—without exception—need a bell of mindfulness, a shout, or someone’s hand to wake us up and stop us from sinking into a world of forgetfulness, allowing our life to drift by in a wasteful and meaningless way. We need to be stirred out of our dream as soon as possible.

The word 策 (cè) means to urge or stimulate. Originally this word meant the rod or the whip that gives the horse energy to move forward. Stimulation in this context is not meant to beat us and make us suffer. It wakes us up so that we can advance with vigor. The word cè is also used in Eastern medicine to describe the action of a tonic medicine that stimulates the body’s organs to function better or of acupuncture that stimulates the body’s acupoints so the energy can flow, and the body and mind can function better.

For more than a thousand years, all novice monks and nuns have depended on this work of Master Guishan for their training. You only have to hear the first few words and already your heart is deeply stirred: you see clearly that you need to wake up, that you need to practice more diligently to realize the aspiration that led you to monastic life. Many of us live in a state of instability, lost in a dream, drifting along like duckweed on a stream and wasting our life in forgetfulness. We really need a bell to wake us up, a rod to give us the energy to make progress.

This work is highly esteemed to the extent that ancestral teachers have made it the third principal text in a group of basic sutras for the instruction of monks and nuns. The other two texts are the Sutra in Forty-Two Chapters (四十二章經, Sì Shí Èr Zhāng Jīng) and the Sutra of the Bequeathed Teaching (遺教經, Yí Jiào Jīng). The whole collection is called the Fó Zǔ Sān Jīng (佛祖三經), The Three Important Scriptures of the Buddha and the Patriarchs.






Full Text of Master Guishan in English








Admonitions and Encouraging Words of Master Guishan



1. Awareness of Impermanence

As a result of the conditions brought about by action, we have a body. Having a body, how can we avoid bondage? The body is an aggregate made possible by the genes of our mother and our father, along with other necessary conditions. Although the four elements—earth, water, air, and heat—help to maintain it, because these elements are incompatible and impermanent, none of us can avoid sickness and old age. In only one moment, one lifetime becomes another. What is there in the early morning has vanished by nightfall; it is as ephemeral as drops of dew in springtime or the early morning ray of sunshine.

Our body is like a plant that grows on the water’s edge or the creeper that climbs up the wall of the well: it is not able to last long. The days and months pass by in a blur; a second is a fleeting instant. The length of a lifetime is just one breath. Why sit in idleness, allowing life to drift away, wasting time in a way that you will only regret?

2. Avoid the Habit of Indulgence

When you shave your head and become a disciple of your teacher to train in the practice, you no longer can serve your parents, be close to your relatives, continue the family lineage, or play an active part in governing your country. Therefore, you should diligently practice mindfulness on the one hand, and, on the other hand, give up all kinds of rivalry with the determination to lay aside habits of worldly life and to be able to realize no birth and no death.

Why when you have just received the precepts are you in such a hurry to call yourself “Venerable”? When you receive food offered by donors and use materials owned by the Sangha, why do you not meditate on where the food comes from instead of saying that you are a monk and so have the right to receive offerings? When you have finished eating, you sit in groups talking noisily, and it is all idle talk about worldly matters. Monks and nuns who behave like this fail to see that amusing themselves in this way just incurs future suffering. For many past lifetimes they may have been chasing worldly comfort without ever looking deeply into their way of life. Time flies. If you are attached to the enjoyment of receiving offerings, many years will pass by without your being able to give up this attachment. You will continue to accumulate money and possessions just to preserve this illusory body.

The Buddha advised his monks and nuns: someone who wishes to make progress on the path of spiritual practice and adorn the Dharmakaya should know how to be satisfied easily by the three requisites of food, clothes, and lodging and should never have more than enough. Most of you indulge in the habit of enjoying offerings and so are not aware that days and months pass by quickly. When you do wake up to what is going on, all of a sudden your hair is white. Someone new to the practice who has not yet had the chance to find their direction should put their whole heart into training and learning all they can from wise elders who have already trodden the path and have much experience in the practice. If you do not do this, it looks like you ordained just to receive food and clothes.

3. The Precepts Are the Basis

The precepts and the vinaya have been devised by the Buddha in order to guide the minds of human beings, which are in a state of confusion. The precepts and the trainings in fine manners are clear and pure as snow. We should remember the principle: Stopping is to keep the precepts; doing is to transgress. When we stop ourselves from doing something that is wrong, it is keeping the precepts. When we cannot check ourselves and go ahead and cause harm, that is transgressing the precepts. The beautiful beginner’s mind of a monk or a nun should be preserved as something very precious. The chapters on the precepts and fine manners are very clear and detailed enough. If we can practice in accord with them, we shall put an end to all the disorder in our mind. If you do not study and practice the precepts, how can you hope to understand the teachings of the higher vehicle?

4. Nourishing the Beginner’s Mind

How regrettable to let your life drift by without meaning! Even if you regret it later on, there is no time left to make good what you have wasted. If you have not allowed the teachings to enter your heart, how will you be able to realize the right path? There are monks or nuns who are advanced in age and have been ordained for a long time whose mind is empty of understanding but full of self-importance. Because they do not know how to rely on guidance from good spiritual friends, they keep thinking they are doing well and with time become insolent and arrogant. If they are not clear about the Dharma nor well versed in the precepts, they will not be able to master their body and mind. They will not give themselves the chance to be in touch with and pay respect to high and virtuous monks. They are satisfied just to meet in small groups like people of the world to amuse themselves and make idle conversation. They scrape their bowls noisily and, when they finish eating, are the first to leave. This is no way for a monk to behave. Standing up or sitting down abruptly, they disturb the mindfulness of others. They do not embody even the minimal practice or the most basic fine manners. How, then, will they be able to teach and train the future generation of monks and nuns? The newly ordained will not be able to look up to them as an example. When they are reminded about the practice or fine manners, they immediately reply: “I am a forest monk.” Since they have never really learned to practice the Dharma doors of the Buddha, they remain unrefined, without being able to change. They look at things in this mistaken way because at the outset their beginner’s mind was not nourished in a good environment. If a monk or a nun allows the habits of impure craving to pull them into the ways of the world, then gradually their manners will become coarse, and in no time at all, they will grow old and out of touch. If anyone should approach them seeking guidance about their practice, they have none to give: the one who asks feels like they are facing a wall. When the younger generation of monks and nuns come to consult with them, they do not have the ability to receive and guide them. If they discuss anything at all, it has nothing to do with the sutras or the Buddha’s teachings. Moreover, when the young monks and nuns refuse to do what they say, they condemn them for lacking respect, lose their temper, and shout at them.

5. Practice Before It’s Too Late

A day will come when they are dying on their sickbed about to breathe their last. At that time every kind of suffering will assail, oppress, and close in on them. Their mind will be full of anxiety and fear. The way ahead is dark, and they have no idea where they are going. Only then will they regret that they have not practiced. But to dig a well when you are dying of thirst is already too late! They feel remorse for not practicing earlier, seeing that they are now old and have accumulated many wrongdoings in the past. When, at the moment of death, the five skandhas and the four elements rapidly fall apart, their minds are filled with terror. The net is torn apart, and the bird flies: consciousness is pulled wherever its karma leads it. The person will be pulled after whatever karma is heaviest in his or her consciousness, just like a debtor whose creditors come and take him away. The sickle of impermanence does not hesitate one instant. It is not possible to lengthen your life by even one moment. By then the time of death is determined, and it will not wait for us. If the three realms of saṃsāra have not been overcome, there is no knowing how many thousands of times more you will have to go in and out of the gates of birth and death.

6. Strive Diligently

When I think of this, I feel great compassion, and there is no way I can stop myself from offering these words to remind you. We are unfortunate to have been born at the end of the Era of the Semblance Dharma and are separated from the Buddha by so many lifetimes. Our practice and understanding of the Buddhadharma is superficial, and most monks and nuns are lazy. Because I have seen that, though my understanding is still limited, I am not hesitant to be bold in speaking out in order to encourage the future generations. If we are not able to give up the habit energy of arrogance, how can we transform our body and mind?

The aim of a monastic is to step up onto the shore of freedom, and that is why they are different in their appearance and mind from people of the world. A monastic has to continue and make brighter the lineage of the holy Sangha; master the different kinds of Māra; be able to repay the debt of gratitude towards parents, teachers, friends, and all species; and bring beings in all three realms to the other shore. If you cannot live according to this aspiration, you are just someone who joined the Sangha to make use of it for your own ends. Your actions and words are neglectful, and you let down the donors who give you your means of livelihood. Look back over the years to the time when you began the practice. Have you made any steps forward? If you have just lived for the days to pass by, then you will feel terrified as this life ends. You will have nothing to look forward to and nothing to take refuge in.

However, if you look again, you may see that the beautiful image of a monastic is still there. If in the past you had not sown good seeds, how today would you have the good fortune to be a monk or a nun? So why do you sit by with your arms folded, not making the best of the time you have, but letting the months and years pass without practicing? If you do not make a diligent effort on the path, how can you reap the fruits of the practice in the future? If this life is wasted, what can you expect to inherit in the next?

7. Closeness to Good Spiritual Friends

When you leave your family with the determination to wear the robe of a monk or a nun, you devote your life to step beyond towards a wide horizon. If you can be mindful of this aspiration at every moment, it will not be possible for you to allow the days and months to drift by meaninglessly. Even if you expect to be a pillar for the Dharma and an example for future generations, and you nourish this idea every day, there is no certainty that you will realize even one small part of your aspiration. Whenever you say something, it should always be in accord with the teachings found in the sutras. Whenever you discuss something, it should be in accord with what the ancestral teachers have discovered and experienced. Your bearing should be dignified, and your aspiration should be lofty.

If you need to leave your monastery, you should take refuge in good spiritual friends to help you discern the wholesome and the unwholesome in what you hear and see. When you are in your own monastery, you also take refuge in good spiritual friends so that every day you can learn more about what you have not yet mastered. People say that although our mother and father give us life, it is our spiritual friends who help us mature our realization of the practice. Living together with wise friends is like walking in the mist; though your clothes are not wet, they are gradually penetrated by the damp. Conversely, if you spend your time with unwholesome friends, your view will grow more incorrect every day, bringing about unwholesome karma from morning to night. The fruit of your karma is not something you have to wait a long time for. It is there right before your eyes. Once you have lost your human frame, it will be difficult for many eons to receive it again.

8. Earnestly Put Your Heart into the Practice

Direct, honest words are often unpleasant to receive, but why can you not take them to heart? If you can receive Right View, you can purify your mind, fortify your virtuous qualities, refrain from showing off your abilities, diligently train your spiritual energy, and put an end to all noisy and meaningless activity.

If your mind is focused on following the path of meditation in order to get down to the practice, you will have to go farther than the merely expedient Dharma doors, so that your heart and mind can harmonize with the deep and wonderful teachings of the Meditation School. If you want to study the essence of the famous conversations between master and disciple (huà toú), discover what is difficult to see, and wake up to the true source, you should learn widely from the experience of masters who have trodden the path before you, and you should live in close company with good spiritual friends. The deep and wonderful lineage teachings of the Meditation School are not at all easy to grasp. If you want to realize them, you must earnestly put your heart into the practice. Only by earnestly putting your heart into the practice can you hope for sudden awakening to the essential nature and gradually ascend the ladder of awakening. This is the path that puts an end to the twenty-five realms of existence contained within the three realms and leads to the insight that all phenomena within and around you have no true substance; they are all mere designations produced from the mind. When you see that, you will no longer allow your mind to chase after an object. When your mind does not chase after its object, how can the object bind the mind? You just allow phenomena to appear and transform according to their true nature, and you are no longer caught in the ideas of permanence and annihilation. Then, although your ears hear, your eyes see, sounds and forms still arise, whether dwelling in the ultimate or the historical dimension you are calm, unfazed, and fully responsive. With this insight, whether you are sitting still or engaged in action, you are always free. Like this you are worthy of the monastic robe that you wear because you are now able to begin to repay your debt of gratitude to your parents, teachers, friends, and all beings and help beings in all three realms. If you manage this in this lifetime and continue in the next lifetime without any regression, then you can certainly expect the fruit of full awakening. You play the role of a guest of honor who comes and goes in the three realms and is always a model of the Dharma for everyone. Meditation practice is very deep and wonderful. If you are determined, success is assured.

9. Diligence in Renunciation According to the Precepts

If, however, you have not yet laid down sufficient conditions to be able to overcome birth and death according to the path of sudden awakening, you should give all your attention to training in the practice and studying the sutras. Master the essence of the sutras so that you are able to teach them and transmit them to future generations, repaying in part your debt of gratitude to the Buddha. Do not waste your time but let the work of studying and transmitting the teachings be the purpose of your life. When you know how to walk, stand, and behave according to the fine manners, you are already worthy to be called a Dharma tool of the Sangha. Look at the climbing plants that wind themselves around the trunks of pines and cypresses. Sometimes they climb as high as one hundred feet. Like them you should depend on your high ideal and the great masters so you will become someone who is of use and benefit to the world.

With all your heart you should practice diligence in renunciation according to the precepts. Do not take lightly any detail of the precepts or the fine manners, because that will cause you to transgress and fail to live up to them. If you seriously practice diligence in renunciation according to the precepts for this and succeeding lifetimes, wholesome results will follow wholesome causes in a wonderful way.

10. Nourishing Your Great Aspiration

You do not have the right to waste the days and months of your life. You should see time as something very precious and wish with all your heart to make progress on the path of awakening. Do not misuse offerings that have been generously made to you. Do not disappoint those to whom you owe gratitude. Do not accumulate numerous possessions, thus obstructing your compassion and loving kindness. If you do this, your life will stagnate, and others will criticize you. In the old times people would encourage others by saying: “He is a great hero, so why should you not be so also?” Do not underestimate yourself and, as a result, withdraw and give up. If you do not have the attitude of a hero, you waste your life as a monk or a nun. In the end a lifetime has passed that has been of benefit to no one.

My wish is that you give rise to bodhicitta with courage and strength and embrace your highest aspiration. Let your behavior be modeled on that of great beings. Do not follow the habits of base people. Right in this lifetime, you should take your destiny in your own hands, not entrusting it to anyone else. Train yourself to put an end to wrong thinking, to quiet and concentrate your mind, and to stop chasing after objects of the senses. The nature of mind has always been free, and the true object of the true mind is nirvāṇa. It is only because our mind has been obstructed for so long that we are not able to see this clearly.

11. Being Sovereign of Oneself

Please read again carefully what I have written here so that every day you can remind each other of my words. Be your own master. Do not follow your habit energies. Do not wait until the force of past actions comes along and carries you away because when it does you will not be able to avoid or resist it. If the musical notes are in harmony, the sound produced will be melodious. When the form is straight, the shadow will also be straight. It is clear that effect follows cause. You cannot ignore the effects in the future of what you do now. In the sutra it teaches: once the action has been committed, it will remain, even for one hundred thousand lifetimes. If you do not know how to transform, then when the effect of your action ripens you have to undergo the retribution. You should remember that the sufferings of the three realms are like punishments that enchain you or put you to death. Practice diligently with the determination not to waste the days and months you have.

12. Always Going Together

Dear friends, it is because I have seen only too clearly the misfortunes and disasters that arise from wrongdoing that I have written these words encouraging you to practice. It is my sincere aspiration that for thousands of lifetimes, wherever we are, we may continue to be companions on the path of practice. The following poem is to help us remember how to practice:


The body is an illusion, a house in a dream,

matter without any real substance.

Its past lives are endless,

its future is uncertain,

now appearing, now hidden in the present,

rising and sinking in utter misery, 

not free from the three realms.

When will it all end?

Because of attachment to the world,

the five skandhas and twelve links manifest as matter.

From birth to old age,

what is there to grasp onto?

Only because of ignorance

is there deception.

Value your time.

Impermanence is unexpected.

If you waste this life,

the next will be obstructed.

From ignorance you go to ignorance

because of the six senses.

You go back and forth among the six destinies,

tossed about in the three realms.

Quickly find an enlightened teacher.

Stay close to virtuous friends.

Investigate body and mind.

Uproot the obstacles.

The world is illusory;

sense objects oppress you.

By looking deeply at phenomena,

you can overcome all afflictions.

Division between mind and object disappears.

There is nothing more to yearn for.

With the six senses at peace,

you walk and sit in the ultimate.

Discriminating mind is not born. 

All afflictions are ended.








Commentary








1

Awareness of Impermanence



The first section of the work concerns impermanence; it is about the impermanence of our body, about old age and death. Old age and death come quickly; if we live in a dream without the real energy of being alive, old age, sickness, and death will come unexpectedly, and we will see that we have wasted our life.

The original text begins: “As a result of conditions brought about by action, we have a body. Having a body, how can we avoid bondage?” Action is the principal cause of our body. We are caught in the actions of body, speech, and mind from the past, which give rise to this body. We receive this body as the result of two kinds of action: wholesome actions, which have wholesome results, and unwholesome actions, which have unwholesome results. Once we have this body, we cannot avoid the kinds of bondage that it produces.

Our body is an amazing phenomenon, but that amazing phenomenon includes suffering and bondage—like the suffering and bondage of old age, sickness, and death. Thanks to this body there is old age, sickness, and death, and these are called bondage. Thanks to this body we have eyes to see the blue sky, ears to hear the birds singing—we can be in touch with all the marvels of the universe. That is the positive aspect of this body. Yet we also have in this body the negative aspects of old age, sickness, and death.

✼

This body is an aggregate made possible by the genes of our mother and our father, along with other necessary conditions. Although the four elements—earth, water, air, and heat—help to maintain it, because these elements are incompatible and impermanent, none of us can avoid sickness and old age.

Every cell in our body contains the genes of our parents and our ancestors. All the wonderful things in life, all the happiness, all the wisdom, as well as the suffering and the bondage of our ancestors is present in every cell. Although we were only one cell of our mother and one cell of our father on the day we first took shape in the womb, in those two cells we received the whole genetic heritage of our ancestors.

The Chinese character 因 (yīn, Skt. hetu) can be translated as main cause. In the middle of the Chinese character for “cause,” there is the character for “great” and around it there is a “wall.” If the wall is broken down, the cause will grow. The growing to greatness of a cause is limited by a wall. The sprout of the rice plant lies within a seed of rice. When there are other conditions, like the light of the sun and moisture, they will break down the wall and the sprout will grow out of the seed, making the rice plant possible. The infinitely small becomes the infinitely great.

The character 緣 (yuán) means the conditions that make the manifestation possible—just like we have described in the case of the seed of rice. Conditions like sunlight, warmth, rain, and minerals from the earth penetrate the seed, and then the sprout manifests. The genes are the main cause, and then there are the conditions for development. As far as our body is concerned, the conditions for development are the earth, water, heat, and air elements. In fact, there are many more conditions favorable for the development of our body, but here only four are mentioned.

The incompatibility of the elements as the cause of old age and death is the point of view of Eastern medicine. The four elements are called the mahābhūta in Sanskrit, 四大 (sì dà) in Chinese. Earth here does not mean the earth that we see in our garden; it is the solidity of matter. In our body there is solid matter, and there is also water. We are about 70 percent water. The third element is fire or heat. Without heat there cannot be life. We should not think that the fire element means the fire which we use to cook on. It is the warmth that we feel in our body. The fourth element is air—sometimes called wind: the flow of air that makes circulation and movement possible.

These four elements need to be in harmony with each other and in the right quantity, neither deficient nor excessive. Whenever there is a disproportionate amount of an element, there is a lack of balance in the body, and as a result the body has ill-health, pain, and even death. For there to be peace and joy in the body; earth, water, heat, and air have to work together harmoniously. The therapeutic methods of Eastern medicine are to harmonize the different elements of earth, water, heat, and air. In the West, holistic medicine has a similar way of looking at things. We have to bring about harmony between body and mind and amongst the different elements in the body. If there is concord between body and mind, then there is health automatically.

The four elements support the existence of the body, but because they do not always work together in harmony there is incompatibility. For example, heat and water are incompatible. If the water element in our body, which is yin, and the heat element, which is yang, cannot work in harmony with each other we will get sick. In fact, these four elements are able to work together very closely, bringing the body peace and joy. They can also oppose each other, bringing about pain and the destruction of the body. The original Chinese text says that impermanence, old age, and death do not make an appointment with us in advance. They do not say: “When you reach such and such an age, on such and such a day I shall come and meet you.” Old age, sickness, and death come unexpectedly.

Master Guishan wants to remind us that old age, sickness, and death can come to us at any time, so we should wake up and practice now to realize our monastic ideal to love, serve, and relieve the suffering of living beings around us. These aspirations—our beginner’s mind—have not yet been realized. When we are truly aware that old age, sickness, and death can come upon us at any time, we cannot possibly continue to live in a dream.

✼

In only one moment, one lifetime becomes another. What is there in the early morning has vanished by nightfall; it is as ephemeral as drops of dew in springtime, or the early morning ray of sunshine.

We believe that we and our loved one will be around for thousands of years. Who would guess that on waking one morning we would hear the news that our beloved has died? Sư Bà Đức Viên has been to Plum Village and has been the preceptor for nuns to receive the bhikshuni precepts four times.2 We feel that we have only just been sitting next to her, drinking tea with her, listening to her talk about her life and practice as a nun. She has handed on to us all her experience. It never occurred to us that she would not be there anymore. When she fell ill, I wrote a piece of prose for her titled “The Birthday of a Drop of Dew.” She read it, and its meaning resonated with her. We knew that she could die at any time, so we sent her our spiritual energy, ready to accept the loss of this person. Yet, when we heard the news that she had died, we were still shocked. We had grown used to her form, to her voice, to the look in her eyes. We had grown used to experiencing her in the historical dimension. If now we want to experience her in the ultimate dimension, we will have to train ourselves to do it.


2  Sư Bà Đức Viên was a venerable nun who practiced in North Vietnam before coming to the US and visiting Plum Village. She had passed away shortly before this talk was given. —Trans.


I wrote in my notebook: “Little sister, lie peacefully, lie peacefully and feel well.” I always see her as my little sister. She has supported me from the past until now. Whenever there was a gathering to discuss the future of young monks and nuns, she would always participate, whether it was in Vietnam or in the West. She did her utmost to support me in helping to train young monks and nuns and was active in working for their future. I wrote: “Little sister, lie peacefully, listen to the sound of the spring rain falling so gently on the earth. You have done all that you needed to do. So please smile, little sister. Please uphold your spiritual descendants.” 

Her body was just cremated about an hour ago, so now we have to call her deceased. That is why we say that impermanence in the form of old age and death does not give us an appointment in advance, so we should not live under an illusion. We should not think that we shall always be there or that the ones we love will always be there. Whatever we can do to make our loved ones happy today, we should do straight away. We should not wait until tomorrow. Let us not waste our time getting angry, in feeling self-pity, or in punishing our loved ones. We should be clearly aware that everything is impermanent—and that includes our own body as well as the body of our loved one. 

“In only one moment, one lifetime becomes another. What is there in the early morning has vanished by nightfall.” This is so true! Now it is still there, but in the next moment it is no longer there. Life is as ephemeral as the drops of dew in springtime or the early morning ray of sunshine. Although the drop of spring dew and the early morning ray of sunshine are beautiful, we cannot make them last. We are the same. Our body is no different from a drop of spring dew. During the Lý era in Vietnam, the eleventh-century master Vạn Hạnh wrote: “This body is like a flash of lightning. At one moment it is there, and at the next it is no more. Things are fresh and new in the spring, but in the autumn, they begin to decay. You should regard prosperity and decline undisturbed and without fear. Prosperity and decline are like the drop of dew on the tip of the blade of grass.” The drop of dew, which appears on the tip of a blade of grass and is there one moment and gone the next, is a metaphor for a human lifetime, for Sư Bà Đức Viên and for you yourself. Our human lifetime is no more than a drop of dew and the early morning ray of sunshine. Therefore, we should regularly be in touch with the reality of impermanence, so we do not dwell under the illusion that we are permanent entities that never change. 

✼

Our body is like a plant that grows on the water’s edge or the creeper that climbs up the wall of the well: it is not able to last long.

When the water rises, it disturbs the roots of the plant which grows on the water’s edge. It is then swept away on the surface of the water. The creeper that clings to the walls of the well does not survive long.

✼

The days and months pass in a blur; a second is a fleeting instant. The length of a lifetime is just one breath. Why sit in idleness, allowing life to drift away, wasting time in a way that you will only regret?

The meaning of the words is very clear. The text says that when one breath changes to the next you have already begun a new life. Why do you delay, slowly drifting along like a weed on the stream, wasting your life? Every day that we have to live should be lived really deeply. We should no longer live in a dream. In the Plum Village Chanting Book you can read the gāthā on impermanence:3


3  Thich Nhat Hanh, Chanting from the Heart (Berkeley, CA: Parallax, 2013), pp. 54–55.



The day has now ended, our lives are shorter.

Let us look carefully, what have we done?

Noble Sangha, with all our heart,

let us be diligent in the practice.

Let us live deeply, free from our afflictions,

aware of impermanence

so that life does not drift away without meaning.



This gāthā is recited in the evening liturgy. We ask ourselves what we have done in the past twenty-four hours. Have we wasted our time? If as a monk or a nun or lay practitioner we allow a day to pass by without any real content, it is a real shame. It is a shame for ourselves and a shame for our parents because we left them in order to ordain as a monastic, a shame for our teacher and for the Buddha. That is why in the evening liturgy we read the gāthā on impermanence to see that we do not have the right to allow one of our days to pass by wasted. The Buddha, our ancestors, our parents, and our teacher have expectations of us, and if we live our life drifting from here to there in a dream, then we do wrong.






2

Avoid the Habit of Indulgence



In the next section Master Guishan teaches us not to lose ourselves in seeking pleasure, in eating, drinking, and amusing ourselves, so we can realize the high ideal of a monastic: 

When you shave your head and become a disciple of your teacher to train in the practice, you no longer can serve your parents, be close to your relatives, continue the family lineage, or play an active part in governing your country. Therefore, you should diligently practice mindfulness on the one hand, and on the other hand give up all kinds of rivalry with the determination to lay aside habits of worldly life and to be able to realize no birth and no death. 

Sister Uy Nghiêm, a young nun only twenty years old, wrote in her diary: “I know that it is no small wrong on my part not to be with my parents to look after them.” Any son or daughter wants to practice filial piety, living with their parents to serve and support them. But because you have a deep aspiration to go far on the path of practice, you want to become a monk or nun in order to help many people. So you have made up your mind to leave your parents. Sister Uy Nghiêm says: “I know that it is no small wrong on my part not to be with my parents to look after them. But if I have become a nun, it is because my father and mother love me so much and have shown me the tremendous benefits of love. That is why I want to invest my whole life into my aspiration to love. I want to love many people and many beings on this planet Earth. That is why I have become a nun. I want to make the love that I have received from my parents grow a thousand times so that many people can benefit from it. I don’t want to love just one person; I want to love many people and species. That is why I’ve made the aspiration to ordain: to use this life to realize this great love.”

Sister Uy Nghiêm has expressed herself very well, although she is still very young. The direction a monastic wants to go is in the direction of someone who has the aspiration to love, and the sphere of that love includes all species. When our aspiration is as vast as that, but in our daily life we lose ourselves in forgetfulness and are pulled along by our habit of seeking pleasure, we betray our aspiration—the vow we made when we first requested to become a monastic. You vowed to dedicate your life to the career of great loving kindness and great compassion. But now you are idly drifting along like a weed on the surface of a stream. Like this you betray yourself, your ancestors, your grandparents, and your parents.

When you ordain as a monk or a nun you no longer have the opportunity to serve your country, town, and people as a politician or to preserve the heritage that your parents have handed on. So you should put all your energy into overcoming birth and death and helping countless living beings. However, you have not done that. You still live in indolence and forgetfulness. You betray your aspiration and let down so many people. These words of Guishan are a bell of mindfulness—a loud shout to wake us up.

In spite of what the master says, we continue to compete; we continue to follow our worldly habits. In our daily life we become angry over trifles, we are jealous over such petty things, and we compete for what is not worth competing for. These are worldly habits, and they do not go along with our great aspiration to practice as a monk or a nun.

✼

Why when you have only just received the precepts are you in such a hurry to call yourself “Venerable”?

Receiving the precepts is an opportunity to strengthen our practice. It is not a promotion. Calling yourself “Venerable” does not reflect the humility of a monastic. Here we have translated “bhikshu” as “Venerable” to make the meaning clearer. Why when you have just received the monastic precepts do you say: “I am a bhikshu or bhikshuni, and that means I am better than you”? We receive the precepts to help us practice more diligently. So when we have received the precepts, we should be more humble than we were before we received them. 


4  In the Plum Village tradition, those who are ordained as core members of the Order of Interbeing and formally receive the Fourteen Mindfulness Trainings of the Order of Interbeing are gifted a brown jacket to wear during Sangha activities.


During the Summer Opening one year in Plum Village, some laypeople complained about others, saying: “The laypeople who receive the Fourteen Mindfulness Trainings and wear the brown jacket4 put on quite a show. They act as if they are better than other laypeople. They put on such airs.” These laypeople are referring to the members of the Order of Interbeing who wear the brown jacket. They came to me and said: “We are all your disciples. We all practice together. We are all trying to be compassionate to one another. So why, when people wear the brown jacket, do they act as if they are better than those who do not? Why do they look down on others?” Acting like that means that wearing the brown jacket makes them a worse practitioner than they were before.

On that day during the Dharma talk to an audience of five hundred or more practitioners, I said this: “When we are someone who wears the brown jacket, we need your compassion. What we should be doing is practicing more humility, because the more we wear the brown jacket, the more humble we should become. However, the reason we are still not truly humble is that we are still not practicing very well. That is why we really need the support of the Sangha, to help us master the practice of humility represented by the brown color of our jacket. The brown color, according to Vietnamese tradition, is the color worn by the poor peasant farmers. If a monk wore light-colored robes, stains would stand out on it. Stains on brown material are less easy to see, and so you do not need to use so much soap when you wash it. A monk wears brown because he wants to realize his ideal of being a humble monk. Therefore, those of us who wear brown—whether we are monks, nuns, or laypeople—should realize our aspiration to practice humility. The reason why we are still not as humble as we would like is because our practice is still very weak, so we ask the Sangha to forgive and support us.”

After I had spoken, all the anger of the laypeople against those who wore the brown jacket vanished, and those who wore the brown jacket also had the advantage of seeing that receiving the right to wear it was the chance for them to be more humble than before.

✼

When you receive food offered by donors and use materials owned by the Sangha, why do you not meditate on where the food comes from, instead of saying that you are a monk and so have the right to receive offerings?

It is very common for monks and nuns to be afflicted like this. A monastic receives the offerings made to the Sangha and in receiving offerings must practice the utmost humility. However, if you say: “Since I am a monk (or a nun), I have the right to receive offerings that are made to the Sangha and make personal use of whatever belongs to the Sangha,” such language shows that you are not a real monk or nun. A true monk or nun is very humble and must practice wholeheartedly. A true monk or nun practices perfect mindfulness in receiving an offering in order to be worthy of the confidence that the lay donor places in him or her. A true monastic is not just someone who shaves their head or wears a brown robe. The shaved head and the brown robe are simply the outer form of a monastic. Beyond just the outer form, a monastic is someone who practices mindfulness wholeheartedly, is humble, and does not let the days pass by uselessly. Only then can they be called a true monastic: someone who is worthy to receive offerings.

Worthy of offerings (arhat) is one of the epithets used to describe a buddha. Arhat means the person who is the most worthy of respect and offerings. As disciples of the Buddha, we too should practice diligently to merit the epithet “worthy of offerings.” If we do not practice and keep saying: “I am a monk (or nun), and so I deserve to receive offerings,” we behave very wrongly as a monk or nun.

The word for donor in Chinese is 檀越 (tán yuè). It comes from the Sanskrit word dānapati, meaning donor or benefactor.

“Materials owned by the Sangha” means what belongs to the monastery. This includes things like candles, saucepans, vegetables, matches, etc. When we use such things to serve the Sangha, we should do so with a feeling of gratitude, asking ourselves: Where do they come from? When we fetch rice to cook from the pantry, we should be aware of where it comes from. When we turn on the faucet and see the water running, we should know where that water comes from and who it is that pays for the water. When we turn on the light, we should know who is paying the electricity bill. With this kind of awareness, we preserve our humility, and we are able to make progress in our career as a monastic. If, on the other hand, we have no regard for the water that is flowing before our eyes, or when we measure out the rice, we pay no attention to what we are doing—unaware of where the rice comes from—then we are living in forgetfulness. Like this the days and months of our life are all being wasted. Therefore, whenever we use what belongs to the Sangha or the monastery, or whenever we receive in our hands an offering from a layperson, we should see it as an opportunity to practice humility and gratitude. The practice of humility and gratitude is the very thing that helps us make progress on the path of liberation.

As we eat, we practice the Five Contemplations.5 The first of the Five Contemplations in the original Chinese reads: “See where this food comes from and what kind of hard work has made it possible.” This is in the spirit of what Master Guishan teaches:


5  For the text of the Five Contemplations, see https://plumvillage.org/articles/news/new-contemplations-before-eating/


When you have finished eating, you sit in groups talking noisily, and it is all idle talk about worldly matters. Monks and nuns who behave like this fail to see that amusing themselves in this way just incurs future suffering.

Master Guishan here speaks about monks and nuns who, after ordination, continue the habits they acquired while living in the world. A monastic should eat in silence and look deeply according to the Five Contemplations. After eating, you do not sit in small groups engaging in worldly and useless conversation that is only harmful for your monastic life. The future suffering that results from such behavior comes when you are sick or old. You will regret then that you have wasted your life by not practicing to liberate yourself and realize great understanding and loving kindness in order to be able to help many people. You have not realized the original aspiration you had when you first ordained. You have received good conditions to practice from laypeople, but you have not used them to practice and, instead, have only made more unwholesome karma. This gives you a feeling of guilt that will make you suffer in the future. When you see a monastic who lives in a thoughtless way and indulges in unmindful amusements, it should wake you up. You should know not to do the same, and you must encourage your fellow monastics not to do the same either.

✼

For many past lifetimes they may have been chasing worldly comfort without ever looking deeply into their way of life. 

This is habit energy. If you are living in this way now, it is possible that in the past you have also lived in this way. You have lived without awareness and gratitude. You have lived without knowing how to value each moment you are alive, without valuing the conditions that have been given to you so that you can practice the path and realize your deep aspiration to liberate others from suffering. If you live thoughtlessly and in forgetfulness, it is possible you are just continuing the habits you had in your past lives of chasing after worldly comforts in the form of sense pleasures (wealth, sex, fame, fancy food, and too much sleep). If you give yourself a chance now to look deeply into how you are living, you will be able to stop. This work of Master Guishan is one of the conditions helping you to look back at your way of living to see whether it is an authentic monastic life. To become a monastic, you put an end to old habits. It is a revolutionary act—a revolution in habit energy. You replace these past habits with a new way of living. If, once you have become a monastic, you continue in worldly habits, it is as if you have never ordained. Therefore, you need to look at your way of life, remind each other and—every two weeks—read Master Guishan to help you contemplate your way of life. 

✼

Time flies. If you are attached to the enjoyment of material offerings, many months and years will pass by without your being able to give up this attachment. You will continue to accumulate material things just to preserve this illusory body.

There are monastics like this. They collect money in order to build a huge temple or a high stupa. Why should a monastic need a safe or a drawer to hold money? Why should a monastic seek security in the possession of money? One of the novice precepts states that you should not keep money. If you happen to be the treasurer for the community, the money you handle is not yours. You keep that money to be able to pay for the food and medicine the Sangha needs, and that is not accumulating money. A monastic is a free person, without any money in their pocket. 

The rule in Plum Village is that before you want to become a monk or a nun, you have to give away all the money you have to another charitable organization (not Plum Village). Only then can you be a free person. If you keep a bank account with money in it, it is very difficult for you to rely totally on the Sangha, and you will easily go back to worldly life when you have a difficulty living in the community. You should only be ordained as a monk or a nun when you have given away all your possessions. If when you ordain you hold on to money, it is very strange. Therefore, one of the ten novice precepts tells you not to accumulate money and possessions and not to think that they will guarantee your security. A monastic should not think that they need to keep a couple of thousand dollars in reserve in case they fall sick and need to buy medicine and pay for treatment. When you ordain, you entrust your body to the Sangha. If you get sick, the Sangha will take care of you. 

The Sangha may not have much money, but the Sangha has virtue. The only thing for you to worry about is losing your practice. If you practice as you should, when you fall sick the Sangha will help you. The Sangha does not need to store up money. The Sangha only needs to store up virtue that comes from the practice. When there is that virtue, you have everything you need. You need to be concerned for the Three Jewels and not for your individual self. You do not need to worry about keeping money around in case you get sick. Keep your pockets empty so that you are worthy to be a monastic and just take refuge in the Sangha. The Sangha is the most stable place of refuge. Anyone who has lived in the Sangha has seen that, because the Sangha is our family and an authentic place of refuge. If we do not have confidence in the Sangha, we cannot be happy. A monk or a nun sees that it is wrong to think that by storing up money, we will preserve our physical body.

✼

The Buddha advised his monks and nuns: someone who wishes to make progress on the path of spiritual practice and adorn the Dharmakaya should know how to be satisfied easily by the three requisites of clothes, food, and lodging.

The three requisites are the things that we consume every day: food, clothes, and shelter. You should never eat until you feel too full or have had more than enough. What you wear should never be more than you need or fancier than you need. Where you live should not be luxurious in any way. You should feel that in the three requisites you have a little less than you could have. Experience tells us that when we are a little bit lacking in something the value of that thing increases. When you eat a little less, the taste is much better when you do eat. When you wear fewer clothes, you feel really warm when you put on more. When you live in simple surroundings, you concentrate more on producing a homey atmosphere. When you have things in excess of your real need, those things cease to be valuable. Never having the three requisites in excess makes you more rather than less happy. On a detoxifying diet, you can eat just a little dried bread and some spoonfuls of vegetable broth and it tastes so delicious! It tastes good not because of the food but because of the way that you eat. The more you chew, the better the food tastes. Even though the piece of bread has no butter or jam, you only have to chew it fifty times and it becomes very sweet. The secret of happiness is never having the three requisites in excess.

✼

Most of you indulge in the habit of enjoying offerings, and so are not aware that days and months pass by quickly. When you do wake up to what is going on, all of a sudden your hair is white.

That is the truth. Do any of you young people believe that you will grow old? You think that other people grow old but that it will never happen to you. As far as your intellect is concerned, you accept the fact that if you live long you will have to grow old, but in reality as a young person you never believe that you will grow old. One day you wake up and are shocked to see that you really are old, and your hair has grown white.


Life is drifting away before our eyes 

It won’t be long before old age appears on our head 



These are two lines from a poem of Master Mãn Giác of the Lý era. The Buddha has taught us that every day we should contemplate the fact that we must grow old: “I am of the nature to grow old. There is no way that I can escape old age.” Young people should practice according to this teaching of the Buddha.

Old age comes very unexpectedly. This is something I have experienced. When I was young, I never believed that I would be old, and when old age came, I had to practice diligently in order to accept it. Old age manifests in many different forms. The first is memory. All of a sudden, we forget things that in the past we would not have forgotten. In the past our head was a very good hard disc. It could remember so many poems, so many numbers, so many memories, so many theories, and now there are moments when we forget words, we forget names. We resist this and cannot accept it. After three or six months, we learn how to accept and we can say: “Now I am an old man. So watch out young people! Even though you have shaved your head, your hair still becomes grey.”

✼

Someone new to the practice, who has not yet had the chance to find their direction, should put their whole heart into training and learning all they can from wise elders who have already trodden the path and have much experience in the practice. 

In the Sangha there are those who have gone before you. They have practiced and they have experience. As someone who has only just ordained, you should spend time learning from your elder brothers and sisters who have preceded you and have experience of the practice. 

✼

If you do not do this, it looks like you have ordained just to receive food and clothes. 

If you are not able to learn from your elders, it looks as if the only reason you became a monastic was to have an easy life where you do not have to make your living.
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The Precepts Are the Basis



The precepts and the vinaya have been devised by the Buddha in order to guide the minds of human beings, which are in a state of confusion. The precepts and the trainings in fine manners are clear and pure as snow.

There is a difference between precepts and vinaya. The precepts are injunctions in numerical order for us to practice ethics and fine manners, like the Five Mindfulness Trainings, the Ten Mindfulness Trainings, the two hundred and fifty Bhikshu Precepts, or the Fourteen Mindfulness Trainings of the Order of Interbeing. The scope of the vinaya is wider. The vinaya includes the precepts, but it also includes other principles and ways to organize the monastic and lay life of practice—for example, the way to organize the Rains’ Retreat, to perform the Sanghakarman procedure, and to practice repentance.

Master Guishan here means that the precepts are not devised to constrain and limit people’s freedom. They are means to wake people up, to bring people out of their state of ignorance. In our daily life we can do, say, and think things that lead to the destruction of our mind and body—as well as the body and mind of others—simply out of ignorance. When you observe the precepts, you avoid such a situation because the precepts awaken you to what you are doing. You see that by thinking, speaking, or acting in this way you will make yourself and those around you suffer; so you do not act, think, or speak like this. That is the basis and the reason for the precepts.

In the book Stepping into Freedom, the Ten Precepts and the forty-one chapters on fine manners for novices are presented with great clarity. If a novice lives according to the teachings of this book, they will become a person who is awake and brings beauty into the world. The forty-one chapters on fine manners show clearly the things you need to do and what you may not do. They show us not to do certain things because doing them leads to suffering.

There are three kinds of action: body, speech, and thinking. When these three kinds of action are not in accord with the precepts and fine manners, they bring about suffering.6 When the three kinds of action are in accord with the precepts and fine manners, they block the path to suffering and open up the path of happiness. The foundation of all precepts and fine manners is mindfulness; that is why they are the door to awakening. When you are mindful, you know that when you do certain things it makes you suffer, and when you do not do them, you can be happy. So the basis of precepts and vinaya is right mindfulness.


6 For the novice precepts and fine manners, see Thich Nhat Hanh, Stepping into Freedom (Berkeley, CA: Parallax, 2021).


✼

We should remember the principle: Stopping is to keep the precepts; doing is to transgress. When we stop ourselves from doing something that is wrong, it is keeping the precepts. When we cannot check ourselves and go ahead and cause harm, that is transgressing the precepts.

“Keeping” here means holding something intact. If we can hold the precepts in our hands and not do anything to let them fall and be broken, we can, as Trần Nhân Tông wrote in a poem, “face the adversity of impermanence.” If you want to keep your precepts intact, you have to practice stopping, which means not doing things that would cause you to transgress. “Transgress” means to break. You are tempted to eat what you should not eat, to do what you should not do, or to say what you should not say. But the precepts say: “Don’t do it!” If you follow the precepts, you will not do it, say it, or eat it, which means that you keep the precepts intact. If you turn your back on the precepts and eat, do, or say that thing, your precepts are no longer intact, and you transgress. If you want your precepts body to remain intact, you have to take refuge in the Sangha. Thanks to the Sangha you will be able to stop and not go ahead and transgress. In the Sangha you have elder and younger brothers or sisters who will take hold of you and prevent you from doing something that destroys, breaks, or cracks the precepts. If you want to practice stopping in order to keep the precepts, then you have to take refuge in the Sangha and allow your elder or younger brother or sister to help you. Without the ability to stop, you will transgress. Your own conscience—the Buddha in your own heart—tells you to stop. If you see that your conscience is not yet clear enough, you must take refuge in your sisters or brothers. They are there to help you not do something that will break and destroy your monastic life. When you break the precepts, you commit suicide—in other words you put an end to your life as a monk or a nun. It is the individual responsibility of every monastic—and the collective responsibility of the whole Sangha—to practice stopping in order to prevent a transgression of the precepts, which would end our life as a monastic.

“The precepts and the vinaya have been devised by the Buddha in order to guide the minds of human beings, which are in a state of confusion.” This state of confusion is fear, uncivilized behavior, and darkness. The precepts are a light that illumines this state of confusion. This means that the precepts contain wisdom. Usually, people think that precepts are a matter of ethics alone, but here it is shown that there is a close connection between precepts and wisdom. It is because people lack understanding that they go on the wrong path and lose their way, causing themselves and those around them to suffer. Precepts here are not prohibitions; they are the wisdom that shines light on our path. In that way we can see clearly which turn not to take that would only lead us into the abyss of suffering. Precepts show us which are the paths leading to safety, happiness, and solidity.

“The precepts and the trainings in fine manners are clear and pure as snow.” The precepts include the Five Mindfulness Trainings, The Ten Novice Precepts, The Fourteen Mindfulness Trainings of the Order of Interbeing, all of which have to be clearly presented in order for people to understand, see, and put them into practice. The details of the precepts and the way in which they are presented is referred to as the wording of the precepts (戒相, jiè xiàng). The precepts are important, but the way in which they are presented is also very important. It is thanks to the wording of the precepts that people will understand their meaning. So when we are presenting the precepts, we should above all present them in such a way that people can understand them, accept them, and make a commitment to put them into practice in their daily life. Fine manners are also precepts, but in finer detail. They help by preventing you and guarding you from breaking the precepts.

✼

When we stop ourselves from doing something that is wrong, it is keeping the precepts. When we cannot check ourselves and go ahead and cause harm, that is transgressing the precepts. 

As an individual, we should not transgress the precepts. As someone who practices the precepts, we rely on the Sangha body to take care of us and prevent us from transgressing because on our own we may not be strong enough. With the Sangha body we have enough strength to practice stopping and keeping the precepts, so we do not transgress.

In the Tale of Kiều, Thúy Kiều twice finds herself close to Kim Trọng. Both times Kim Trọng draws very close to her, but Thúy Kiều does not want him to touch her. The first time, Thúy Kiều has no experience of physical contact with a man. When the two of them meet each other, Kim Trọng finds it difficult to master himself and wants to be close to Thúy Kiều, but Thúy Kiều says: “Be careful not to do that. If you do that, you will destroy everything.” At that moment Kim Trọng woke up and treated Thúy Kiều with the utmost respect. The second time they met, it was fifteen years later. By then Thúy Kiều had been through all kinds of shameful and painful experiences. When Kim Trọng wanted to be close to her again, she behaved as she had done during their first encounter. She did not want him to touch her because she knew that if she allowed him to do this, the most beautiful thing in her life would be destroyed, and so she said: “Only a very small part of the most beautiful thing that I have, namely my keeping the precepts, remains. If you do not help me to hold it firmly but want me to break it, we shall have nothing left to give each other.” Again, Kim Trọng woke up and saw clearly that their love and their trust could remain intact if he refrained from doing something that would break this most beautiful thing that they held together. Thúy Kiều then prostrated to Kim Trọng to express her gratitude for respecting and keeping what was most beautiful and pure in her mind.

As a monastic, you should see clearly the precious value of your precepts’ body. Without your precepts’ body, you lose your confidence and have nothing clear and beautiful to offer each other. You should know how to protect each other.

✼

The beautiful beginner’s mind of a monastic should be preserved as something very precious.

When you first ordained as a monk or a nun, you had a very beautiful beginner’s mind. You can call this mind the mind of love. You vowed to dedicate your whole life to your ideal of compassion and helping others. Such a mind is infinitely lovely. When you lose it, you lose everything; you die as a monk or a nun. That is why at all costs you have to maintain your beginner’s mind. When you lose your beginner’s mind, you lose your happiness because your ideal has been destroyed. Your beginner’s mind must be nourished by precepts, concentration, and insight. You value your own beginner’s mind, and you help the other person to value their beginner’s mind—that is how you support each other. You preserve your own beginner’s mind, and you ask your brother or sister to preserve theirs. In that way you contribute to the other person’s preservation of their beginner’s mind.

✼

The chapters on precepts and fine manners are very clear and detailed enough.

There is nothing vague. The Buddha and the generations of monks and nuns who have preceded us have observed and practiced the precepts and fine manners. Because of their experience of the practice of the precepts, they have commented on and presented the form of the precepts and fine manners without anything lacking.

✼

If we can practice in accord with them, we shall put an end to all the disorder in our mind.

Disorder here means obstructions like narrow-mindedness, bouts of anger, jealousy, indulgence in sense pleasures, and indolence in our daily life. These obstacles weaken our beginner’s mind, stop it in its development, not allowing the river to flow out into the sea. If we practice according to the precepts and the fine manners, we can help the spiritual stream in us to flow, and we shall not be obstructed by the disorder present in our mind now.

✼

If you do not study and practice the precepts, how can you hope to understand the teachings of the higher vehicle?

“The teachings of the higher vehicle” refers to the wonderful and sublime teachings of Buddhism. In Buddhism there are basic teachings, practices intended for the beginner, for someone who has just begun as an aspirant. However, after the teachings and Dharma doors for the beginners, Buddhism has higher teachings and practices for people to be able to go deep, called the deeper teachings and practices. The higher vehicle is a great vehicle. If we do not practice precepts and fine manners, we do not have the chance to ride on that great vehicle that can take us far. We just keep going around and around in one place. Someone who wishes to ride on the higher vehicle has to study and practice the precepts and fine manners.
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Nourishing the Beginner’s Mind



How regrettable it is to let your life drift by without meaning! Even if you regret it later on, there is no time left to make good what you have wasted. 

Many people, including monks and nuns, waste their lives. They believe that their life will last hundreds or thousands of years, but in fact their life only lasts seventy or eighty years or less. They waste every day until their whole life has been wasted. This is a cause for great regret. If we live in an awakened way, we will see around us people who do not know where they are going, lacking youthful energy and the bodhisattva ideal. This was something that also occurred in the eighth century around Master Guishan. He had seen monastics who lived in a state of stagnation without the flame of an ideal, the flame of confidence, without the energy of a river that is flowing towards the sea. If now you are not able to see this, then when, in the future, old age and death come and you feel regret, there is no time left. You are already old, and death is just around the corner. You cannot return to your youthful days, to the enthusiasm and energy of youth, in order to be able to fulfill your ideal.

✼

If you have not allowed the teachings to enter your heart, how will you be able to realize the right path?

The teachings mean the truth that the Buddha taught. When you do not study these teachings, when you do not participate in Dharma sharing for the essence of the Buddhadharma to enter your heart, how can there ever be a day when you realize the right path? First of all you must study the true teachings. Then you will have a chance to apply these teachings in daily life. When you apply the teachings, one day you will wake up to the truth. There are things that you learned five or ten years ago that you thought you understood, but you still have not truly understood them. However, when you suffer greatly and you put these teachings into practice, you begin to understand what you learned. That is what is meant by waking up. Although there are teachings that you believe you have already learned, you find that you have not truly brought them into your heart. They are still lying in your brain.

The teachings are for your whole being—not just your head but also your heart. If you study just to store up knowledge, then your studies amount to nothing more than an intellectual idea about the teachings. All you can do with this knowledge is talk about it. When you bring the teachings into your heart you will be able to apply them in your daily life. You do not just memorize teachings and then bring them out for others to hear like a voice recorder. When the teachings enter your heart, it means they enter your daily practice, helping you realize your ideal.

✼

There are monks or nuns who are advanced in age and have been ordained for a long time whose mind is empty of insight but full of self-importance.

This was true of a number of monks in the eighth century. If we look around us, in the twenty-first century we can also discover monks like that. They may be sixty, seventy, or eighty years old. They may have been practicing as monks for fifty or sixty years, but they have no insight. The things that they study and talk about have nothing to do with their daily life. Their arrogance is the same old arrogance they have always had. Their narrow-mindedness is the same. Their anger and jealousy are just the same as they have always been. There has been no change in that monk even though he may call himself an upādhyāya who has been ordained for sixty years. These years of practice have been of no benefit because he does not have the essence that makes a monk a monk: the insight, the awakening, the understanding. All these are absent. Without understanding there cannot be transformation of body and mind. The unwholesome habit energies and the suffering have remained intact. The ego still manifests clearly. So what of the advanced age and the long years of monkhood? They are of no benefit to anyone—let alone the future generation. Self-importance means assuming that one is important in one’s position as a leader, an upādhyāya, a head of the congregation.

✼

Because they do not know how to rely on guidance from good spiritual friends, they keep thinking they are doing well and with time become insolent and arrogant.

A good spiritual friend is someone who has studied, practiced, and realized the practice. A spiritual friend can be a young person. Anyone who has studied, practiced, realized the practice, and transformed is our good spiritual friend. Often our disciples can also be our good spiritual friends because although they are younger than us, they have studied, practiced, and realized the practice.

Sometimes our son or daughter is our good spiritual friend. You have to learn how to recognize a good spiritual friend and rely on that person in order to practice, to learn, and to transform. If you do not know how to rely on good spiritual friends, you will keep thinking that you are doing very well and that you have a good understanding of the Buddhadharma just because you have been ordained for many years. Or because you are advanced in age, you act as the village elder and think: “I am an important person!” This means you become insolent and arrogant. You do not have the virtue of humility. You do not have a chance to learn anything new. Your mind is empty of anything significant in terms of insight and understanding. When you are arrogant, it manifests in the impolite way you speak and in your attitude in daily life.

✼

If they are not clear about the Dharma nor well versed in the precepts, they will not be able to master their body and mind.

The aim of the practice is to be able to master our body and mind. It is only by mastering body and mind that we are able to transform them. If you do not have a clear understanding of the teachings, and you do not know anything about nor practice the precepts and fine manners, how can you hope to master your body and mind?

✼

They will not give themselves the chance to be in touch with and pay respect to high and virtuous monks. They are satisfied just to meet in small groups like people of the world to amuse themselves and make idle conversation.

Whenever a good spiritual friend comes to your monastery, you have a chance to observe their virtue, spiritual beauty, and wholesomeness. Then your heart is moved, and you are enthusiastic about learning from such a virtuous elder who has a high degree of understanding and insight. If, however, you are lax and refuse to meet a virtuous elder, a good spiritual friend, and just like gathering in groups to amuse yourselves and engage in idle talk about worldly matters, that is of absolutely no benefit for your life as a monastic. A monastic should make a commitment never to speak about things that are not worth speaking about—like the failings of another person, another practice center, or another monk or nun. This kind of conversation is gossip and transgresses the precepts. To indulge in it is just to waste time that could be devoted to your studies and practice. Whenever you sit together, drink tea together, or otherwise spend time together, you should avoid this kind of idle talk that has nothing to do with your daily practice. Do not waste your time! The time of a monastic is too precious to be wasted by irrelevant matters like this.

✼

They scrape their bowls noisily, and when they finish eating are the first to leave. This is no way for a monk to behave.

While eating you do not practice the fine manners—in fact, you do not practice at all! You are not in touch with the food. You are not in touch with the Sangha surrounding you. You do not know how to dwell happily in the present moment. While eating you are thinking confusedly about this and that. At the same time, you make a loud noise by scraping your bowl. When you have finished eating, you stand up and leave before your elders. Making a noise as you eat and leaving before your elders show that you do not have the demeanor of a monastic and completely lack fine manners.

✼

Standing up or sitting down abruptly, they disturb the mindfulness of others. They do not embody even the minimal practice or the most basic fine manners. How then will they be able to teach and train the future generation of monks and nuns?

Standing up and sitting down abruptly shows that you are not practicing the fine manners. Behaving like this you disturb the pure and calm atmosphere of your practice community. The presence of such a member of the Sangha robs the Sangha of much of its beauty and creates obstacles for the practice of others. A monastic should sit down, stand up, and walk in mindfulness. The coming and going, the standing and sitting of a monastic are always done with awareness in a leisurely way. This behavior inspires people’s respect. It shows our brothers and sisters how we are practicing. It shows friends who have come from far away to practice with us the spiritual dimension of our life. If you are to be called a real monastic, the fine manners of walking, standing, sitting, and lying should be practiced wholly in mindfulness. If you can practice like that for one or two weeks, you will grow in beauty, and that beauty will adorn your Sangha. You do not need to practice a long time in order to produce this kind of beauty. You need the beauty that comes from fine manners because it goes along with truth and goodness. 

Your fine manners are very important. Every mindful step you make, every mindful breath you take contribute a great deal to the Sangha. You should remind yourself that no day should go by when you do not adorn your Sangha with your steps, mindful breathing, speech, and actions. Your life should emanate true beauty—not the beauty that is just an outer show. You can contribute so much to the Sangha—not by working hard day and night, but by your smile, your breathing, your fine manners, and your mindfulness. This contribution will give people faith. It creates an atmosphere that supports the practice of other members of the Sangha.

“They do not embody even the minimal practice or the most basic fine manners. How then will they be able to teach and train the future generation of monks and nuns?” Such monks may say: “I have to instruct the monks, the nuns, and the novices. I have to guide the future generation.” How can someone who does not practice the fine manners instruct or guide the future generation? Giving a training to the future generation is a task that the Buddha and our own teacher have entrusted to us. If we do not offer that training, we are not a loyal son or daughter of the Buddha, of our ancestral teachers, or of our own teacher in this lifetime. If we want to offer the training to the future generation and give them instructions that they will follow, we have to speak by our way of living and not by words alone. When you stand, sit, walk, lie down, and interact with others you are instructing your younger brother or sister. We should act in such a way that the future generations can see the jewel that we have received from our ancestral teachers. Only then can we guide the future generation. As an elder brother or sister, we need to guide the younger brothers and sisters. The word guide (接引, jiē yǐn) in Chinese is made of two characters: the first character is to transmit and to continue, the second character means to show the way. This is the only way we can repay our gratitude to the Buddha, ancestors, and our teacher. We help our brothers and sisters follow what is precious in us—all the knowledge and the practice which we have received. When people see that we, as an elder brother or sister, are guiding the younger ones and able to transmit to the younger ones, they see us as a Dharma instrument. They have faith in us. We are handing on to our younger brothers and sisters these precious things that have been handed down to us, helping them to improve each day, and not forcing them to follow our personal ideas. That is what is meant by training the future generation. Training the future generation is the work of every monk and nun. It is the way for every monk and nun to show their gratitude to the Buddha and the ancestral teachers. You do not have to be advanced in years, a Dharma teacher, or an abbess or abbot to show the way to the future generation. If you have a younger brother or sister by just three months, you can already show the way to their generation. When you have younger brothers and sisters you know that you are an elder brother or sister who should be a model for those who come after. Every breath, step, and smile in mindfulness is something that can show a younger brother or sister the way.

✼

The newly ordained will not be able to look up to them as an example. 

Because they do not practice the precepts and the fine manners, they walk and stand up abruptly; once they have finished eating, they stand up before their elders; their conversations have nothing to do with the spiritual path of practice. When a younger sister or brother looks at them, they see no model or example. When you are not an example for your younger brother or sister, you are not loyal to the Buddha or to your teacher. Many teach not by their words but by their daily way of life. You only need to walk, stand, sit, and lie down in mindfulness, and your younger brother or sister can learn from you straightaway; that is what is meant by being an example. You are an object of trust for the future generation; and that is what is meant by training the future generation. 

✼

When they are reminded about the practice or fine manners, they immediately reply: “I am a forest monk.”

Someone says they are a wilderness monk, and therefore do not need to follow the accepted behavior of society. This is a thoughtless way of speaking.

In the past, many practice centers were established by monks in the forest. Sometimes, a monk was allowed to live in a little hut of leaves and branches while all the other monks just stayed in the forest without a hut. The forest would be their house. That is why people used to refer to monasteries as a forest (叢林, cóng lín). This way of life is still practiced in Thailand and Myanmar. In Myanmar they talk about the forest tradition. In Huế a monastery up in the mountain or in the forest is called Mountain Gate. The large monastery founded by the Upadhyāya Thiện Hòa in the countryside is called The Great Forest Monastery. The tradition of monks living in the forest or on the mountain in order to train in the practice along with other members of the Sangha has been important. Expressions like forest monk or mountain monk sound beautiful, but here the monk is using them in order to avoid being criticized for not practicing according to the fine manners of the monastic life. When asked “Why do you, who are a monk, walk without mindfulness and talk in an unrefined way?” they would say “I'm a forest monk; I don't need all these complicated things!"

✼

Since they have never really learned to practice the Dharma doors of the Buddha, they remain unrefined, without being able to change.

Such monks or nuns are still liable to regression. They are unrefined and follow the instincts of worldly life because they have just read a couple of sutras, heard a few Dharma talks, and have not yet really received into their lives authentically transmitted Dharma doors of the Buddha. If you practice the precepts, fine manners, and mindfulness, you become refined, cultured, and beautiful. A practitioner who can dwell peacefully in the present moment, practicing the fine manners and mindfulness, has a dignified and graceful comportment that is said to have the taste of Zen. When you look at a monk, nun, or novice who has fine manners and mindfulness, you will see the taste of Zen in that person. Sometimes you will see a monk, nun, or novice who does not yet have that taste. We should practice in such a way that our way of being offers the taste of Zen because only then can we help others to be liberated from their suffering.

✼

They look at things in this mistaken way because at the outset their beginner’s mind was not nourished in a good environment.

When you have just been ordained as a monastic, you have the beginner’s mind—something that is very good and beautiful. If you then live in circumstances that do not nourish this mind, it will dry up. Losing your beginner’s mind is losing something very important! So, when you make the decision to become a monastic, you should be careful and place yourself in an environment that is favorable for your beginner’s mind and helps you to always nourish it. That environment should include brothers and sisters who are practicing in the true spirit of mindfulness, the precepts, and fine manners, and have an ideal—then you will not lose your beginner’s mind. It would be a pity to blame those who have lost their beginner’s mind when they have not had such a suitable environment. Master Guishan sees this and has compassion and understanding for such monastics.

Master Guishan was ordained as a monk when he was fifteen years old by Master Fachang, a vinaya master specializing in teaching the monastic disciplinary code. When he was twenty-three years old, he met Master Baizhang Huaihai, a greatly revered monk of that era who was the author of the Pure Regulations of Baizhang. This very famous work, which comprises the regulations for a Zen monastery, was used by many later generations for the organization of monastic life. Thus both of Master Guishan’s teachers were specialists in the monastic precepts. He progressed a great deal in his studies and practice under Master Baizhang, becoming one of his most senior and accomplished disciples. He also was in contact with the famous hermits Hanshan (Cold Mountain) and Shede. During the forty years he was living and teaching in the temple on the Guishan mountain, he became very famous, and large numbers of disciples came to learn from him. The prominent prime minister Peixiu, who was also a Buddhist scholar, often came to the mountain to consult with the master. When Master Guishan passed away at the age of eighty-three, he had been a bhikshu for sixty-four years. 

Master Yanshang (仰山, Yǎng Shān), who was thirty-six years younger than Master Guishan, practiced under him for more than fifteen years. The disciples of these two masters combined their teachings to make a lineage called the Guiyang school (潙仰宗, Guīyǎng Zōng). It is one of the five Chinese Zen schools, sometimes called the five petals of a fragrant flower.

When we learn these details from the biography of Master Guishan, we realize why the master emphasized the practice of precepts and fine manners. We understand why he wrote this work Admonitions and Encouraging Words, which has guided so many generations of monks and nuns in their practice.

✼

If a monk or a nun allows the habits of impure craving to pull them into the ways of the world, then gradually their manners will become coarse and, in no time at all, they will grow old and out of touch.

Around Master Guishan were people who allowed the ways of the world to influence them and draw them away from the practice. Such people are not masters of themselves, unable as they are to guard their six senses. They allow the impure elements of form, sound, scent, taste, touch, and objects of mind to drag them along. Although they do not commit the most serious offences, still their behavior shows that they do not have a strong ideal, great compassion, nor a great aspiration. They run after the petty happiness of pleasures that cause them harm: the pleasures of the world, and not the happiness of liberation. If you have these habit energies already and if you are not able to master yourself, you will allow them to drag you where they will until there is nothing left that could be called the aspiration of a monk or a nun. The little sense pleasures of the eye, the nose, the tongue, the body, and the mind are like little enemies: when they gather together and drag you away, you are totally defeated.

There are monks or nuns who are only forty years old, but they are already like old men or women. They are out of touch with the time in which they live, coarse, and ill-mannered. They do not behave like a free person; they do not convey the beauty of a monastic. They are not progressive in the slightest degree and cannot be a model for the future generations. “Old” here means they lack energy. They might say: “I have no more energy for that. Let the young do it if they want. I am too old.” “Out of touch” means uncultured, unrefined, unable to set a good example for the young.

There are people who are advanced in years but still have energy. They are still a revolutionary at heart. They want to forge ahead and open up a way for future generations. The Buddha was like that. At the age of seventy-five and eighty, he still wanted to change the prevalent culture and was always doing something to open up the path for the future. The Buddha never lacked energy and never lost touch with the time in which he was living.

✼

If anyone should approach them, seeking guidance about the practice, they have none to give: the one who asks feels like they are facing a wall.

The monk may be an abbot or a preceptor, but he has no understanding to offer. He knows nothing about the direction that is needed for the future and cannot receive and guide the future generation. If someone comes and asks: “Respected teacher, what should I do in this situation in order to resolve this difficulty?” he does not understand how to help. The person who asked the question feels that he is standing in front of a wall. This is because the monk has spent all his time raising money to build a temple or a kitchen or to buy more food, and he needs time to host wealthy or influential people or those who come to offer words of praise. Only someone who has no more vitality and is out of touch with the real situation could be like that. In our own time there are people like that.

✼

When the younger generation of monks and nuns come to consult with them, they are not able to guide them.

This is a real shame. When young people who want to know the best way ahead come with a real question, the teacher has no insight or idea at all to offer and so cannot guide them.

✼

If they discuss anything at all, it has nothing to do with the sutras or the Buddha’s teachings.

Someone can have the ability to speak very fluently and at great length, but what they say is not in the least related to the true teachings of the Buddha. They say a great deal that is of no benefit for themselves or the person they are talking to.

✼

Moreover, when the young monks and nuns refuse to do what they say, they condemn them for lack of respect, lose their temper, and shout at them.

The young people have limits to what they can endure. When their elders force them to obey in a way that they do not understand and cannot accept, they refuse to do so. Then the elders become angry and say that the younger ones lack respect. This happened in the time of Master Guishan in the eighth century, and it is something that happens in our own time in the twenty-first century. Every sentence spoken by Master Guishan comes from his heart. He speaks of reality and that reality can give us a jolt to wake us up.
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Practice before It’s Too Late



A day will come when they are dying on their sickbed about to breathe their last. At that time every kind of suffering will assail, oppress, and close in on them. Their mind will be full of anxiety and fear. The way ahead is dark, and they have no idea where they are going.

These are words of warning. There are people who live in a confused way, out of touch with the times. When at their last on their deathbed, physical suffering crowds in upon them. Along with all the physical pain is the psychological suffering of seeing that their life has been meaningless. Their life has known no ideal, no compassion, no love. They have not been able to help anyone. All this regret and sadness along with the physical pain amounts to an enormous suffering. They are not at peace when they die because they do not know where they are going. They are in a state of utter confusion. The path ahead is obscure, and they do not know where they are going. This is how the moment of death can be. If someone has practiced and arrived at understanding, then they can smile at the moment of death because they know where they are going, can see themselves continuing in and with the future generations. They see themselves climbing the hill of the century with the future generations, and they are no longer afraid. The moment of death is a true bell of mindfulness for all of us.

✼

Only then will they regret that they have not practiced. But to dig a well when you are dying of thirst is already too late!

It is only at the moment of death that they begin to feel regret. They regret that they have lived inattentively, in forgetfulness, in stagnation, concerned more with gratification through sensual pleasures. They feel regret at this point, but it is too late; when one is dying of thirst, it is too late to dig a well. You have to wake up while you are still alive. When you are still young, you should have a teacher to remind you of these things. You should read The Admonitions and Encouraging Words of Master Guishan twice every month so that he can be there to remind you.

✼

They feel remorse for not practicing earlier, seeing that they are now old and have accumulated many wrong doings in the past.

The fact is that they are old, death is not far away, and the wrongdoings they have accumulated from the past are so many. The original text reads, “Advanced in age with too many wrong doings.”

✼

When, at the moment of death, the five skandhas and the four elements rapidly fall apart, their minds are filled with terror.

The moment of death, the time of dying, is very important, because the five skandhas (form, feelings, perceptions, mental formations, and consciousness) and the four elements (earth, water, fire, and air) disintegrate very quickly. Simultaneously many feelings of regret, terror, and dread can arise. Therefore, we must take care to practice in advance. Someone who has practiced is not afraid when that moment comes: they have understanding and know where they are going. Especially if you have Dharma friends at your side to give spiritual support, you can smile as you leave this life.

✼

Then the net is torn apart, and the bird flies: consciousness is pulled wherever its karma leads it. The person will be pulled after whatever karma is heaviest in his or her consciousness, just like a debtor whose creditors come and take him away.

This is the decisive moment of a lifetime. The original reads: “the net breaks apart, the bird flies, and the consciousness follows its actions.” If someone has done wrong and broken the precepts, their consciousness will push them into an unfortunate destiny, like someone who is in debt: whoever of his creditors is strong will carry him away with them. In the present moment if you are a monk or a nun and you have broken one or two precepts and you have not expressed regret, begun anew, and practiced to transform, at the moment of death whatever debt is heavy will come and make its claim. You will be carried away as recompense. Since we are human, there are few of us who can avoid making mistakes, but once the mistake has been made, we should express our regret and begin anew. We have to compensate by doing skillful actions, just as when we stain our clothes, we have to use soap in order to remove the stain. In the same way, we have to practice. We have to do the positive things that will provide the conditions to neutralize our wrongdoing. These words of Master Guishan are a strong bell of mindfulness.

✼

The sickle of impermanence does not hesitate for one instant. It is not possible to lengthen your life by even one moment. By then, the time of death is determined, and it will not wait for us.

We have translated 無常殺鬼 (wú cháng shā guǐ, demon of impermanence) as “the sickle of impermanence.” The sickle of impermanence is the law of cause and effect—the law of impermanence. It comes and it strikes. You cannot say to it: “No, not yet! Wait a moment!” You cannot negotiate with the sickle of impermanence.

✼

If the three realms of saṃsāra have not been overcome, there is no knowing how many thousands of times more you will have to go in and out of the gates of birth and death.

You have become a monk or a nun and have been given the chance to practice but have not made the most of that opportunity. Only when this lifetime is ending do you see that you still need to be reborn in the three realms of saṃsāra. You see that you have wasted the opportunity of your monastic life, and it is impossible to know when you will have a second chance to practice and be liberated. When you read this section, tears should come to your eyes because you see there are people like this all around, and you too will become like that if you do not practice as you should.

You have not yet been liberated from the three realms—the desire realm, the form realm, and the formless realm—although you have been lucky enough to become a monk or a nun. If you have wasted that opportunity in this life, will you ever be lucky enough to receive it again? These words are a tear or a drop of blood from Master Guishan.






6

Strive Diligently



When I think of this, I feel great compassion, and there is no way I can stop myself from offering these words to remind you.

When we remind someone, they may become angry, or even insult us. But when we see the people around us living in delusion, we feel sorry for them and for ourselves, so it is difficult not to say something to remind them. Why is it that they have been ordained as we have, yet they live in such a disorderly manner, in a state of stagnation? Although people may insult us, abuse us, and tell us not to put on airs like a teacher, we accept all that because we find it impossible not to remind them.

✼

We are unfortunate to have been born at the end of the Era of the Semblance Dharma and are separated from the Buddha by so many lifetimes. Our practice and understanding of the Buddhadharma is superficial and most monks and nuns are lazy.

Some monks and nuns do not study the Buddhadharma in the right way. The majority are usually lazy, and so their knowledge of Buddhism is superficial. They study little and make out that they have learned much. They give a great deal of importance to their position, to a life in which they can gratify their sensual desires. Ultimately, the comforts they enjoy in their daily lives are greater than their progress in their studies and practice. Semblance Dharma means that it is like the Right Dharma but is not the Right Dharma. Semblance Dharma is very close to the End of the Dharma.

The duration of the Buddhadharma is divided into three periods. The first period is called the Era of the Right Dharma, the second period the Era of the Semblance Dharma, and the third period the Era of the End of the Dharma. To change the period of the End of the Dharma into the period of the Right Dharma is our work as the continuation of the Buddha. If we do not practice correctly, then the Right Dharma will very quickly become the Semblance Dharma, and the Semblance Dharma will become the End of the Dharma. If we practice correctly, we shall be able to transform the Semblance Dharma into the Right Dharma, and the End of the Dharma into the Right Dharma. The Right Dharma can also be translated as the true teachings and practice. The Semblance Dharma can also be translated as what looks like the true teachings or practice but is not the true teachings and practice. The End of the Dharma can also be translated as the wrong teachings and practice. In order to be the continuation of the Buddha, we study and practice to change the Semblance Dharma and the End of the Dharma into the Right Dharma.

✼

Because I have seen that, though my understanding is still limited, I am not hesitant to be bold in speaking out in order to encourage the future generations.

Master Guishan is very humble. He says that his insight is limited but he feels such compassion that he cannot but speak out and that he speaks out above all to help the future generations. I sympathize very much with Master Guishan. I have spoken to senior monks, and they have not listened, they have even chided me. There is a better chance that the younger generation will listen, so I speak to the future generation and with any luck, they will understand.

✼

If we are not able to give up the habit energy of arrogance, how can we transform our body and mind?

Arrogance means telling ourselves and others that we are practicing well, that we are right. It is a tremendous obstacle on the path of practice.

✼

The aim of a monastic is to step up onto the shore of freedom, and that is why they are different in their appearance and mind from people of the world.

發足超方 (fā zú chaō fāng) is an expression used in Buddhism that we have translated as stepping into freedom. 超 (chaō) means transcending, rising above the plane of bondage, attachment, sensual love, discrimination, and anger. 超方 (chaō fāng) is a transcendent place. 發 (fā) is to open up. 發足超方 (fā zú chaō fāng) means we take the first step up into the place of liberation. The English translation stepping into freedom is also the title of the training manual for novices. Although it was written for novice monks and nuns, the book has sold very well. Many laypeople also buy it and put the teachings into practice.

Both the body and mind of a monastic should be different from the body and mind of one who lives in the world. The mind of a monastic is no longer a petty mind that competes, is angry or jealous. The mind has to be extensive for us to be able to step up into freedom.

The body of a monastic should also be different from that of a worldly person. In the world people let their hair grow but a monastic shaves their head. The Buddha has taught: “My child, every morning when you wake up, take your hand and feel your head to remind yourself that you are a monastic.” In the world people can dress in red or purple, but the monastic only wears dull colors. Every time you put on your monastic robe, you know that this is the robe of a monastic. The shaven head and the brown robe are bells of mindfulness helping us to remember that we are monastics. They are not an excuse for us to show off to others that we are a monk or a nun or that we are in a position to lead them. Shaving the head and putting on the robe are to help us to practice, not to give us a position of authority. Furthermore, the shaven head and the brown robe remind us that the way of the world is different from our way, and we have to practice to step up into freedom and out of the worldly way of bondage, attachment, anger, and discrimination.

The text in Chinese is very simple: The body and mind of a monastic must be different from those of people of the world. The body is important. It is very important to shave the head. If you are not allowed to shave your head, then you cannot be part of the monastic Sangha. Shaving the head is a symbol of freedom that goes along with the practice of the ten precepts and the 250 or 348 precepts of a monk or nun. It means that our afflictions and our desires from before have all been shaved away. It is the same when we put on the monastic robe: we see that things we used to run after which we felt we could not do without—our competitiveness, our anger—are no longer worthy of holding on to. Our shaved head and brown robe are evidence of our desire to put an end to our former way of living and open up the way to a new life.

Wearing the monastic robe is a means of reminding ourselves to be more humble than before. When we were in the world, humility may not have been important to us. When we became a monastic, put on our robe, and shaved our head, we had to begin practicing humility. If someone wears the brown robe as a monk or a nun, or the brown jacket of a lay practitioner in the Order of Interbeing, and does not practice humility, then they are not yet worthy of the brown robe that they wear, the precepts they have received, nor the practice they have committed themselves to. Our observance of the precepts, our practice, and our compassion give us a spiritual prestige; only then do others take into account what we say. If we are more compassionate, more understanding, fresh, graceful, and able to be open, then the quality of our virtue is high. It is just that quality of virtue that makes people respect us and not our brown or yellow robe.

There are people who receive the novice precepts or the precepts of the Order of Interbeing who feel they are important because they wear the brown robe. It is a pity for them that they have this feeling of importance. In Part 2, Master Guishan says: “Why when you have just received the precepts are you in such a hurry to call yourself venerable?” The precepts’ transmission is an opportunity to practice, and our robe is to remind us of this. It is not an excuse to be proud. As monks and nuns, we cannot be like people out in the world.

✼

A monastic has to continue and make brighter the lineage of the holy Sangha; master the different kinds of māra; be able to repay the debt of gratitude towards parents, teachers, friends, and all species; and bring beings in all three realms to the other shore.

The lineage of the holy ones has been transmitted from the ancestral teachers to our own teacher of this lifetime, and our teacher transmits this lineage to us. The lineage is literally called “holy seeds.” When we talk about the pope, we say that he has holiness, and that is why we call him “His Holiness.” When we talk about the Dalai Lama, it is the same. When we call others “His Holiness,” we may feel that we ourselves do not have holiness. In fact, we do have holiness because it has been transmitted to us by the ancestral teachers and our own teacher. When we live in mindfulness, take a step in mindfulness, or take a breath in mindfulness, that is the beginning of holiness. While we are cooking, washing clothes, cleaning the lavatory, we can help the seed of holiness in us to grow. The seed of holiness is something very real just as is its opposite: the seed of profanity. The seed of profanity is worldliness, the lack of refinement, forgetfulness, jealousy, discrimination, and attachment. We have the seed of profanity, but we also have the seed of holiness. We are the disciples of our teacher, our teacher’s teacher, the Buddha, and the holy Sangha, which means that we have received the seed of holiness into our body and our spirit. In our daily practice, every breath and every step is for us to help the seed of holiness to grow. 

Here, it is said: “make brighter the lineage of the holy Sangha.” To allow the lineage of the holy ones to become extinct is a serious failure. We need to have the confidence that there is holiness in us. This is something that Buddha has said time and time again. Holiness is the Buddha nature. Every day, our practice has to help that seed to grow, and that is the only way that we can keep the holy lineage alive. When you study and practice, instruct your younger brothers and sisters or your disciples; you transmit that seed to them, and you are someone who can be said to practice filial piety. To allow the lineage to become extinct is spoken of as the absence of filial piety. In Chinese and Vietnamese culture, it is called 無後 (wú hò), which means not continuing the ancestral line. A student who wishes to be kind to his teacher should have disciples and transmit to those disciples the seed of holiness. We have disciples in order to have good fields in which to sow the seeds that we have received from our teacher and our teacher’s teacher. This is what is meant by having a continuation. If we do not practice, we have nothing to hand down to the next generation, and so we do not continue the ancestral line. Not to have descendants to continue one is a significant failure as far as the Asian culture is concerned. In the Chinese version of Master Guishan, there are words which mean to make something continue and prosper. We continue and make prosperous the seed of holiness.

The different kinds of māra are the māra of attachment, of anger, of ignorance, arrogance, suspicion, and doubt. These are the māras that we must master. 

“Be able to repay the debt of gratitude towards your parents, teachers, friends, and all species.” A monastic is not an ingrate—someone who has no sense of responsibility—but is someone who is  always taking care of the four great debts of gratitude. We have to repay our debt of gratitude to our parents but in the monastic way. Repaying gratitude to our parents is not just going to work to make money and sending some to our parents. It is to be successful in our practice as a monastic and to be able to help many people on the path of practice. In that way our parents will benefit from the fruits of our practice. If we are stable in our practice as a monastic, our family will also be stable and will be proud to have a son or daughter who has become part of the lineage of the holy ones.

“Bring beings in all three realms to the other shore.” The other shore here means the shore of liberation from suffering. Beings here refers not to one or two beings in our immediate surroundings but to the many beings in the three realms (desire, form, and formless realms). “To make brighter the lineage of the holy Sangha, master the different kinds of māra, be able to repay the debt of gratitude towards parents, teachers, friends, and all species and bring beings in all three realms to the other shore.” If by day and night you carry this aspiration in your heart, you will no longer be indolent or lose yourself in petty angers and jealousies. On the contrary you will overcome them very easily. 

✼

If you cannot live according to this aspiration, you are just someone who joined the Sangha to make use of it for your own ends. 

The place of people with shaved heads and the robe of squares, who practice out of a deep aspiration, is not your place. You do not have that deep aspiration, yet you intrude into that place and live with those of deep aspiration. This means that you are misusing the place. You have forced yourself into the life of a monastic, but you are not a real monk or nun. You are just the outer form of a monk or a nun.

✼

Your actions and words are neglectful, and you let down the donors who give you your means of livelihood.

We have to realize the above aspiration; if not, then we have entered the Sangha just to make use of it for our own ends: our practice is simply the outer form with no real content. As the days pass, your words and actions are less and less spiritual, less and less in accordance with the Dharma. Just like a neglected plot of land that grows into a jungle because it has no one to cultivate it, so your words and actions become every day more coarse and worldly. You betray the good intentions of the donors. The donors give you offerings so that you can practice. You receive the offerings but do not practice right mindfulness. You do not fulfill the duty of a monastic practitioner; that is how you betray the heart of the donors. In the Five Contemplations that you read before eating, there are the following sentences: “This food is the gift of the earth, the sky, numerous living beings and much hard and loving work. We vow to live mindfully and with gratitude in order to be worthy to receive it.” This means that you have to live in a way that is worthy of receiving the food that is offered by donors. If you want to be worthy of the offering, then every action, every word, and every gesture should be mindful. 

✼

Look back over the years to the time when you began the practice. Have you made any steps forward?

This is one of the best sentences in this work by Master Guishan. “When you began the practice” refers to the day when you shaved your head and put on the monastic robe for the first time. You look back at your monastic career and see that you have not made an inch of progress. You are exactly as you were when you started to practice. You have not transformed at all. Your relationship with your teachers and Dharma brothers and sisters has not improved in the least. You have not yet put down your roots in your fellow monastics. You still blame, you are still angry, you still want to run away. So how can you say that you have made any progress since you ordained? If you see that you have made considerable steps forward, that you have transformed, that you have many moments of happiness, and that you have a good relationship with your Dharma brothers and sisters, then you know that you have taken many steps on the path of practice.

✼

If you have just lived for the days to pass by, then you will feel terrified as this life ends. You will have nothing to look forward to, and nothing to take refuge in.

If you continue just to let the days pass by, you will no longer have something to take refuge in, and as your life comes to an end, you feel dismay and panic. Our refuge is our daily practice. It is not a place or an environment.

We all need something to take refuge in and to hope for. That something is not a person, an establishment, or a geographical location. It is our practice. Our mindful steps, our mindful breathing, our smile, and our transformation are what we can trust and take refuge in. Even if thieves take everything, burn all our books and writings, even if we do not have a cent in our bank account, we have nothing to fear and we can still smile as normal. Our place of refuge is our capacity to feel joy in being alive, our capacity to accept to live anywhere and still to be happy. The most solid place of refuge for us is our own person. We take refuge in the Buddha in ourselves. This means we take refuge in our own stability, ease, freedom, peace, and joy. That is our own authentic resource. A monk or a nun cannot look on money or material assets as their resource. They cannot take refuge in power. The only place of refuge is the power of our virtuous conduct that is the result of our daily practice. If you live only for the days to pass by you, will feel terrified as this life ends, as you will have nothing to look forward to and nothing to take refuge in. These words are a very strong bell of mindfulness for us.

Having read to this point, many monks and nuns want to cry when they see the extent of their mistakes. They see how they have betrayed the hopes of so many people, including the Buddha, the holy ones, their Dharma friends, their donors. They feel they have ruined their life. Knowing this, Master Guishan writes:

However, if you look again, you may see that the beautiful image of a monastic is still there. If in the past you had not sown good seeds, how today would you have the good fortune to be a monk or a nun?

The fact that your teacher has ordained you, shaved your head, and given you a brown robe is already sufficient cause to be remarked upon. If in the past you had not laid down wholesome causes and conditions, you would not have been ordained in this life. This proves that in the past you have made a store of merit, so you should not suffer so much; you should not feel too much disappointment. You should see the positive elements in your environment. The beautiful form of a monastic can still be seen. If in the past you had not sown good seeds, you would not now have that appearance.

✼

So why do you sit by with your arms folded, not making the best of the time you have, but letting the months and years pass without practicing?

You should come before a mirror and look at your face, your shaved head, your brown robe and then smile and say: “Starting from now, I am going to practice properly.” That is the suggestion of Master Guishan. The moment in front of the mirror is the moment when you decide that you will not remain idle, allowing time to pull you along after it.

✼

If you do not make a diligent effort on the path, how can you reap the fruits of the practice in the future?

Fully realizing the fruits of the practice is not a matter of empty words but is something we can do, just as when farmers sow sunflower seeds, they will be able to harvest the flower heads of the sunflowers. If in April you look at the fields around Plum Village, you will not see sunflowers, but the seeds have already been sown. Nearly all the conditions for the arising of sunflowers have come together. They just have to wait for the warm summer in order to manifest. We are the same. If we sow the seeds of love, understanding, and awakening, and if we water them every day, it is certain that the fruits and flowers of love, understanding, and awakening will manifest, and that is what is meant by “reaping the fruits of the practice.”

Fruits of the practice are not something obscure. They are the natural result of our practice. You smile to your Dharma brother, and you see the result right away. You have lived with him for three or four years, but you have never praised him. Then, quite naturally one afternoon you give him some praise, and right away you see his face brighten up. In your heart, you feel something fresh because in the past you could never bring yourself to praise him. His bright face and the freshness in your heart are fruits of the practice. It means nothing more than that. If you are irritated, you know how to look at your younger Dharma sister and say to yourself: “My sister is still very young and that is why she said that. What is the point of being upset with her? What we need to do is help her.” In this way you transform your irritation. These are the fruits of the practice that you can harvest every day. Fruits of the practice are not something you have to wait thirty or forty years for and then sit at the foot of the Bodhi tree to realize. Every day you should harvest fruits of your practice. Every day there should be trophies of your practice. A smile, a breath, a mindful step are all trophies that a practitioner can win. When you are cooking for the Sangha, depending on the way you cook, the time of cooking can become a time of harvesting the fruits and flowers of the practice. 

I do the same as you do. I cook, I wash the dishes. But when I cook and wash the dishes, I do not think that I am wasting my time. I think that happiness and peace are possible while we are cooking and washing up, and we can continually win trophies as the result of our practice as we cook and wash up. This is something that I have taught many times already. So whenever you are asked by the Sangha to do anything, you should see that task as an opportunity to win trophies for your practice. Do not think: “This is work, and I have to finish this work in order to have the time to practice.” Every time the Sangha entrusts you with a task, you should feel cheerful and think: “This is an opportunity to realize the fruits of the practice.” Two people are doing the same task, and one of them has many happy feelings and reaps many fruits of the practice, while the other feels sad and irritated all the time. That is not because of the work but because of the way we look at the work.

✼

If this life is wasted, what can you expect to inherit in the next?

What a great chance you have when you become a monk or a nun in this lifetime, especially if you are still young! If you waste this opportunity, ask yourself: “Will another one arise in the future in another lifetime?” Some people have lost their opportunity. We feel compassion for these people who are wandering from place to place and sinking in an ocean of suffering. When you see such people, it should be a bell of mindfulness for you. Why do you not use this opportunity to go forward and practice successfully as a monastic?

There are those who have succeeded. Master Guishan was very successful. He became a monk at the age of fifteen. He never went to school or to university, but he did so well in his studies and practice that thousands of students came to learn the practice from him, including the prime minister Peixiu. The written works that he has left prove that he had a profound knowledge of not only Buddhist literature but also of philosophy and literature in general.

To be able to ordain as a monastic when you are still young, to live in the Sangha, to be guided in the practice is a huge opportunity. If you miss this opportunity, you cannot be sure that it will arise for you again.
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Closeness to Good Spiritual Friends



When you leave your family with the determination to wear the robe of a monk or a nun, you devote your life to step beyond towards a wide horizon.

The Chinese sentence has the force of a strong wind: 辭親 (cí qīn) means you leave behind the people you love. You have a strong determination to wear the robe of a monastic. Your mind wants to go beyond towards a wide horizon.

✼

If you can be mindful of this aspiration at every moment, it will not be possible for you to allow the days and months to drift by meaninglessly.

You should know what it is that you want. When you left your parents behind, shaved your head, and put on the monastic robe, you had an aspiration. Your aspiration was to go on toward a wide horizon. That is what you wanted, but you have not been able to take a single step in that direction. You let yourself drift along like the duckweed drifting on the water. One day follows on another, and you are swept along by your habitual frustrations and anger. So how can you step up onto that wide horizon? You should hold fast to that aspiration, the desire of your beginner’s mind, and only then will you succeed. If you allow that beginner’s mind bit by bit to sink into oblivion, what else is left? You have no more energy. You left your father and mother, your brothers and sisters to become a monk or a nun. You had an aim, and that is why Master Guishan encourages you to hold fast to your beginner’s mind, your bodhicitta—so that you may realize something very great, beautiful, and noble.

If you remember your beginner’s mind—the aim of your life when you ordained—you cannot let yourself be carried away by your habitual anger, attachment, and the paltry comforts of worldly life. You are a revolutionary. You want to change the situation in yourself and in the world. You have to hold fast to your aspiration day and night, and then you will overcome your difficulties.

✼

Even if you expect to be a pillar for the Dharma and an example for future generations, and you nourish this idea every day, there is no certainty that you will realize even one small part of your aspiration.

Here it says clearly that our first aspiration is to be a pillar for the Dharma. The Dharma needs solid pillars like Master Guishan and Master Baizhang. You can well imagine that if in Buddhism there were not pillars like that, the house of the Dharma would not stand firm. As a monk or a nun, even though you are still very young, you are determined to become one of the pillars in the house of the Dharma. To be “an example for future generations” means that future generations will see that there are people who have succeeded in the practice and people who have realized their deep aspiration.

Every day you need to nourish your aspiration, and even then you cannot be sure that you will realize a part of it. If you do not nourish it there is no hope that you will realize any of it. So you have to keep reminding yourself by asking: “Why did I become a nun (a monk)? What was my aim when I shaved my head and put on the monastic robe?” You have to nourish your great aspiration as much as you can. From here on Master Guishan will show us how to do it.

✼

Whenever you say something, it should always be in accord with the teachings found in the sutras. Whenever you discuss something, it should be in accord with what the ancestral teachers have discovered and experienced.

This refers to right speech. The first reminder that Master Guishan offered us is to take care of our speech. When you speak, do not speak out of jealousy or anger or make meaningless conversation about worldly things which have nothing to do with the practice. Talk about things which are in accord with the sutras, the practice, and the experience of those who have realized the path. The word used to describe those who have realized the path is 古人 (gǔ rén), which means the ancients—people like Master Guishan and Master Baizhang.

✼

Your bearing should be dignified, and your aspiration should be lofty.

Your bearing means the way you walk, stand, sit, lie down, and relate to others. The bearing of a monk or a nun should be dignified, which means stable. Your way of walking, standing, lying, sitting, and relating should prove that within you is a solid mountain. If you were a reed, it would take only a gust of wind to blow you over. You cannot be like a reed. You have to be a mountain. If because somebody says or does something and you become dispirited, feel paralyzed and that life is not worth living, then you are just like a reed and do not have stability.

You practice stability when you are mindful as you walk, stand, lie, and sit. You abide in mindfulness at every moment. Whenever you have suffering, you have to know how to embrace and transform it and ask your brothers and sisters in the Dharma to help you to embrace and transform your afflictions and difficulties. You can have afflictions and difficulties, but you can call on your Dharma brothers and sisters to help you resolve your problems. You should not stand alone like a reed. A dignified and leisurely bearing is only possible when you have the energy of mindfulness. “Your aspiration should be lofty” means you should not be petty or compete and compare. You have to transcend such things and come to a place of great freedom where you are not caught in discrimination, jealousy, pettiness, and comparison.

閒 (xían) means free, not caught in things that deprive us of our freedom. It does not mean lazy. This is the state of the free person, the person who is at ease. It is described in the words of the Bamboo Forest Master (Trúc Lâm Đại Sĩ Trần Nhân Tông) in the poem “Living in the World, Enjoying the Practice” (Cư Trần Lạc Đạo): “As long as you are at ease, there is no need for any other practice.” That is the aim of a monastic.

Our practice is to focus on arriving at freedom. It does not need to be intense. We just need to practice one method: to put our mind at ease. Ease is the special mark of a practitioner. Everything we do—walking, standing, working—has the mark of ease. Obviously, you should not be caught in worldly desires, but you should also be at ease and not get caught in the work that you do for the Dharma. Whatever you undertake for your spiritual life should have the mark of freedom and ease. Freedom from attachment is the first mark of a monastic. This is why King Trần Thái Tông had also said that to be a successful practitioner we do not need anything else but to be at ease.

✼

If you need to leave your monastery, you should take refuge in good spiritual friends to help you discern the wholesome and the unwholesome in what you hear and see.

If you have to leave the monastery to lead or help lead a retreat, to study or to practice further, you should choose a good spiritual friend to go with you. You could see, hear, or experience toxic things when you are outside the monastery: attachments, irritations, and wrong perceptions. To leave the monastery on your own is very dangerous. When there is no one by you to support your practice, worldly habits can easily pervade your body and mind. That is why you need to choose a good spiritual friend, a monastic who can be a place of refuge for you, so that sights and sounds can be filtered before they enter your eyes or ears. 

The original text means: “When going far, we rely on a friend. Everything has a chance to be filtered before it enters our eyes and ears.” Your mindfulness may not yet be strong enough, and what enters through your eyes and ears could be toxic for your body or mind. For instance, if you go to Paris, it is better if you go with an elder sister or brother, because your mindfulness is not yet strong. When you go out into that kind of battlefield, you could be defeated. Master Guishan knows that you are still in the process of learning the practice and are not yet the brave hero, so he encourages you to have a good spiritual friend wherever you go to guard and protect you.

✼

When you are in your own monastery, you also take refuge in good spiritual friends so that every day you can learn more about what you have not yet mastered.

Wherever you are, you should stay close to good spiritual friends, whether they are younger or older than you. A spiritual friend can be your teacher. You know that whenever you spend time with that person—even if it is only fifteen minutes—you can learn a great deal. All of us need spiritual friends. The original text in Chinese puts it very well. It means wherever we are staying, we should choose our spiritual friends. The next line means we are always able to learn something we have not yet learned.

✼

People say that although our mother and father give us life, it is our spiritual friends who help us mature our realization of the practice.

It means, literally, this physical body of ours has been transmitted by our father and mother, but our spiritual friends help us to accomplish our aim. This is as true now as it was in the past. Those who are successful in the practice owe the greatest part of their success to spiritual friends, so we have to choose our spiritual friends carefully. We do not choose a spiritual friend to enjoy sense pleasures together. We choose a spiritual friend to be a place of refuge for us and support us in our practice. The role of a good spiritual friend is very important. The great meditation masters like Baizhang and Guishan were successful because of good spiritual friends. A good spiritual friend has succeeded in the practice, is a happy person, and is liked and respected by everyone. Without good spiritual friends, it is difficult for us to succeed independently as a practitioner. We should re-examine ourselves. There is no reason why, when we live with fifty or seventy other practitioners, we find no spiritual friend to be a place of refuge for our practice. If the truth is that there is no one worthy of being a spiritual friend, then that is tragic. Let us learn by heart the sentence: Our mother and father give us life, and our spiritual friends help us mature our realization of the practice.

We should be very careful if we have the feeling that we ourselves are doing well and that there is nothing we can learn from others as everyone else is a rank below us. Anyone can be our teacher, even if he or she is still very young. Our children can be our teachers. Our students can be our teachers. If we are open, then we can continually learn from everyone around us.

✼

Living together with wise friends is like walking in the mist; though your clothes are not wet, they are gradually penetrated by the damp.

When we walk in the mist our clothes can become damp all the way through. Even if good spiritual friends do not directly teach us anything, when we live with them, we receive a positive influence from their practice. So our ability to choose good spiritual friends is an important element in our success in the practice. It is a great happiness to have good spiritual friends. If in our life we have one good spiritual friend to take refuge in, that is a great good fortune—so much the more so if we have two or three! Those who have a good spiritual friend should join their palms and thank life for giving them such a friend to help them make progress on the spiritual path.

✼

Conversely, if you spend your time with unwholesome friends, your view will grow more incorrect every day, bringing about unwholesome karma from morning to night.

There are people who complain all day long. They cannot be happy. They do not know how to practice, nor how to overcome their difficulties and anger. All day long they find something to blame in this or that person, so they continue to suffer. If you spend your time close to those whose specialty is to complain, in the end you too will be corrupted. You can never discover a place and surroundings where everything is to your liking. Because you have not found that place, you have the tendency to complain that this is very bad and that is not good enough either, so you cannot be happy. You have to accept that the situation is like that and practice to be happy. Only then will you be able to influence the situation and change it. If you keep criticizing the situation in a negative way and your attitude and behavior spread to others, it pollutes them. You harm others at the same time as you harm yourself.

That is why you should not be close to people who only talk about what is negative and have nothing positive to offer. You keep that person at a distance because after being with them for an hour, you feel exhausted and have no energy. You must choose a friend who can help you in life.

✼

The fruit of your karma is not something you have to wait a long time for. It is right there before your eyes.

This means that your own suffering and the suffering of the other are there in the wink of an eye. You only need to complain for one minute, and as a result of that, you will suffer and so will the other person. The effect of complaining is immediate.

✼

Once you have lost your human frame, it will be difficult for many eons to receive it again. 

If you observe other animal species, you see that to be a human being is a tremendous opportunity. Other species also have the ability to be happy and to contribute to the happiness of others, but the human species, thanks to mindful awareness, has the competence to protect and nourish the happiness of all other species. If the human species does not use its awareness to protect the earth and the environment, then it does harm to all other species. The human species has to become aware that its own awakening will determine whether life on earth survives or not, and whether our planet is beautiful or polluted. If humankind practices mindfulness, it can give not only humans but all species a wonderful chance.

The human species is also a species capable of great cruelty—perhaps the most cruel of all species, because no other species can wreak so much damage as the human one. We could say that humankind is a kind of virus that has destroyed and ruined many areas of the Earth. If we say that the tiger is fierce, it is because we do not see that the human is more so. The tiger only kills a deer when it is hungry and needs to eat; humans on the other hand go out and kill because they take pleasure in killing—for example, they go hunting wild animals for sport. Out of greed or despotism humans go to war and kill millions. That is why we say that the human species is the most cruel of all.

At the same time humankind can be the most gentle of all species. When humans have developed compassion and understanding, they can embrace and protect all species. We have seen humans who have succeeded in this, like Shakyamuni Buddha, the ancestral teachers, and the bodhisattvas. Thanks to their great understanding they stretch out their arms and embrace all species, plants, animals, and minerals. So it is true to say that the human species is the most cruel, and it is also true to say that it is the most kind. If a human practices to be the most kind of all animals, then humankind could offer this planet a wonderful future. That is why it is a great opportunity to have a human body. When we lose our human body, we lose our capacity to be the most kind of all animals, and we no longer have the chance to realize our aspiration of great loving kindness, great compassion, joy, and equanimity. That is a real waste.






8

Earnestly Put Your Heart into the Practice



Direct, honest words are often unpleasant to receive. But why can you not take them to heart?

Direct, honest words can help us. Normally people just like to hear sweet words of praise and are not prepared to accept candid input that tells them something true about themselves and helps them see and correct their shortcomings and weaknesses.

In Plum Village we have the practice of Shining Light. This practice helps us develop the capacity to listen deeply in order to accept direct criticism. These direct words are not to find fault, but they come from the love of our brothers and sisters, showing us what we are still weak in so that we can practice to transform. All of us need to hear frank words. Of course, when we speak frankly to someone we should always use loving speech. Loving speech does not mean that we do not have the right to speak frankly. To use loving speech to speak frankly means we say the truth using the language that will help the other person to accept what we are saying.

Normally after a Shining Light session,7 we write a Shining Light letter to the person concerned. In the letter we mention the positive points as well as the weaknesses of the person. Everyone has both strong and weak points. When we hear about our positive points, we feel pleased, and when we hear about our weaknesses, we feel sad. That sadness is also useful. It helps us wake up. It helps us know the way we need to go and what to practice to transform those weaknesses so that our practice is effective. When you touch the earth before your elder brother or sister and ask them to shine light on you, you have to be prepared psychologically to hear what they have to say and to note it in the depths of your heart so that you remember you have a task of transformation to perform.


7  In Plum Village we invite every monastic in our own hamlet—whether they are elder or younger—to practice to shine light on us. They not only point out our shortcomings but tell us first of all what we have excelled in. Then, they offer us concrete practices to maintain and increase our good qualities while transforming what is unwholesome. We also receive a letter that we can read to encourage us in our practice and to remind us of what we need to transform. —Trans.


✼

If you can receive Right View, you can purify your mind, fortify your virtuous qualities, refrain from showing off your abilities, diligently train your spiritual energy, and put an end to all noisy and meaningless activity.

This is the key that opens the door for those who have a strong aspiration. The most important thing is to be shown our strengths and our weaknesses. The person who shows us this is worthy to be our teacher—even though he or she is not as well educated as we are or is younger in age or years of ordination than we are. If we can see that and accept the right view, we can purify our mind. Our mind needs to be purified because for a long time it has had impurities sticking to it. Our mind is like a saucepan, a table, or a floor: we need to pour water on it and wipe it clean. If not, the dust will continue to stick to it; our mind will not be clear and will no longer have the capacity, like a mirror, to reflect the truth. Imagine a mirror that is covered in dust. That mirror cannot reflect the earth and the vast sky, the brilliant green trees and grass. Our mind is like that. Mind’s nature is like that of a mirror. If we allow the dust of habit energies, anger, and prejudice to stick to it, our mirror will be of no use. We need to clean our mirror often.

“Fortify” means to help to grow strong. When we have weeded and tilled the earth at the foot of a tree, we bolster up the earth around the tree with new earth. Our own virtue has to be bolstered up. The virtue of understanding, love, inclusiveness, and patience needs to be bolstered up every day so that it will grow well. Purifying our mind and bolstering up our virtue are two tasks of a monk or a nun. The third is hiding your traces. Hiding our traces means not boasting, not showing off our abilities. We live in such a way that we are not always putting on an appearance. We do not need people to know about us because we use all our spiritual strength and our time to transform our person. We live as an anonymous person. We do not need people to know about us or to praise us. Someone who needs words of praise every day in order to survive is someone whose practice is still very weak. There are people who need others to say about them: “Oh yes, Brother so-and-so. He is a very good monk, one of the best. His presence in the Sangha is essential.” When someone hears himself being spoken about like that, he feels comforted, and he feels he can survive another day. Someone like that does not know the art of hiding his traces and does not have a great aspiration. When you have a great aspiration, you do not need such words of commendation. You are like a dragon ensconcing himself on the bed of the ocean where no one can see him. When he surfaces and flies up into the sky, only then will everyone see him. A practitioner is like that and is not eager for people to know about them. just like a wild animal hides itself so the bigger animals do not eat it. 韜名 (tāo míng) means lying quiet, not showing off. For example, if you have gold or something else that is precious, you bury it in a hidden place so that it can be safe, and you have peace of mind; you have time, and you are not always busy keeping it safe. 

✼

If you can receive Right View, you can purify your mind, fortify your virtuous qualities, refrain from showing off your abilities, diligently train your spiritual energy, and put an end to all noisy and meaningless activity.

Every day we need to train and exercise our body and our spirit. 精 (jīng) is the life energy of our body, and 神 (shén) is the energy of our heart and mind. In Eastern thinking the symbols for the strongest energy are the horse and the dragon. It is described as 龍馬精神 (lóng mǎ jīng shén). A horse can travel for several days without eating and drinking. The dragon has the same endurance. Normally Asian people use the image of the horse and dragon to express the strong spirit of someone who has an aim and a direction. A monastic must have the energy of a dragon and a horse and has to train that energy so that it grows. A monastic cannot be weak. Besides the elements of life energy and spirit energy, there is the third element 氣 (qì), breath. These three energies have to be protected and maintained. The life energy is wasted by people in sexual intercourse. The spirit energy is wasted in worry, sadness, and fear. The breath energy is wasted in talking. To train to have more breath energy, people practice qigong. If the life, breath, and spirit energy are not sufficient, you cannot realize the great aspiration of a monastic. Therefore, it is essential that in your daily life, you learn how to preserve these energies. A monastic should not use their time and energy in useless and noisy conversation or games that stimulate overexcitement. That energy and time should be used to purify your mind, fortify your virtues, conceal your abilities, and train your spiritual energy. We should look again at the way we lead our life in the monastery and cease any useless and noisy activity.

✼

If your mind is focused on following the path of meditation, in order to get down to the practice, you will have to go further than the merely expedient Dharma doors so that your heart and mind can harmonize with the deep and wonderful teachings of the Meditation School.

Master Guishan begins here to talk about the great aspiration of those who practice meditation. We should know that he was a meditation master and so, according to him, the most precious thing is the practice of meditation. “Meditation” here means the meditation of the ancestral teachers.8 “Get down to the practice” here means to invest all your time and energy into just one thing; that one thing is meditation. “The merely expedient Dharma doors” means the Dharma doors that, although they can be called Buddhist, are not the deepest teachings of Buddhism. Here Master Guishan means sutra chanting, praying for the sick and those in distress, praying for the deceased, giving consultation to those who have problems, organizing offering ceremonies for the hungry ghosts, and organizing classes on general Buddhism. All of these are expedient Dharma doors. Master Guishan teaches that if you want to become an enlightened meditation master you do not have to learn a great deal. You do not have to study Sanskrit or Pali. You do not have to be a Dharma teacher. You do not have to read or chant many sutras, light incense, nor practice repentance. You just have to apply your whole heart and mind to meditate in order to be enlightened. The deep and wonderful teachings of the Meditation School9 refers to the truth that is called absolute (paramārtha-satya). The teachings of the Meditation School are very deep and wonderful. If, however, you are preoccupied with the expedient Dharma doors, you will not be able to penetrate those deep teachings.


8  The meditation of the ancestral teachers refers to relying on the mind-to-mind transmission from teacher to disciple for enlightenment rather than on the sutras.



9  This is the school where the master transmits the mind-seal to the disciple, rather than the disciple learning from the sutras of the Buddha.


When Bodhidharma met Emperor Liáng Wǔ Dì (梁武帝), the emperor asked: “I have funded the casting of many temple bells, the sculpting of many Buddhist statues, the printing of many sutras. Does that mean I have merit?” Bodhidharma said: “No merit.”

If you cannot go beyond the expedient Dharma doors, you will not be able to penetrate the deep meaning of Bodhidharma’s reply. The emperor was making merit, but that merit was still bound up with expectation of reward, not allowing him to arrive at complete awakening.

There is a verse of four lines with four words to a line in Chinese which is used to describe the Meditation School:


不立文字 (bù lì wén zì)

Not based on the meanings of words

教外別傳 (jiào wài bíe zhuàn)

Transmitted independently from sutra teachings

直指人心 (zhí zhǐ rén xīn)

Going directly to the hearts of people

見性成佛 (jiàn xìng chéng fó)

Seeing the true nature, becoming Buddha.



In other words, the meditation teachings are not founded on knowledge or words. Knowledge and words belong to the expedient Dharma doors and are not in accord with the deep and wonderful teachings of the Meditation School. The meditation teachings go directly to the hearts of people, show them their true nature, and at the same time help them realize the fruit of Buddhahood. 

These sixteen characters describe the teachings of the Meditation School. Due to this view, there came to be a conflict between two tendencies: the tendency of the Sutra School (教宗, jiào zong) and that of the Meditation School. Meditation is not based on the meaning of words. The Sutra School’s studies and practices are based on the meanings of words and use forms like repentance chants, making offerings, and Dharma talks. These two opposing approaches brought about a conflict. Later, the two tendencies were reconciled with the development of a third called the Unanimity of Meditation and Sutra School. This is the tradition of Plum Village. We do not follow either one of two extremes.

The Sutra School maintains that when Bodhidharma came to China he brought the Lankavatara Sutra with him and later handed it to Master Huike, the second patriarch of the Chinese Meditation School. This proves that the Meditation School also uses the sutras. It goes without saying that in the Sutra School, there are people who are too caught in the meaning of words and that is why a reaction arose that held: “I do not need any words. I am not caught in the outer form.” In the Meditation School there were people who practiced sitting meditation on their own and knew nothing whatsoever of what the Buddha had taught. Because of this, corruption arose, and out of that came a third tendency called the Unanimity of Meditation and Sutra School. This school incorporated the best of the Meditation and Sutra Schools. We can understand from this section of the text (“If your mind is focused on following the path of meditation, in order to get down to the practice, you will have to go further than the merely expedient Dharma doors so that your heart and mind can harmonize with the deep and wonderful teachings of the Meditation School,”) that in the time of Master Guishan there was still a dualism between the Meditation School and the Sutra School.

✼

If you want to study the essence of the famous conversations between master and disciple (話頭, huà toú), discover what is difficult to see, and wake up to the true source, you should learn widely from the experience of masters who have trodden the path before you, and you should live in close company with good spiritual friends.

When your mind is truly empty of conceptions, and you are no longer caught in outer signs, you may be able to understand the earth-shaking proclamations of the great meditation masters like:


	—Does a dog have Buddha nature?

	—Meditation master: No.

	—I have had temples built, statues sculpted, and sutras printed for the past few decades. Is there any merit as a result?

	—Meditation master: No.



In the Meditation School there are those who have practiced many years, have made breakthroughs, and become enlightened. Therefore, if we want to succeed in our practice of meditation, penetrate, and understand clearly the abstruse points of the famous conversations and koan (gōng àn, 公案), we should live in close company with good spiritual friends who have understood clearly the essence of gōng àn and huà toú. 

What is meant by gōng àn and huà toú? A gōng àn is a saying or a story recorded from meditation masters of the past, and huà toú refers to the critical phrase or key words of the gōng àn. They are a subject of reflection used as skillful means for us to be able to participate in meditation practice and realize awakening. An example of a huà toú would be “All things return to the one. So where does the one return to?” When we are assigned a gōng àn or huà toú to practice with, we have to take hold of it until we are able to discover its essence. We do not discover this by using our brain to think and to deduce in the normal way; we discover it by using our whole person. Walking, standing, lying, or sitting, we live and die with that sentence. Then one day we suddenly wake up and see clearly the true nature in that sentence. There is a huà toú used by those who generally practice the Pure Land teachings. It is “Who is it that is reciting the Buddha’s name?” You are someone who practices reciting the name of the Buddha. Every day you finger your rosary beads and recite Namo Amitaya. To help you succeed in your practice of reciting the Buddha’s name, you are now assigned this huà toú: “Who is reciting the Buddha’s name?” You have to live and die by that huà toú twenty-four hours a day in order to discover the answer to the question.

The Eminent Master Tuệ Trung, the elder brother of the general Trần Hưng Đạo, was a famous lay meditation master. Among the gōng àn that he used and assigned to his disciples, there is one that is connected to the following gāthā:


All formations are impermanent,

phenomena subject to birth and death.

When ideas of birth and death are ended,

this silence is bliss.



This gāthā is a very famous one in the treasure of Buddhist teachings. It means that all phenomena are impermanent and subject to birth and death. After he recited the first two lines of the gāthā, he asked the question: What is it that is born and dies? This is a gōng àn. If we can answer this question, we are enlightened. Generally, we think that we all have to go through birth and death. The subsequent gōng àn is Who is this “we” that goes through birth and death? If we look deeply, we see that there is no “I” that goes through birth and death. All things are subject to birth and death, but there does not need to be a subject “I” that goes through birth and death. This kind of looking deeply belongs to the “difficult to see” part of meditation. In our normal way of looking, there is a long-lasting subject that goes through birth and death, and we are stuck in that way of looking, so someone has to ask: “What is it that is born? What is it that dies?” When we hear this question, we know that there is still attachment in our way of looking, and it is very superficial. When we look deeply, we see the interdependent, no-self nature of all things, and then we are enlightened. That is why this gōng àn is a very good kind of question: it gives us a chance to look again and to see the no-self, interbeing nature of ourselves and everything else.

If you believe that there is a perpetual self that will enjoy the merit of reciting the Buddha’s name, and you think that you are a permanent entity who is doing something that will lead to happiness for that permanent entity in the future, you are not practicing Buddhism. Questions like “Who is reciting the name of the Buddha?” and “What is it that goes through birth and death?” are huà toú that meditation masters assign to their students. The student who receives the assignment has to hold on to that huà toú day and night in order to penetrate it. Penetrate here does not mean penetrating by reasoning. We have to apply our whole body and mind to the penetration. If you are able to do that, you will surpass all the expedient Dharma doors. That is what is meant by “meditation of the ancestral teachers and penetrating the huà toú.” Anyone who is practicing meditation can be given a gōng àn or a huà toú to penetrate.

One day when I was a novice, I was hoeing the earth in the temple garden with my teacher and the novice Tâm Mãn. After some time of digging, all three of us were tired. My teacher straightened up and said: “I am so tired. When we die, we won’t feel tired anymore.” Hearing my teacher speak, I stopped digging, leaned on the hoe, and looked at him. Smiling, he looked at me and said: “Who is it who won’t feel tired after death?” At that time, although I was still a novice and very young, I felt that this was a very important proclamation. To me it was a gōng àn. Who is the person who is tired and who is the person who is no longer tired? This question belongs to the tradition of penetrating huà toú and gōng àn.

In the Meditation School, the master usually transmits a gōng àn for the disciple to break open and so become enlightened. The gōng àn and huà toú are referred to as a critical apparatus or a deep and mysterious apparatus. When you push the right button on the apparatus, it will open up. Your enlightenment is like that. When your master gives you a gōng àn, if you practice well, you will push the button of the gōng àn so that all the wonders contained in it open up. At that point you are enlightened, and you see clearly the nature of interbeing and no-self. You are in touch with nirvāṇa, and you have no more fear. That is called the mysterious apparatus. In the original text it is the word機(jī), which means the machine. In the original text, 研機精要(yán jī jīng yào) means the machine that points to the essence; in our translation we refer to it as “the essence of the famous conversations between master and disciple.” After that Master Guishan reminds you to take refuge in good spiritual friends and to be close to those who have gone before you and have much experience in meditation.

✼

The deep and wonderful lineage teachings of the Meditation School are not at all easy to grasp. If you want to realize them, you must earnestly put your heart into the practice. Only by earnestly putting your heart into the practice can you hope for sudden awakening to the essential nature and gradually ascend the ladder of awakening.

It is especially difficult to grasp the teachings of the Meditation School if we try to do so with our intellect and ideas. We have to apply our whole heart, mind, and mindfulness, and then if we are lucky, we may break open the critical apparatus. The original text literally means give your attention to every detail, apply your whole heart and mind to the object of your meditation. Sudden awakening means to realize all of a sudden the inner essence. It is not an outer form, and you have to ascend the rungs of the ladder of enlightenment one at a time.

✼

This is the path that puts an end to the twenty-five kinds of existence contained within the three realms and leads to the insight that all phenomena in and around you have no true substance; they are all mere designations produced from the mind.

The twenty-five kinds of existence are the subdivisions of the three realms—the desire realm, the form realm, and the formless realm. The desire realm has fourteen existences: hell, hungry ghosts, animals, warrior gods, the four continents, and the six heavens of the desire realm. The form realm includes seven heavens: the Great Brahma Heaven, the four Dhyana Heavens, the Heaven of No Thought, and the Heaven of Purity. The formless realm includes: the realm of infinite space, of infinite consciousness, of no-thingness, of no perception and no non-perception.

You need to put your heart earnestly into the practice to have a chance to realize that all phenomena in and around you have no true substance. That is the insight into the emptiness (śūnyatā) of all that is. At the same time, you realize that all things are mere designations produced from the mind, which means that all things are manifestations of collective consciousness. 

✼

When you see that, you will no longer allow your mind to chase after an object.

In your daily life, if you are not yet enlightened, your mind always chases after an object because you do not realize that this object manifests from your mind. Your mind creates that image, and you believe that it is a reality outside of you. Actually the images and sounds have arisen and have been elaborated by your own mind. You have perceptions concerning the objects your mind is in touch with. Sometimes you hate or love something that has never really been there. The thing you hate or love is just an image produced from your mind. Therefore, when you know that it is just the collective consciousness that produces that object, you no longer run after it. It is like a river in which the clouds are reflected: all day long the river chases after them.

You may also be like that. All day long you spend your time reflecting the romantic purple and pink clouds in the sky and then running after them. When you chase after the clouds and cannot keep up with them, you complain that they do not love you. You do not know that the river is the cloud because without the clouds there would be no river. This story of the river and the clouds goes on without end. Nevertheless, if you are able to return to yourself and see that you are the cloud you are chasing, you will not chase it anymore. You know that all objects of perception are manifestations of consciousness, and when your mind no longer chases its object, you can naturally stop.

✼

When your mind does not chase after its object, how can the object bind the mind?

You lose your freedom, and you are attached because your mind runs after its object. When your mind does not run after its object you are naturally free.

✼

You just allow phenomena to appear and transform according to their true nature, and you are no longer caught in the ideas of permanence and annihilation.

Permanence is an idea. The opposite idea is annihilation. Both ideas make you suffer. When your mind is liberated, you can still perceive things manifesting, arriving, and departing. Liberated here means liberated from ideas of permanence and annihilation so that you do not suffer. Things are there, and you are not attached to them. When they are not there, you do not grieve because you know they are only manifestations.

It is like when you look into a kaleidoscope. Turn it a little, and automatically one configuration of shapes and colors ends and another configuration is born. These beautiful configurations continue to arise and to cease, but you do not suffer because you know that this arising and ceasing is only an outer appearance. All phenomena are like that—they manifest and then become latent. Seeing this, you are not caught in permanence when they manifest, nor are you caught in annihilation when they become latent. 

✼

Then, although your ears hear, your eyes see, sounds and forms still arise, whether dwelling in the ultimate or historical dimension you are calm, unfazed, and fully responsive.

You can still see phenomena manifesting; you can still hear with your ears, see with your eyes, but you have insight because you have been in touch with both the historical and the ultimate dimension. You are able to respond and use your senses efficiently because you are not caught in the ontological or phenomenological, the historical or the ultimate. You are in touch with both aspects, and you know that both aspects are one, and phenomena naturally manifest and become latent. Whether phenomena are, are not, are born or die, they cannot touch you. You still relate to others; you still eat and drink, work, walk, speak, and smile, but you do all these things as a free person.

✼

With this insight, whether you are sitting still or engaged in action, you are always free.

“Engaged in action” is a translation of 行 (xíng), and “sitting still” is a translation of 止 (zhǐ). You are happy to be abbot, and just as happy no longer to be abbot. When active you are a free person, and when not active you are also free. You know when to act and when to be still. The masters of old were like that. When the king summoned them for an audience, if they knew the king needed them and they could help their nation, they would come. When they saw that the nation was at peace and their presence was no longer needed in the palace, they would not come anymore. The masters would act when action was needed and would withdraw when withdrawal was needed. You should also learn to do like that. When acting, do so as a free person; when resting or being inactive, you should also feel great happiness.

✼

Like this you are worthy of the monastic robe that you wear because you are now able to begin to repay your debt of gratitude to your parents, teachers, friends, and all species, and help beings in all three realms.  

The realization of freedom is the ultimate aim of a monk or a nun. The greater the freedom, the greater the happiness. The more freedom a monk or a nun has, the more people they can make happy. You should know that your freedom is the most important thing. The more freedom you have, the more people will benefit from your practice. That is why freedom is the aim of a monastic. If as the days go by you feel less and less space, you are not going in the direction of a monastic.

Once you have freedom, you can repay the gratitude you owe to your parents, teachers, friends, and all beings, and you can help rescue beings in the desire, form, and formless realms.

✼

If you manage this in this lifetime and continue in the next lifetime without any regression, then you can certainly expect the fruit of full awakening.

Full awakening is to become a buddha. Becoming a buddha is not an imaginary dream. If in this life you can realize freedom and in the next life continue on the path of freedom, you will certainly realize the fruit of buddhahood.

✼

You play the role of a guest of honor who comes and goes in the three realms and is always a model of the Dharma for everyone.

If you wish to enter the desire realm, you do that, and the same is true for the form and formless realms. You arrive, withdraw, enter, and leave the three realms as a free person, not under any constraint, and you are a bodhisattva (a guest of honor). Wherever you go, people join their palms and are glad to welcome you because a bodhisattva brings happiness and freedom. Hell becomes paradise when love and enlightenment come to that place. To play the role of a guest in the three realms is a great happiness. The reason you are a guest of honor is that you come and go in freedom. A step, a breath, a smile, a few words that manifest freedom, mindfulness, love, and insight are all an example for people to follow.

✼

Meditation practice is very deep and wonderful. If you are determined, success is assured.

These words are in praise of meditation practice and encourage us to see it is something we can do for ourselves.






9

Diligence in Renunciation According to the Precepts



If, however, you have not yet laid down sufficient conditions to be able to overcome birth and death according to the path of sudden awakening, you should give all your attention to training in the practice and studying the precepts. Master the essence of the sutras so that you are able to teach and transmit them to the future generations, repaying in part your debt of gratitude to the Buddha.

The last section was about meditation practice. This section is for those who have chosen the path of studying the sutras. We can see that Master Guishan is caught in a dualism that divided the Sutra School from the Meditation School in his time. We study the sutras so that we can apply them in our daily life in order to free ourselves, to develop our precepts, concentration, and insight. This kind of study and training takes us on the path of meditation. So meditation is part of sutra study, and sutra study is part of meditation. That is the Unanimity of the Sutra and Meditation School; that is the Buddhist path. The spirit of our studies and practice should be scientific. We do not maintain that something is the ultimate truth because the ancestral teachers said so. We have to have a spirit of independent inquiry.

✼

Do not waste your time but let the work of studying and transmitting the teachings be the purpose of your life.

This is about learning and teaching. In this section, Master Guishan says we must keep the precepts, eat vegetarian, and do everything properly—which all has to do with the practice. What he stresses is to learn and transmit those teachings and practices to the world, even if you are not able to follow the Meditation School.

✼

When you know how to walk, stand, and behave according to the fine manners, you are already worthy to be called a Dharma tool of the Sangha.

This means there is right mindfulness in each of your actions. If you keep the precepts and fine manners—not as an outer form but as a practice of mindfulness—then concentration and insight will arise. With concentration and insight, you can realize the path, and that is why we have to see that the Meditation School and Sutra School are not separate.

✼

Look at the climbing plants that wind themselves around the trunks of pines and cypresses. Sometimes they climb as high as one hundred feet. Like them, you should depend on your high ideal and the great masters so you will become someone who is of use and benefit to the world.

The creepers are very weak in themselves, yet thanks to winding around large pines and cypresses they can go very high. You are the same. You have to stay close to strong practitioners, good spiritual friends, and then you can climb high. This is a wonderful teaching.

✼

With all your heart you should practice diligence in renunciation according to the precepts. Do not take lightly any detail of the precepts or fine manners, because that will cause you to transgress and fail to live up to them.

You may have seen the real benefit of being vegetarian and keeping the precepts, but you may not have seen the direct relationship of this practice with enlightenment. According to Master Guishan, the first way to realize enlightenment is meditation practice. The second way is to be a scholar who transmits the teachings of the Buddha. As a scholar you have to keep the precepts, be vegetarian, and practice fine manners. If you are just a scholar who transmits the teachings but you are not vegetarian and do not keep the precepts or practice the fine manners, your scholarship will not have much weight. You should see clearly that being vegetarian comes from the practice of compassion, that keeping the precepts and the fine manners is the practice of mindfulness. Then, you will be able to realize concentration and insight, which leads to realization of the path.

This shows that discriminating between the Sutra School and Meditation School is not something exact. Master Guishan encourages those who do not follow the Meditation School to be vegetarian, keep the precepts, and not take lightly any detail of the precepts and fine manners. In this way, you are a practitioner worthy of respect.

✼

If you seriously practice diligence in renunciation according to the precepts for this and succeeding lifetimes, wholesome results will follow wholesome causes in a wonderful way.

This means: if you follow the Sutra School, you will in the future enter the Meditation School—if not in this lifetime, then in the next. That is the consolation prize! As descendants of Master Guishan, you have to continue what he began. You have to acknowledge all his strengths, but as his continuation you have to go farther than he did in order to be worthy of being his disciple.
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Nourishing Your Great Aspiration



You do not have the right to waste the days and months of your life. You should see time as something very precious and wish with all your heart to make progress on the path of awakening. Do not misuse offerings that have been generously made to you. Do not disappoint those to whom you owe gratitude. Do not accumulate numerous possessions, thus allowing riches to obstruct your mind.

There are monastics who spend their time accumulating things, saying these things are not for their personal use but for building a temple or practice center. They deceive themselves by thinking that these objects are not for them but for the Dharma. Their mind is obstructed by thoughts of revenue. They deceive themselves when they say the money coming in is not for their individual use.

✼

If you do this, your life will stagnate, and others will criticize you.

This kind of monk does not practice, makes no progress on the path of practice, does not learn anything in his daily life, and year after year does not transform. He stands still in one place like a stagnant ditch full of water that cannot flow. You can see this clearly by looking at him. Look at how he was when he began the practice and how he is now. You see no progress at all.

✼

In the old times people would encourage others by saying: “He is a great hero, so why should you not be also?”

If others can do it, why can’t you? Why do they study and practice successfully, become spiritual leaders in the Sangha, and bring about much happiness for so many others when you have not done that? They keep the precepts, practice the fine manners, are liked and respected by the Sangha, and have helped many to transform. Why can you not do the same? They are in harmony with the Sangha, so why can you not live harmoniously in the Sangha? They can lead others in the practice, so why can’t you?

✼

Do not underestimate yourself and, as a result, withdraw and give up. If you do not have the attitude of a hero, you waste your life as a monk or a nun.

丈夫 (zhàng fū) here means hero: someone who is not afraid and who is determined to succeed.

✼

In the end a lifetime has passed that has been of benefit to no one. My wish is that you give rise to bodhicitta with courage and strength and embrace your highest aspiration. Let your behavior be modeled on that of great beings. Do not follow the habits of base people.

If people do not praise or appreciate you, you do not want to live. This proves you do not have a great aspiration or a strong will. If you have a great deal of energy and you do many things—even if no one knows who you are, sees your talents, or admires you—then you do not expect others to praise you. That is called hiding your traces, a way of maturing your mind, because you have a great aspiration. Great beings are people whose way of life is not small-minded, whose mind’s capacity is very great, who can always forgive, who are not petty, jealous, or upset by trivial matters, and whose only concern is with what is most important. Do not imitate the base people around you. 

✼

Right in this lifetime, you should take your destiny in your own hands, not entrusting it to anyone else.

You have to be your own master and take your destiny in your hands. These words are the heart-to-heart encouragement of a meditation master.

✼

Train yourself to put an end to wrong thinking, to quiet and concentrate your mind, and to stop chasing objects of the senses.

The ideas and desires that stop us from staying straight on the path of practice are called wrong thinking. 邪 (xié, “wrong”) means deflected; it is the opposite of 正 (zhèng), which means straight. Any desire or intention that starts to go astray should be cut off immediately by your determination to just go straight. Do not chase after forms, sounds, scents, tastes, and bodily contact that attract you and pull you away from the path of practice.

✼

The nature of mind has always been free, and the true object of the true mind is nirvāṇa. It is only because our mind has been obstructed for so long that we are not able to see this clearly.

This is the basic teaching of Buddhism. The Buddha said that all of us have true mind. True mind is clear understanding, like a bright mirror. However, because that clear mirror has not been cleaned for so long it is covered in dust and is no longer able to reflect the truth anymore. If you know how to remove the dust so that the mirror becomes very clear, it will be able to reflect the true, undistorted object. That object is nirvāṇa or the ultimate truth. The original text describes mind as 空 (kōng). It is a mistake to translate this character as empty, which renders the sentence meaningless. We have to translate it as free, sovereign of itself. We have translated the character 寂 (jì) as “nirvāṇa.” It also means suchness. Here the mind Master Guishan is talking about is the true mind—clear, perspicacious, and free from all wrong perceptions. When the mind is free and clear, it is true mind, and its object is the thing-in-itself—the true object.

When the mind is wrong mind, the object is defiled, saṃsāra, suffering. When the mind is free, the object is also free. When the mirror has no more dust, it will reflect the truth. When the mirror is covered in dust, the image it reflects is distorted. If you translate 空(kōng) as empty and say mind has nothing in it or mind is without activity, you have not understood. These are specialized technical terms in Buddhism. The 心空 (xīn kōng) is the prajñapāramitā, the insight that brings us to the other shore. 境寂 (jìng jì) is “the true object of the true mind,” the thing-in-itself, the original nature, nirvāṇa. Just because the true mind has been obstructed for a long time, it is not clear. However, its original state is free mind and free object.
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Being Sovereign of Oneself



Please read again carefully what I have written here so that every day you can remind each other of my words.

The original text says learn by heart so that you can always be reminded. 

✼

Be your own master. Do not follow your habit energies. Do not wait until the force of past actions comes along and carries you away because when it does you will not be able to avoid or resist it.

There are two kinds of karma or action, namely action as cause, and action as result. Everything we have already done, said, or thought is action as cause, and action as cause is always followed by action as result. In Vietnamese we have a saying “Sow the seed of wind, and you will harvest a storm. Sow the seed of spring, and you will harvest spring.”

✼

If the musical notes are in harmony, the sound produced will be melodious. When the form is straight, the shadow will also be straight.

This means that the result of karma is never false. If you sow corn, you will harvest corn. If you sow beans, you will harvest beans. This is very clear. You must be concerned about the seeds you are sowing. Never think that what you are doing now will not have a result in the future. Every word, every action, every thought that is not straight will have an unwholesome result. You cannot say Buddha does not know, your teacher does not know, the Sangha does not know. Do not wait until the result of action comes along and pulls you after it in order to discover that the action you committed has never been lost. All you can do is practice to transform the actions you have done.

✼

In the sutra it teaches: once the action has been committed, it will remain, even for one hundred thousand lifetimes.

A wrong thought, action, or spoken word are recorded in reality, and if you do nothing to transform them they will stay there. It is like when we make a mistake on the computer: it will stay on the hard disk, except when we erase it. Even a hundred thousand years later the seeds of our actions will never be lost.

✼

If you do not know how to transform, then when the effect of your action ripens you have to undergo the retribution.

When enough causes and conditions come together, the fruit of the action will manifest, and you have to bear the result. 

✼

You should remember the sufferings of the three realms are like punishments that enchain you or put you to death. Practice diligently with the determination not to waste the days and months you have.

The suffering in the desire, form, and formless realms is caused by your action. This suffering is a result of individual and collective karma and is like a punishment that imprisons or puts us to death. It is only by diligent practice that you can destroy the forms of karmic retribution that punish and imprison you. You must be determined not to allow the days and months to drift by uselessly. If you have one, two days, one week, one month, or one year to practice, you must use all that time to transform and overcome all that is punishing you and depriving you of your freedom.
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Always Going Together



Dear friends, it is because I have seen only too clearly the misfortunes and disasters that arise from wrongdoing that I have written these words encouraging you to practice.

In other words, Master Guishan is saying, “You may think that I am criticizing, reproaching, or insulting you but it is not so. It is only because I have seen clearly that you are going in the wrong direction, bringing about suffering for yourself and those around you, that I speak out to remind you. I know so well the wrongdoing and the suffering which is brought about by going in the wrong direction. So I speak out so that we can encourage each other to put the Dharma into practice.”

✼

It is my sincere aspiration that for thousands of lifetimes, wherever we are, we may continue to be companions on the path of practice.

Master Guishan does not want to be a teacher who stands on high and lays down the law by his teachings. He wants to be your companion on the path, walking alongside and supporting you. He is ready to be born a hundred thousand times in any place to be your companion on the path.

✼

The following poem is to help us remember how to practice.

This kind of poem called 銘 (míng) is a mnemonic. It is normally quite short, with four words to a line. People usually engrave such poems on stone slabs. You keep the precepts—the Five Mindfulness Trainings or the Ten Precepts—to allow them to remind you, to keep you vigilant and alert, and to forewarn you. You can write your own mnemonics to remind yourself or others. This kind of poem is also written to remind us about or recall the virtuous conduct of someone who lived in the past or is alive in the present. In this way their virtue can be an example for our own time. In the past these poems would be engraved on something—normally a bell or an urn. These urns were generally kept in the royal tombs or shrines.

✼

This body is an illusion, a house in a dream.

This means that our body is illusory and always changing. The character 幻 (huàn) means not real, changing, cannot endure long. Like the body of Venerable nun Đức Viên who yesterday was sitting amongst us, talking to us, transmitting the precepts to us. Now we cannot see her anymore. Her body is like a drop of dew on the tip of a blade of grass. In a short time, you will see it no more. Master Vạn Hạnh of the Lý era said: “The body is a flash of lightning. One moment there, the next it is gone.”

We always think that this body is something fixed and enduring. That is a mistake. We have to see its impermanent or illusory nature. We have to see that apart from the body, there is something much more important—that is, a meaningful life and loving kindness. We can transmit the meaning of life and loving kindness to future generations. Doing that is more meaningful than preserving this illusory body.

✼

Matter without any real substance.

Those forms and colors that we see have no real substance. They are illusory, and subject to disintegration. They are the creations of a deluded mind rather than a reality. When we rub our eyes, we seem to see many things floating in space, but these floating images have no reality. Our body is like that, it is not something real.

✼

Its past lives are endless,

its future is uncertain.

前際 (qián jì) is the time that has gone before, 後際 (hoù jì) is the time that will come, and 中際 (zhōng jì) is the present. Past, present, and future are the three times. Sometimes the word 際 (jì) has been misunderstood as field of study. Looking back into the past, we see it is infinite. We cannot grasp our body and our lifetime, even though our body is manifesting now. Looking into the future, we cannot grasp our body either, in time or in space. Our body is ungraspable; we cannot grasp it with our intellect. The word “certain” is a translation of 尅 (kè), which means something or a situation we can master. We cannot be master of the state of our body, whether in the past or the future.

✼

Now appearing, now hidden in the present,

rising and sinking in utter misery.

Spontaneously the body appears here, then, at a later point, it disappears only to manifest somewhere else. That is a teaching of the Manifestation Only School. There is no creation: there is only manifestation. When a child is born, we say the child comes into being out of nonbeing, and the child is a creation. In fact, the child is just a manifestation. When Venerable nun Đức Viên passed away, we say that she is no more, but that is not an extinction. It is a going into hiding. The words manifest and unmanifest are better than the words birth and death, being and nonbeing. “Rising and sinking” means that because we are subject to the law of cause and effect, we are the victims of our actions. We have to enter and leave the three realms in a way that is very hard and miserable, like a wave rising and falling.

✼

Not free from the three realms.

When will it all end?

The character 輪 (lún) here refers to the three realms: the desire, form, and formless realms. As long as we are not free from the three realms, we have to endure being manifest and unmanifest, and our coming and going are hard and miserable. If you are liberated, you will be an honored guest, entering and leaving the three realms at ease. 

These first eight lines of the poem concern the nature of impermanence and the suffering of someone who is not yet liberated.  

✼

Because of attachment to the world,

the five skandhas and twelve links manifest as matter.

From birth to old age, 

what is there to grasp onto?

We are attached to the world, and because of this we manifest in the form of the five skandhas and the twelve links. In this form we go through the gates of birth and death numberless times. In our own lifetime, from the moment when we manifest until the moment we cease to manifest, although we try to grasp on to something, in the end there is nothing for us to grasp on to. What do we want to grasp? A self, a permanent environment, a permanent body, or a permanent happiness? In the end we become weary and exhausted, unable to grasp on to anything. That is the situation nearly all of us find ourselves in.

✼

Only because of ignorance

is there deception.

The basic condition of our constant searching for something, our coming in and going out of the three realms to the point of exhaustion, is our ignorance. Ignorance is our lack of understanding. We do not understand that the nature of life is impermanence and no-self. Due to our ignorance, we are not able to realize the no-birth, no-death nature of all phenomena. Because we are ignorant, we behave like someone who has been deceived.

✼

Value your time.

Impermanence is unexpected.

In the original it says feel regret about the passing of time. Time is valuable; do not let it pass uselessly. You should know the value of youth and not let it go by in vain. You should regret every wasted minute, hour, and day that has passed because time and your youth are infinitely precious. Time implies space. Do not allow a day to go by like empty space.

Impermanence is unexpected because it can come upon us at any moment. The original says in one kṣaṇa—the shortest moment of time—the unexpected can happen. We do not know before that moment what will happen. At one moment things are like this, and a moment later they have changed. For example, an earthquake does not need to last long: in thirty seconds or a minute, houses become ruins. A heart attack is the same. You only need a minute-long heart attack and your whole life is changed.

✼

If you waste this life,

the next will be obstructed.

This means if you allow this life to drift by uselessly, the next life will be the same. The next life is the continuation and result of this life. Since this life is the cause for the next, do not let it drift by uselessly. This life is an opportunity for you to realize some freedom and some stability. This freedom and stability are what you hand on to the next life, to your descendants, and to the world. Imagine the first leaves that appear on a banana tree. These leaves live very happily having helped to create and bring up the leaves that came along afterward. The lifetime of the first leaves is very significant. It is not wasted because it nourishes the leaves that come later and knows how to bring forth the future generation. The same is true for us. We know very clearly that our days with this body are passing. We need to know how to use our positive energy to help future generations so that they have a wholesome direction.

This is something I practice very well. I am well aware that every second, every minute is very precious. Therefore, I do not spend my time in unbeneficial activities. I use that moment to create and transmit to the future generation and to society the most valuable thing I can by my way of life, just like an orange tree uses its time to create orange leaves, orange flowers, and fruits, transmitting them to the future generation. Doing this brings me much joy. Whenever I see a novice who is happy and successful in the practice, my joy is very great. I think that when my body disintegrates there will be nothing for me to lament or feel sad about. If I was to lament or be sad, it would mean that I had not used this body to live a meaningful life. We have to imitate that first banana leaf. By living happily, it nourishes the second and third leaves. Whenever you look at a tree, you can see its wisdom in the way it produces leaves and flowers to continue into the future. The flowers and the fruits will give rise to the next generation of trees.

Master Guishan is inviting a strong sound of a bell for us to wake up when he says, “if this life is wasted, the next life will also be obstructed.” This life is not fifty, sixty, or a hundred years. It is the present moment, so let us not waste it. Our usual mistake is to let the present moment drift by uselessly. We do not know how to make good use of this time by following our breathing and taking mindful steps in order to live as a free, stable, and loving person in the present moment. We have the capacity to be stable, free, and to love, but we do not make the effort to follow our breathing, take mindful steps, and train ourselves to understand and to love.

When we know how to love, we are happy. We love our brothers and sisters, our teacher, and all beings. The more we love, the happier we are. If you want to love, you have to rely on your breathing and your steps and not allow moments of your daily life to go by uselessly, creating obstructions for us in the moments to come. The secret of a happy life is not letting this moment drift by so that the next moment is obstructed.

✼

From ignorance you go to ignorance

because of the six senses.

Because you are ignorant in the present moment, you continue to be ignorant in the next. What is meant by “ignorance”? It means you are not mindful. How many moments of your day are you aware, and how many moments are you ignorant? Are the moments of awareness more or the moments of ignorance? You practice forty minutes of walking meditation with Thầy and your fellow practitioners. How many of your steps are aware during that time? Out of 1,250 or 1,362 steps, how many are aware? How many are unaware? Some people are really awake, really alive, full of love. As you walk, are your steps caught up in the past or the future? Are your steps caught in your worries and your anger? Going from ignorance to ignorance is like that. One forgetful step leads to another forgetful step.

The six senses—eyes, ears, nose, tongue, body, and mind—are referred to as the six pirates because they keep deceiving us. They pull us after them. They do not allow us to live and to love. Our practice is to guard our six senses and use mindfulness to prevent them from pulling us after the six sense objects (form, sound, scent, taste, touch, and objects of mind). We just allow the six senses to be in touch with the wonders of life and practice loving kindness. If we do not practice mindfulness, the six senses turn into six pirates that rob us of our life, our love, and our capacity to understand and to love. So we need to learn to live, walk, stand, breathe, smile, and love to bring back life to ourself.

✼

You go back and forth among the six destinies,

tossed about in the three realms.

You go back and forth between the six destinies: the god, human, asura, hell, hungry ghost, and animal realms. You crawl out of one of the three realms into another. These words are another mindfulness bell inviting us to wake up, telling us not to continue like that anymore. Is this something that we were doing in the past? Is it something that we are still doing now? Someone who practices is a guest in the three realms, entering or leaving them as a free person. But you are someone who crawls up, down, in, and out of the three realms and the six destinies because you are caught in the six senses. You only need to analyze one hour of your daily life, and you will see how during that time, you go up and down between the six destinies and crawl back and forth in the three realms. You have to see that for yourself. A single sound of the bell is enough to liberate you and bring you back to the present. If you can follow your breathing, you can maintain that state for an hour. By doing that you are a hero, a free person, and a child of the Buddha.

So many of us are coming and going between the six destinies and crawling between the three realms that Master Guishan next offers us the following practical suggestions.

✼

Quickly find an enlightened teacher.

Stay close to virtuous friends.

It is very important to have an enlightened teacher—a teacher who knows the way and can show you the way. Such a teacher does not teach by words alone but by their life, the way they walk, stand, lie down, and relate to others. You have to find an enlightened teacher for yourself. There are many who, while not knowing the way, show the way to others. That is the blind leading the blind. It is not an enlightened teacher. Finding an enlightened teacher is a basic requisite for success in the practice. On the one hand you need the teacher, and on the other you need spiritual friends.

If you lose your teacher and your friends, you lose everything. The teacher and spiritual friends are the two basic conditions for a successful practice in this lifetime. Virtuous friends are those whose practice is stable, who are able to understand and to love. Those who are distinguished by their virtue are not necessarily advanced in age or preceptors or elders in the community. A virtuous friend could be very young. Someone who is happy, has understanding and love, and lives in an exemplary way. Their virtuous conduct and insight are preeminent, and so they are good spiritual friends.

✼

Investigate body and mind.

Uproot the obstacles.

In our body and our mind, there are obstacles, suffering, and obstructions. You practice to look into your body and mind, to recognize the obstacles—the things that stand in your way. Having recognized them, you need to remove them.

✼

The world is illusory.

Sense objects oppress you.

The objects of mind, which we consider belong to the outer world, and the five skandhas—all of which are conditioned dharmas—are impermanent, illusory manifestations of consciousness. We feel that the objects of the six senses outside of us oppress us. In fact, they are by nature an illusion. Only because we think they are real do they oppress us. When we recognize they are only like a magic show, we are no longer afraid of or oppressed by them. Once we have seen that sickness, old age, and death, coming, going, being, and nonbeing are illusions, just notions, they are no longer able to oppress us. So we should change the verse to say, The world is illusory. What is there to oppress you? to make it closer to the original. The world is of itself empty and unsettled. How can conditions oppress you? Once you discover the nature of conditions and know they are not real, you have no more fear and so the conditions cannot overpower you. The eminent Master Tuệ Trung also said: “Birth and death will come to oppress us, but they will not be able to affect us.” Birth and death here are conditions.

✼

By looking deeply at phenomena,

you can overcome all afflictions.

This refers to the practice of meditation. You look deeply into the nature of phenomena to see their nature of impermanence, no-self, nirvāṇa, and interbeing. You are able to overcome all fear and grasping, like the grasping at being and nonbeing, permanence and annihilation, coming and going, same and different. These pairs of opposites no longer threaten and make you suffer. That is, overcoming or being liberated from the illusory world and its sense objects.

✼

Division between mind and object disappears.

There is nothing more to yearn for.

Mind and object refer to the subject and object of perception. Literally this means Abandon mind and object together. No remembering, no reminiscing.

There are two parts to cognition that we distinguish: the subject and the object. Normally we think that the subject of perception is independent of the object of perception. In fact, the object and subject can only arise in dependence on each other. We say, for example, “I think.” Whenever you say “I think,” you must be thinking about something. Perception is always perception of something. So the subject cannot be taken out of the object, nor the object out of the subject. If you think the object is something independent of mind, you are caught in the dualism of mind and object. When you are liberated from the distinction between subject and object of perception, you are no longer caught in anything, which we have translated as “there is nothing more to yearn for.” The original means you do not have to long for anything that you remember; you do not have to weep or be sad about what you feel you have lost. You are liberated from the view that mind is a reality independent of its object, and the object is a reality independent from the mind. The mind and the object as two separate entities disappear completely.

✼

With the six senses at peace,

you walk and sit in the ultimate.

The character 默 (mò) at the end of this quote we have translated as “ultimate.” It does not just mean silent; it also means nirvāṇa. It is the silence of notions, of being, nonbeing, coming, going, permanence, annihilation, birth, and death. “You walk and sit” refers to the fact that when you sit, lie down, walk, or stand, you are in touch with the ultimate. You are in touch with the realm of no birth, no death, no being, no nonbeing, no permanence, no annihilation. The reason why you can be in touch with the ultimate when you walk, stand, lie, or sit is because the six senses are at peace. This means that the six senses are protected and do not pull us after them like six pirates. The six senses have become your good spiritual friends guarding you.

✼

Discriminating mind is not born.

All afflictions are ended.

This mind is the mind in which concepts of birth and death, being and nonbeing, differentiation and discrimination arise. That mind does not manifest anymore. When that mind does not arise, all the sadness, attachment, suffering, and discrimination are no more. 萬法 (wàn fǎ)—myriad dharmas—in the original refers to the five skandhas. When we are slave to the five skandhas, we hold to the five skandhas as our self or as the other. The word in Sanskrit is upādānaskandha (the skandhas of grasping). Upādāna is to grasp to, to be caught in. When you are liberated, these five skandhas of grasping are not able to disturb you. This means that things being born and dying, manifesting and continuing in front of us, are unable to affect us.

In section eight above it says, “although your ears hear, your eyes see, sounds and forms still arise, whether dwelling in the ultimate or historical dimension, you are calm, unfazed, and fully responsive.” Objects of mind—phenomena—continue to manifest or cease to manifest, appear to be born and die, but they do not distress us. Our mind, which discriminates and cannot see the truth of no birth and no death, no longer manifests and no longer causes us distress.




Preserving the Monastery Setting

(Translator’s Note: As Thầy concluded his commentary on The Admonitions and Encouragements of Master Guishan, he added the following important teaching on the place of spiritual practice centers in society.

At the beginning of the commentary, Thầy has made it clear that The Admonitions and Encouragements are an important part of the Buddhist monastic studies program, but that lay people can also benefit from these teachings. As monastic and lay practitioners on the spiritual path, one of the ways we can apply these teachings of Master Guishan is by establishing and preserving the ambience of spiritual practice centers. A practice center can be a haven, a refuge from the frenzy of the outside world, calm, unhurried, and mindful. So this book ends on a very practical note—how to apply what Master Guishan has taught us by maintaining the quality of the ambience in our centers. For example, in the practice center we do not engage in useless and harmful conversation, thus helping everyone feel safe. Practicing the fourth of the Five Mindfulness Trainings,10 we help to contribute to the peaceful atmosphere of the practice center.


10  Not speaking badly about others, not using divisive or insulting language, not spreading news that we do not know to be certain.


Thầy has always taught that the most noble task of our time is to build Sangha that can be a refuge for many people. The last section of this book is about that.)


✼

In Asian countries, for thousands of years, monasteries have been places for monks and nuns to practice. In fact, the function of monasteries has been to relieve people’s suffering. Whenever someone visits a monastery, they feel at ease, peaceful, and happy. Life in town is so busy with a huge amount of stress. The suffering of the world that torments and entangles people can break their hearts. When they can escape from the town to visit the monastery, all that they see and hear relieves their suffering. The sight of a monastic walking mindfully, the sound of the Great Bell being invited, the sound of the chanting, the architecture, the carefully tended gardens and courtyards that house all sorts of little creatures—everything they encounter soothes them. They are healed even if they do not come to the monastery with the intention to practice. When people visit the monastery and enter this ambience, they immediately suffer much less. This is the role of the temple and monastery, and we have to preserve this setting. You need to make sure that your practice center has the energy of peace and stillness. The people from the town can bathe in this pure, peaceful, and joyful ambience. The sound of your voice, of your laughter, the sound of the bell, the sight of you walking mindfully all contribute to lessening people’s suffering.

From ancient times until now, artists have made a huge contribution to the monasteries. Architects and painters have offered their skills. Landscaping artists have made beautiful gardens, and poets have had their poetry inscribed here and there. Poetry is part of our practice. We breathe according to the rhythm of short practice poems. We transmit the lamp with poetry. When we eat, we are mindful of gāthās. Painters and musicians have worked hand in hand with Buddhism to bring into the monastery a pure, bright, fresh, and graceful ambience. Thanks to this, monasteries have the power to heal. When people first arrive, they still feel very agitated. Their hands and feet may be trembling, their hearts beating fast. But once they enter the monastery, they feel at ease. They feel refreshed even though they have not yet begun to practice. Your obligation is to keep the freshness, stability, and tranquility of the practice center alive. No one has the right to bring a radio or television into the center to create noise. No one can create images that are not refreshing. Every step, every spoken word, every breath should contribute to the wholesome and refreshing environment of the monastery. This is something which you should practice diligently.

In the past the suffering in society was not as great as it is now. In modern society there is much hysteria and great suffering. This hysteria has begun to make its way into meditation centers. You have to practice twice as much as in the past to protect the monastery framework. This framework is a bastion against the hysteria and suffering of the world. If you allow the suffering, hysteria, and agitation to enter this last bastion, it will collapse. You have to practice attentively if you are going to keep your meditation center as a meditation center, your monastery as a monastery, where people can come and enjoy purity, calm, and freshness.

There is suffering and dissatisfaction in the monastery, but it is small in comparison. The irritation, jealousy, and self-pity in yourself and in other monks, nuns, and lay friends is there, but it is small in comparison with the gnawing suffering out in the world. You just need to practice for an hour or less in order to overcome your difficulties. You practice to restore the harmonious, refreshing, peaceful, and wholesome atmosphere of the monastery. It is a real waste to allow these difficulties to deprive you of your happiness. You have to practice to bring about happiness among your fellow monastics and lay friends. The more happiness there is in your monastery, the more the suffering of the townsfolk is relieved. The suffering of townsfolk who come is enormous. Their mind is as if in a fever. They are worthy of your compassion. 

When the bell is invited and a group of visitors continues to talk, you should come to them and say: “Dear friends, in the monastery when we hear the sound of the bell, we stop talking and just follow our breathing.” When the bell for a meal has been invited and people do not make their way to the dining room to contribute to the practice energy of the Sangha, but instead they gather in small groups in the garden to make conversation, you need to intervene. You can say: “This is the time for practicing noble silence. Please join us.” When you hear the bell announcing an activity, everyone has to stop their conversation and return to their breathing. If someone continues to talk and does not attend the walking meditation, meal with the Sangha, or other activities, it is harmful for the collective practice energy of the community. All of you, whoever you are—not just the mindfulness inspector,11 the abbot, or the abbess—have the duty to remind others: “Please join the Sangha for walking meditation and practice noble silence. If it is an emergency and you have to consult with each other, please go to another place to do so.”  


11  A position in the Meditation School of one of the monks who oversees the practice of the monastery.


When there is behavior, conversation, or noise that is not in accord with the pure atmosphere of the monastery, you must intervene in time to put an end to it. If a layperson comes and gossips, says negative things about another monastery, another monastic, or layperson, you have to say: “Here we practice the Fourth Mindfulness Training, and we are not allowed to listen to or say such things. Here, we just listen to and speak about what is connected to the practice.” When everyone practices the Fourth Mindfulness Training, it makes the ambience of the monastery pure and pleasant. There are practice centers where people do not observe the mindfulness trainings. When you visit such a center, you only have to listen to the conversations, and you already feel tired. It is more like a garbage can than a practice center. In a meditation center our words and our gestures have to stay in Right Mindfulness. If there is some garbage, we need to recycle it into flowers immediately. Do not let it continue. When we practice the Five Mindfulness Trainings12 and keep the setting of the practice center refreshing, calm, and pure, it benefits us as well as the people who come to visit. We need to do all we possibly can to protect the monastery ambience. When there is a layperson or a monastic—especially someone new to the practice—who is not yet able to master mindful breathing and walking, you have to find a fellow monastic who is able to remind them. As far as your own practice is concerned, you can say to one of your brothers or sisters: “When my steps are not mindful, please intervene and remind me.” Or you might say: “Sometimes my sitting posture is not stable. Whenever you see me sitting in a posture that is not stable or beautiful, please let me know.” If you are a lay friend, it is the same. If your practice is not stable, you have to ask one, two, or three people to remind you. This is very important.


12  See the full text of the Five Mindfulness Trainings at https://plumvillage.org/mindfulness-practice/the-5-mindfulness-trainings/.





Appendix

Admonitions and Encouraging Words of the Meditation Master of Great Completion from the Gui Mountain

溈山禪師警策文

夫業系受身，未免形累，稟父母之遺體，假眾緣而共成。雖乃四大扶持，常相違背，無常老病，不與人期，朝存夕亡，剎那異世。譬如春霜、曉露，倏忽即無；岸樹、井藤，豈能長久？念念迅速，一剎那間，轉息即是來生，何乃晏然空過？

父母不供甘旨，六親固以棄離，不能安國治邦，家業頓捐繼嗣。緬離鄉黨，剃髮稟師，內勤克念之功，外弘不諍之德，迥脫塵世，冀期出離。何乃才登戒品，便言我是比丘，檀越所須，吃用常住。不解忖思來處，謂言法爾合供。吃了聚頭喧喧，但說人間雜話。

然則一期趁樂，不知樂是苦因。曩劫徇塵，未嘗返省，時光淹沒，歲月蹉跎。受用殷繁，施利濃厚，動經年載，不擬棄離，積聚滋多，保持幻質。導師有敕，戒勖比丘，進道嚴身，三常不足。人多於此耽味不休，日往月來，颯然白首。後學未聞旨趣，應須博問先知。將謂出家，貴求衣食？

佛先制律，啟創發蒙，軌則威儀，淨如冰雪。止持作犯，束斂初心，微細條章，革諸猥弊。毗尼法席，曾未叨陪；了義上乘，豈能甄別？可惜一生空過，後悔難追，教理未嘗措懷，玄道無因契悟。及至年高臘長，空腹高心，不肯親附良朋，惟知倨傲。

未諳法律，戢斂全無，或大語高聲，出言無度；不敬上中下座，婆羅門聚會無殊；碗缽作聲，食畢先起；去就乖角，僧體全無；起坐忪[忄+諸]，動他心念。不存些些軌則、小小威儀，將何束斂後昆？

新學無因倣傚。才相覺察，便言我是山僧，未聞佛教行持，一向情存粗糙。如斯之見，蓋為初心慵惰，饕餮因循，荏苒人間，遂成疏野。不覺龍鍾老朽，觸事面牆。後學諮詢，無言接引，縱有談說，不涉典章。

或被輕言，便責後生無禮，瞋心忿起，言語駭人。一朝臥疾在床，眾苦縈纏逼迫。曉夕思忖，心裡恛惶，前路茫茫，未知何往。從茲始知悔過，臨渴掘井奚為？自恨早不預修，年晚多諸過咎，臨行揮霍，怕怖慞惶。

殼穿雀飛，識心隨業，如人負債，強者先牽，心緒多端，重處偏墜。無常殺鬼，念念不停，命不可延，時不可待，人天三有，應未免之。如是受身，非論劫數。感傷嘆訝，哀哉切心！豈可緘言，遞相警策。所恨同生像季，去聖時遙。佛法生疏，人多懈怠。略伸管見，以曉後來。若不蠲矜，誠難輪逭。

夫出家者，發足超方，心形異俗，紹隆聖種，震懾魔軍，用報四恩，拔濟三有。若不如此，濫廁僧倫，言行荒疏，虛沾信施。昔年行處，寸步不移，恍惚一生，將何憑恃？況乃堂堂僧相，容貌可觀，皆是宿植善根，感斯異報。便擬端然拱手，不貴寸陰。事業不勤，功果無因克就。豈可一生空過，抑亦來業無裨？

辭親決志披緇，意欲等超何所。曉夕思忖，豈可遷延過時？心期佛法棟樑，用作後來龜鏡。常以如此，未能少分相應。

出言須涉於典章，談說乃傍於稽古。形儀挺特，意氣高閑。遠行要假良朋，數數清於耳目。住止必須擇伴，時時聞於未聞。故云：「生我者父母，成我者朋友。」親附善者，如霧露中行，雖不濕衣，時時有潤。

狎習惡者，長惡知見，曉夕造惡，即目交報，歿後沉淪，一失人身，萬劫不復。忠言逆耳，豈不銘心者哉！便能澡心育德，晦跡韜名。蘊素精神，喧囂止絕。

若欲參禪學道，頓超方便之門。心契玄津，研幾精要。抉擇深奧，啟悟真源。博問先知，親近善友。此宗難得其妙，切須仔細用心，可中頓悟正因，便是出塵階漸。此則破三界二十五有，內外諸法，盡知不實，從心變起，悉是假名。



不用將心湊泊，但情不附物，物豈礙人？任他法性周流，莫斷莫續。聞聲見色，蓋是尋常。遮邊那邊，應用不闕。如斯行止，實不枉披法服，亦乃酬報四恩，拔濟三有。生生若能不退，佛階決定可期。往來三界之賓，出沒為他作則。此之一學，最妙最玄，但辦肯心，必不相賺。
若有中流之士，未能頓超。且於教法留心，溫尋貝葉，精搜義理，傳唱敷揚，接引後來，報佛恩德，時光亦不虛棄。必須以此扶持，住止威儀，便是僧中法器。豈不見倚松之葛，上聳千尋，附托勝因，方能廣益。懇修齋戒，莫謾虧逾，世世生生，殊妙因果。

不可等閑過日，兀兀度時，可惜光陰，不求升進，徒消十方信施，亦乃辜負四恩。積累轉深，心塵易壅，觸途成滯，人所輕欺。古云：「彼既丈夫我亦爾，不應自輕而退屈。」若不如此，徒在緇門，荏苒一生，殊無所益。

伏望興決烈之志，開特達之懷。舉措看他上流，莫擅隨於庸鄙。今生便須決斷，想料不由別人。息意忘緣，不與諸塵作對。心空境寂，只為久滯不通。熟覽斯文，時時警策，強作主宰，莫徇人情。業果所牽，誠難逃避。聲和響順，形直影端。因果歷然，豈無憂懼？

故經云：「假使百千劫，所作業不亡，因緣會遇時，果報還自受。」故知三界刑罰，縈絆殺人，努力勤修，莫空過日。深知過患，方乃相勸行持，願百劫千生，處處同為法侶。乃為銘曰：


幻身夢宅，空中物色；

前際無窮，後際寧克。

出此沒彼，升沉疲極；

未免三輪，何時休息。

貪戀世間，陰緣成質；

從生至老，一無所得。

根本無明，因茲被惑；

光陰可惜，剎那不測。

今生空過，來世窒塞；

從迷至迷，皆因六賊。

六道往還，三界匍匐；

早訪明師，親近高德。

抉擇身心，去其荊棘；

世自浮虛，眾緣豈逼。

研窮法理，以悟為則；

心境俱捐，莫記莫憶。

六根怡然，行住寂默；

一心不生，萬法俱息。
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Sangha

materials owned by, 4, 36, 37

misusing, 92–93

money and, 42

as place of refuge, 42, 50

preserving setting of, 7, 63–64, 173–79

support of, 35, 36, 37–38, 42, 50–51, 52

virtue and, 42

Sangha body, 52

Sanghakarman procedure, 48

self-importance, 6, 59–60, 61

seven heavens, 131

shaving head, 87–88

sickness, old age, death, 3, 21–22, 25, 168, 

Shede, 71

Shining Light, 115–16

six destinies, 18, 165–66

six pirates, 165, 171. See also six senses

six senses, 16, 18, 72, 164–171

six sense objects, 18, 165, 168–169

skandhas, five, 8, 17, 79, 160, 168, 171

skillful means, 125

speech

frank, 115–16

as kind of action, 48

loving, 115–16

right, 104

spirit energy (shén), 119–2

spiritual dimension, 64

spiritual friends, 6, 101–113, 124–125, 129, 171

age and, 60–61

closeness to, 10–12, 106–10, 141, 167

death and, 79

Dharma friends, 79

losing, 167

meaning of, 60

relying on, 60–61

stability, 105

Stepping into Freedom, 48, 49, 86

study, 6, 11–14, 55–59, 84, 90, 106, 121, 124, 139–140, 146, 158 

Sư Bà Đức Viên, 26–27, 28, 159

subject and object of perception, 169–70

suchness, 149

suffering 

action and, 48–49

embracing and transforming, 105

karma and, 16–17, 153

meditation centers and, 176

in modern world, 176

Sutra in Forty-Two Chapters, xi

Sutra of the Bequeathed Teaching, xi

Sutra School, 123–24, 139, 141, 142

sutras

meditation and, 139–40, 142

studying, 14, 139–40

T

Tale of Kiều, 52–53

Tâm Mãn, 128

taste of Zen, 69

teacher, 18, 30, 65, 78, 109, 117, 121, 166–7

importance of, 166–67

Ten Novice Precepts, 41, 47–49, 51, 88, 156

Thích Chân Thật, 128–129

Thiện Hòa, Upadhyāya, 68

thinking, 16, 48, 63, 148

Three Important Scriptures of the Buddha and the Patriarchs, The, xi

Three Realms, 9, 13–14, 16, 81–82, 92, 130–31, 135–37, 153, 159, 165–66

three requisites, 5

Thúy Kiều, 52–53

time, value of, 63, 161, 162–63

Trần Hưng Đạo, 126

Trần Nhân Tông, 49, 105

Trần Thái Tông, 106

true mind, 16, 148–150 

true object, 16, 148–150

Tuệ Trung, Master, 126, 168

twelve links, 17, 160

twenty-five kinds of existence, 13, 130–31

U

ultimate dimension, vi, 13, 18, 26, 134–135, 140, 170–172

Unanimity of Meditation and Sutra School, 123, 124, 140

Uy Nghiêm, Sister, 31–32

V

Vạn Hạnh, Master 28

vinaya, 5, 47–48, 49, 51. See also precepts

virtue

fortifying, 12, 117–18

Sangha and, 42

W

walking meditation, 164

wilderness monk, 68

world, illusory nature of, 168

Y

Yanshang, Master, 71
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PALM LEAVES PRESS aims to develop a complete cat-
alog of the scholarly works of Thich Nhat Hanh to con-
tribute to the study and practice of Engaged Buddhism
and Applied Buddhism, to share what spiritual prac-
tice can offer to counteract social injustice and climate
change, to develop a global ethic, and to facilitate the
awakening of the collective consciousness. Infused with
the rich tradition of Vietnamese Buddhism, the mission
of Palm Leaves Press is to preserve Thich Nhat Hanh’s
legacy so his teachings can continue to nourish practi-

tioners now and for many generations in the future.
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THE MINDFULNEss BELL is ajournal of the art of mindful
living in the Plum Village tradition of Thich Nhat Hanh.

To subscribe or to see the worldwide directory of Sang-

has (local mindfulness groups), visit mindfulnessbell.org.
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Monastics and visitors practice the art of mindful living in
the tradition of Thich Nhat Hanh at our mindfulness practice
centers around the world. To reach any of these communities,
or for information about how individuals, couples, and fami-

lies can join in a retreat, please contact:

PLUM VILLAGE
33580 Dieulivol, France
plumvillage.org

LA MAISON DE L'INSPIR
77510 Villeneuve-sur-Bellot, France
maisondelinspirorg

HEALING SPRING
MONASTERY

77510 Verdelot, France
healingspringmonastery.org

MAGNOLIA GROVE
MONASTERY

Batesville, MS 38606, USA
magnoliagrovemonastery.org

BLUE CLIFF MONASTERY
Pine Bush, NY 12566, USA
bluecliffmonastery.org

DEER PARK MONASTERY
Escondido, CA 92026, USA
deerparkmonastery.org

EUROPEAN INSTITUTE OF
APPLIED BUDDHISM
D-51545 Waldbral, Germany
eiabeu

THAILAND PLUM VILLAGE
Nakhon Ratchasima

30130 Thailand
thaiplumvillage.org

ASIAN INSTITUTE OF
APPLIED BUDDHISM
Lantau Island, Hong Kong
pvhk.org

STREAM ENTERING
MONASTERY

Porcupine Ridge, Victoria 3461
Australia

nhapluu.org

MOUNTAIN SPRING
MONASTERY

Bilpin, NSW 2758, Australia
‘mountainspringmonastery.org

For more information visit: plumvillage.org
To find an online sangha visit: plumline.org

For more resources, try the Plum Village app: plumvillage.app
Social media: @thichnhathanh @plumvillagefrance
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THE THICH NHAT HANH FOUNDATION works to
continue the mindful teachings and practice of Zen
Master Thich Nhat Hanh, in order to foster peace and
transform suffering in all people, animals, plants, and
our planet. Through donations to the Foundation, thou-
sands of generous supporters ensure the continuation of
Plum Village practice centers and monastics around the
world, bring transformative practices to those who oth-
erwise would not be able to access them, support local
mindfulness initiatives, and bring humanitarian relief to
communities in crisis in Vietnam.

By becoming a supporter, you join many others who
want to learn and share these life-changing practices of
mindfulness, loving speech, deep listening, and compas-
sion for oneself, each other, and the planet.

For more information on how you can help support
mindfulness around the world, or to subscribe to the
Foundation's monthly newsletter with teachings, news,

and global retreats, visit tnhforg.
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