
Winter 2004



Chan M
editation Center

Institute of Chung-Hw
a Buddhist Culture

90-56 Corona Avenue
Elm

hurst, NY 11373

ADDRESS SERVICE REQUESTED

N
O

N
-PR

O
FIT O

R
G

.
U

.S. PO
STA

G
E PA

ID
FLU

SH
IN

G
, N

.Y.
PER

M
IT N

O
. 1120



Winter 2004           Chan Magazine  

1

“In 1978, I returned to Taiwan to 
visit Master Ling-yuan, the ab-

bot of the Monastery of Great Enlight-
enment of Ten Directions in Ji-long. I 
asked him, ‘Do you still remember me? 
I am that soldier who shared a sleep-
ing platform with you, Old Master, at a 
temple in Gao-xiong, and you gave me 
a big shout.’ He said, ‘Oh! I remember! 
The person that I taught to put down 
has come.’”

–Chan Master Sheng Yen
from Chan Comes West
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“I knew that my God was bigger than his. 
I knew that my God was a real God and his 
was an idol.”—Lieut. Gen. William G. “Jerry” 
Boykin, deputy undersecretary of defense for 
intelligence, speaking, in October, to a Chris-
tian evangelical church group, of a Muslim 
warlord he had captured in Somalia.

As I write, on October 23, Gen. Boykin has 
apologized, President Bush has distanced 
himself from the general’s remarks, Sec. 
Rumsfeld has defended the general’s right to 
religious freedom...and no doubt, by the time 
this is published in December, the imbroglio 
will have reached some form of conclusion. 
Either Gen. Boykin will have moved on, or the 
attention of the nation will have.

As those of you who read this column are no 
doubt aware, I am not above politics, but in 
this case what interests me is the religion, 
and despite the general’s poor political judge-
ment in airing his religious views in public, 
and in uniform, the views themselves are of 
a type that religious people may find it hard 
to avoid. What do those of us who believe in 
a Supreme Being think of the supreme beings 
believed in by others? We can comfort our-
selves with the homily of one God with many 
names, but if yours is forgiving and mine is 
vengeful, is one of us right about Him and 
the other wrong? What do we think of the 
beliefs of pantheists, worshippers of the dei-
ties of mountains and rivers and weather? We 
respect their beliefs, even if they are a little 
primitive, don’t we?

And what about those of us who believe not 
in an eternal, supreme being, but in the fun-

damental emptiness of all phenomena? Do we 
believe, as I have heard prominent Buddhist 
leaders imply, that the gods of others exist, 
but that those others understand them incor-
rectly? They cannot be eternal, for they are 
impermanent; they cannot be “supreme”, and 
they have no “being”, for they are depend-
ently co-arisen—is that what we Buddhists 
actually think of the beliefs of those deists?

Belief itself would seem to be problematic—it 
is that part of what we think that’s not ne-
gotiable. We understand that tolerance of 
the beliefs of others is a good thing, but is 
it enough? Tolerance, after all, means with-
standing that which is inherently hateful or 
harmful, and such an attitude toward the 
beliefs of others, while preferable to intoler-
ance, keeps the seeds of ideological conflict 
ever alive, just waiting for the cold rain of 
economic hardship, natural disaster, or politi-
cal upheaval to bring them back to terrifying 
life. Perhaps, short of wisdom, tolerance is 
the best we can do, but then we need to know 
that like any other expedient method, it only 
works if we don’t forget to use it.

Corrections

In reporting the appointment of Dr. Les Cole 
as executive director of the Dharma Drum 
Retreat Center in the Spring 2003 issue, 
page 30, we erroneously identified him as a 
Christian minister. Dr. Cole, who has gradu-
ate degrees in both theology and psychology,  
is a Buddhist and a disciple of Chan Master 
Sheng Yen. We sincerely regret the error and 
any confusion it may have caused.
 

From The Editor
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The Four Proper Exertions: 
Part Three

This is the third of four talks on the Four 
Proper Exertions, given by Chan Master 
Sheng Yen between October 31 and November 
21, 1999, at the Chan Meditation Center, NY. 
Rebecca Li translated live, and transcribed 
the talks from tape. The final text was edited 
by Ernest Heau, with assistance from Re-
becca Li.

So far we have covered the role of contem-
plation in developing diligence for practicing 
the Four Proper Exertions, the role of the ten 
virtues in giving rise to wholesome states, 
and overcoming unwholesome states, and we 
have talked about the role of meditation in 
encouraging wholesome states.

The Need for Virtuous Roots

To practice the Four Proper Exertions well, we 
need virtuous roots. How do virtuous roots 
come about? They come about by having 
virtuous seeds sowed in our minds when we 
hear the Dharma. When a seed germinates 
it sprouts roots. After learning Dharma and 
beginning to practice, we allow the Dharma 
seeds to sprout and give rise to virtuous 
roots. These new roots can then grow and 
take shape in our heart/mind. When the roots 
develop they give rise to branches, and when 
they are finally above ground, leaves begin 
to appear. So, through the virtuous deeds of 
practice we can give rise to virtuous roots. 
But it all begins with seeds being planted 
when we hear the Dharma. 

Even as you listen to this Dharma talk, you 
are collecting seeds that will germinate and 
grow in your heart/mind. When that happens, 
it will encourage the growth of your character 
and raise your spirituality to a higher level.
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There are three kinds of practitioners. There 
are ordinary sentient beings who have heard 
the Dharma but have not put it into practice, 
or at least have not been able to practice it 
very well. Next are sages who have heard 
the Dharma and have practiced successfully. 
Their virtuous roots have developed, leading 
to character and spirituality of a higher level. 
However, they still have vexations. Third are 
saints, very accomplished practitioners who 
have eliminated vexations to the point where 
they no longer harm themselves or others. 
Still, there remain subtle vexations that how-
ever, no longer manifest.

Diligence in Practice

Without diligently practicing the Four Proper 
Exertions, we cannot expect to get beyond the 
level of ordinary sentient beings. But when 
we practice the Dharma and allow the virtu-
ous roots to develop in our heart, eventually 
we can become sages. After that, with con-
tinued diligence, we become saints, and leave 
our vexations behind. How, then, do we prac-
tice? People may think practice only means 
sitting meditation. Doing prostrations, recit-
ing the Buddha’s name, reading and reciting 
sutras, copying them by hand, these are all 
practices as well.  
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In Buddhism we have analogies that describe 
diligence in practice. There is the diligence 
of the mother who always thinks about her 
child, even when she is away from the child. 
There is also the diligence of a hen sitting on 
an egg until it hatches. She won’t say “Well, 
I’ll just take a few days off, let the egg cool 
down, and I’ll come back to it.” Third is the 
diligence of a baby who wants to nurse con-
tinually. These analogies reflect the attitudes 
we should have: like the mother, we should 
be mindful of the practice; like the hen, we 
should persist in the practice; like the baby, 
we should hunger for practice. Whatever 
methods you practice, with these attitudes, 
you will have diligence, and you will cultivate 
virtuous roots.

Diligence is emphasized in many different 
Buddhist sutras and shastras, the latter be-
ing treatises based on the sutras. First there 
is the Abhidhamakosa Shastra by the great 
scholar Vasubandhu, which talks about 75 
dharmas, ten of which describe the mental 
conditions for cultivating goodness. Of these, 
the first condition is faith. Only when one has 
faith in the practice can one accept the teach-
ings, and this allows one to put the teachings 
into practice. And with the practice, one de-
velops virtuous roots. The second condition 
for cultivating goodness is diligence.

Another shastra by Vasubandhu outlines 
100 dharmas, of which eleven are the whole-
some mental factors. Of these, the seventh is 
diligence. There is the Treatise on Conscious-
ness Only, also by Vasubandhu, in which he 
emphasizes the Four Proper Exertions. This 
treatise talks about diligence as the motivat-
ing force to increase wholesome deeds and to 
eliminate unwholesome deeds.

Diligence is important because it gives us the 
courage and strength to deal with our own 
laziness and succeed in the practice. Practic-
ing the Four Proper Exertions can eliminate 
laxity, which is important in completing the 
development of wholesome factors. Diligence 
will help us complete whatever we do, even 
as we are confronted with obstacles. That is 
why we need courage and strength—so that 
we won’t give up easily.

Kinds of Diligence

There are different ways to view diligence. 
The Mahaprajnaparamita Shastra speaks 
of diligence of the body and diligence of the 
mind. Diligence of the body refers to using 
our bodies so that we become more capable of 
helping others. Diligence of the mind is about 
cutting off attachments such as greed and 
desire, so as to eliminate laziness. We like 
to have fun, to eat, to sleep. Tendencies like 
these lead to laziness; only when we can cut 
them off can we eliminate the unwholesome 
factors in our mind and give rise to the whole-
some ones.  

The Treatise of Mere Consciousness speaks of 
three kinds of diligence. The first is the dili-
gence that is like armor. Making and keeping 
vows is like wearing armor that protects our 
practice from harm. Because of this armor we 
won’t easily give up practicing. That is why 
it is important to have courage and strength.  
The second type of diligence mentioned in 
this treatise is that which comes through the 
bodhisattva practice of the Six Paramitas. The 
paramitas are first, generosity, then precepts, 
then effort; fourth is diligence, fifth is sama-
dhi, and sixth is wisdom. Bodhisattvas do not 
slacken their practice when confronted with 
obstacles and difficulties. They will not say 
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“BEING DILIGENT DOES NOT 

MEAN BEING OVERLY ZEAL-

OUS. RATHER, IT MEANS PER-

SISTING, NOT GIVING UP.”

“I practiced for a few days and I’m tired, so I 
will take a break.” No, they will just keep up 
their practice with no thought of the difficul-
ties. It is with this attitude that a bodhisattva 
practices diligence. The first four paramitas 
prepare us for samadhi, the fifth paramita, 
and with that wisdom, the sixth paramita can 
arise. Therefore, samadhi is not just about  
sitting still on a cushion; samadhi is about 
living in the world without being defiled by 
it. The true samadhi is that which leads us 
to wisdom. 

But what is wisdom? 
Wisdom is about tran-
scending distinctions 
between right and 
wrong, between good 
and bad, while still 
dealing with things ap-
propriately. It is being 
able to deal with subjects and objects while 
transcending subject/object distinctions.  

Practitioners will often feel tired, but the 
problem is not just bodily fatigue. We refer 
to something subtler—how the mind can 
become tired in the practice. That is why we 
must have diligence. Otherwise, our minds 
will tire easily and early. Some people think 
they can just jump into the practice and 
samadhi will come and wisdom will arise. 
After practicing a while without experiencing 
samadhi and wisdom, there is a good chance 
they will feel fatigue and give up. This is be-
cause they lack diligence. Some practice for 
a year or two, or ten years or more, and then 
give up. That is already pretty good, because 
they actually practiced for a while. Or some 
will say that they’ll practice harder the next 
time around, in the next life. Even that is not 
too bad, if they sincerely believe they will 

practice in their next life. All these people can 
help themselves by practicing the Four Proper 
Exertions.

The Diligence of Helping Others

Another kind of diligence is the diligence of 
helping other sentient beings. It is practice 
arising out of compassion for others with-
out letting up. There are people, such as 
social workers, who work very hard to help 

people. After doing 
that for several years, 
they sometimes get 
‘burned out.’ However, 
a bodhisattva takes the 
view that it may take 
many lifetimes to help 
sentient beings attain 
buddhahood, but in the 
process, one also helps 

oneself. What is important is not how much 
ability or talent we have, but how diligent we 
are in offering ourselves to others. 

I encourage people to volunteer at the Chan 
Center because in volunteering, one is spread-
ing the Dharma and in doing so, one also 
helps others. Some of you might feel bad 
if you keep coming to hear to the Dharma 
without volunteering. But you can still make 
a vow to make time in the future to volunteer 
here. Of course, it is better to have some kind 
of plan, not just a vague wish to do some-
thing. If you can make a vow to volunteer, 
you will at least have given rise to the idea of 
offering yourself to others, to benefit others. 
This of course is one of the Four Proper Exer-
tions: to give rise to wholesome activity not 
yet arisen. But without diligence, your vow 
will not last long.  



Chan Magazine Winter 2004

10
Winter 2004           Chan Magazine  

11

This evening’s topic is life and death from the 
perspective of Chan. Before I can talk about 
life and death from the perspective of Chan, 
we first need to understand what the perspec-
tive of Chan is. Actually Chan is very simple. 
Chan is about living in a very joyfully positive 
manner. In Chinese, the term Chan means 
wisdom, stability and peace. With wisdom, 

one can live with less suffering and vexation. 
And with stability and peace one can live 
without constant emotional afflictions and 
fluctuations. When we talk about the issue of 
life and death, most people cherish life, but 
dislike death. However, from the perspective 
of Chan, life and death are inseparable—they 
are actually the same thing. 

Chan in Life and Death
The following Dharma talk was given by Chan Master Sheng Yen to the Meditation Group, the 
Chan Meditation Center’s Manhattan affiliate, on November 6, 2001. It was translated live by 
Rebecca Lee, transcribed by David Slaymaker, and edited by David Berman.
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Yesterday, I talked to a woman at the Chan 
Center. This woman’s husband worked on the 
106th floor of the World Trade Center; he died 
on September 11th. Since the death of her 
husband, this lady has been coming to the 
Chan Center very often. So I spoke to her yes-
terday and asked her how things were going 
at home, and she told me she was living with 
her mother-in-law. I asked her if her mother-
in-law knew that her son had died, and she 
said that it seemed she knew, but that they 
hadn’t really told her because she was really 
afraid of death, so they thought it was better 
not to tell her. So I asked her, “How old is your 
mother in law?” And she said, “Well, she’s 
already 94 years old, and she’s been looking 
very hard for a way to immortality, finding a 
way that she can live forever.”  

I’d like to ask you: What this old woman is 
searching for, is it something she will be able 
to find?  Is it possible to find immortality? I 
believe most of you would answer, “No, it’s 
impossible to live forever.” But is it also pos-
sible that deep down in your heart you’ve 
been hoping that maybe you could? That if 
there were a way you could live longer, or 
maybe not die at all, that would be great?  So 
far, I haven’t found such a method; if I find 
it I will use it myself. Actually, in all human 
experience, throughout human history, we 
know of no human being that has not died. 
Therefore, a Chan practitioner should have 
the understanding and awareness that death 
can happen at any time. Wherever there is 
life there is going to be death. And for some 
people death may come sooner than for oth-
ers, but it will happen to everybody. So this 
evening I’d like to talk about two main top-
ics—one is the issue of life and death, and 
the other is Chan and it’s relationship to life.  

So what is life? Life is the boundless exten-
sion of limitless brightness. Most people 
think of life as beginning when a baby’s born 
and ending when a person dies. But that is 
not an entirely correct understanding of life. 
The existence of the physical body is actually 
only the expression of the function of life. So 
one should understand life as having two 
components, the physical and the  spiritual. 
Without the physical body, the spiritual as-
pect of life would have no way of expressing 
itself, but the physical body does not repre-
sent the entirety of life. The physical body 
exists for some limited period of time, but the 
spiritual component of life exists forever.  

There are a couple of interesting analogies 
some Buddhists use to describe the rela-
tionship between the spiritual and physical 
aspects of life, which make a certain kind of 
sense though they are not entirely correct. In 
one of these analogies the spiritual aspect of 
life is seen as a traveler who goes all over the 
place, taking a bus, driving a car, staying at 
hotels with different kinds of accommoda-
tion, and the cars and hotels are seen as the 
physical aspect of life. The idea is that the 
spiritual aspect of life is invisible and intan-
gible and is always there, whereas the visible, 
tangible, physical aspect of life exists only 
periodically. Another such analogy is that 
the physical aspect of life is like the clothes 
we put on—the clothes get old and dirty so 
we take them off and put on new ones. The 
body that wears these clothes is still the same 
body, so again the idea is that spiritual life 
is  continuous and eternal while the physical 
aspect exists only periodically. These analo-
gies illustrate how the physical aspects of life 
are like manifestations of different stages of 
spiritual life. Also you might have heard that 
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in Tibetan Buddhism there is a belief in rein-
carnation, that for example his holiness the 
Dalai Lama is believed to be in his fourteenth 
reincarnation. So the idea is that this is the 
same person in his 14th  body. 

This one time I met a Tibetan Rinpoche, so I 
asked him, “Are you a reincarnated rinpoche?” 
He said, “Yes, everyone is a reincarnated per-
son.” I asked him, “Am I the reincarnation of 
somebody?” He said, “Yes, of course you are 
too. You are probably the reincarnation of a 
great practitioner from the past.”

Here, I’d like to ask you, do you think you are 
the reincarnation of someone in the past? I 
think so, probably. It’s just that last time you 
had a different name, and no one can verify 
who you were, so no one can say that you are 
the reincarnation of such and such a person. 
So that’s the idea of reincarnation. One’s re-
incarnation in the present life can be based 
on one’s karma or on the power of one’s 
vows. The difference between the two is that 
if one’s reincarnation is based on karma, then 
it is not free—one has no choice—whereas if 
one’s reincarnation is based on one’s vows 
then one is free to choose. So here’s a ques-
tion: If you are reincarnated based on the 
power of your vow, does it mean that the per-
son you are in this life is exactly the same as 
the person you were in your past life? Exactly 
the same? So are the two exactly the same? 
No they are not exactly the same. 

I asked the Tibetan Rinpoche, “Since his holi-
ness the Dalai Lama has been reincarnated 
14 times, is he the same person as he was 
14 lifetimes ago?” The Rinpoche replied, “No. 
They are not the same person. Actually, in 14 
lifetimes, they are 14 different people.” “So 
there have been changes from the first to the 

fourteenth reincarnation?” And the Rinpoche 
replied, “What’s changed is his wisdom and 
merit.”

So, for the Dalai Lama, from his first life to 
his fourteenth reincarnation his wisdom and 
merit has been changing, and it has been 
growing. The same is true for everyone, how-
ever, if one does not practice, one’s merit and 
wisdom can change in the opposite direction, 
going downhill. 

Earlier I mentioned that life is the boundless 
extension of limitless brightness. If one prac-
tices and makes good use of every lifetime 
that one has, then one will be adding to this 
brightness, and that is the boundless exten-
sion. That is what I mean by life being the 
boundless extension of limitless brightness.

What I mean by making good use of one’s life 
is doing things that can benefit oneself and 
others. So if each physical lifetime is likened 
to a piece of clothing or a house that one has, 
then when one is in possession of the house, 
one makes good use of that house, and then 
while one is wearing a piece of clothing, one 
takes good care of it so it can perform its 
proper function. Of course however well one 
takes care of a house or piece of clothing, it 
will still get old and deteriorate in the end. 
But in the process of one’s taking good care 
one is adding to the brightness of life, and 
if one can do so life after life then one is en-
hancing the limitless brightness of life.

Recently when I was in Taiwan there were 
quite a few serious natural disasters happen-
ing there; there was serious flooding. I went 
to an area where a lot of people had died. The 
family members of the victims suffered great-
ly, and many were unable to accept the real-
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ity of the deaths. A lot of people were asking 
me, “Shifu, in our family, nobody does any 
bad things, why do we have to suffer such a 
punishment?” “There are much worse people 
than my relative—why does my family mem-
ber have to die, and those people don’t die?” 
“There are people who are much older and 
they survived, they’re still alive—why does 
my family member have to die so young?” I 
was bombarded with these questions. Their 
thinking was that it’s wrong for their relatives 
to die in a disaster, wrong that older people, 
like me, should still live. Of course that’s not 
really what they meant, but they were suffer-
ing greatly from what had happened. 

I have another stu-
dent who has come 
to many retreats 
and four years ago 
her twenty-year-
old son went out 
to buy bread in the morning and was killed 
by a car. For this woman this is a very dif-
ficult reality for her to accept. She simply 
could not face that just a moment ago her 
son was fine and then a moment later her 
son was dead. So for a few years this woman 
has been coming to my seven-day retreats, 
and every time she asks me, “Shifu, where’s 
my son?” Every time she asks me this ques-
tion. I’ve been telling her the same answer: 
“Everybody comes to this life with a mission, 
and once that mission’s accomplished, then 
that person leaves. Even though you do not 
want to let go, it is impossible to keep this 
person around. The next mission in the next 
stage of life is waiting for him, so he has to 
move on to accomplish the next mission. He 
has already moved on to the next lifetime, so 
you should give him your blessing instead of 
suffering so much.”

Now, after more than three years of medita-
tion practice, this woman has gained a deeper 
understanding of the nature of her body and 
mind, and begun to understand that life and 
death are separated by a very fine line. She 
also understands that if her deceased son is 
still around, and if there’s still a connection, 
she will be able to feel his presence. However, 
if she can no longer feel his presence, then 
that just means that he’s already moved on, 
and there’s no reason to be so attached. Fi-
nally she has begun to understand and so is 
willing to let go. So she no longer asks me the 
question again and again, “Where’s my son?” 
It’s kind of like we were traveling on the same 

bus, but her son got 
off this bus and got 
on another bus. 
Even though you 
want to see him or 
want to communi-
cate with him, it’s 

not that easy, because he’s already riding on 
another bus. So if we understand the separa-
tion between the living and the dead in this 
way, then it will be easier for one to handle 
these matters in life. Of course when it hap-
pens, when we have to be separated from our 
loved ones either living or dead, it is not easy 
to accept right away. But with the practice of 
Chan and the application of the correct con-
cepts one will become more capable of coming 
to terms with whatever happens. 

I’d like to ask you another question: Have you 
thought about why you ended up in this room 
listening to me giving this talk?  How are we 
related to each that you would come and lis-
ten to me talk? Let me tell you this—we have 
a connection not just from today’s meeting, 
we have a connection from way back when. 
We have been connected in some way from a 

“WHAT I MEAN BY MAKING GOOD USE 

OF ONE’S LIFE IS DOING THINGS THAT 

CAN BENEFIT ONESELF AND OTHERS.”
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long time ago, and even though we don’t re-
member it, our connection brought you all to 
this room to listen to this talk this evening.  

More then fifty some years ago there was a 
man living in mainland China, but because 
of the war he had to leave, which meant that 
he would never see his family again in this 
life. You can imagine how sad this separation 
was. But years later he ran into his family 
again, just totally by accident, so this kind 
of thing happens, though of course not often. 
I actually experienced something like this 
when I was in my thirties. I had accepted 
a disciple, who was taking refuge with me, 
and then I never saw this person again until 
twenty-some years later here in New York in 
the subway. I didn’t recognize him anymore 
because he looked very different after twenty 
years, but because I’m a monk, I kind of look 
the same, so he recognized me right away and 
ran up to me and said, “Shifu, I’m so glad to 
see you again.” I thought, “Who is this per-
son, why is he calling me Shifu?” It is actu-
ally the same for us here. You may think you 
don’t really know me, we haven’t met before, 
but regardless of the time that has passed and 
the changes we may have been through—new 
name, new body—we find ourselves together 
again. 

About six years ago I gave a talk and two 
of the people who were at that talk are here 
this evening; one of them is Lindley, who 
organized this event. She came to that talk 
and since then she’s been following me. So I 
believe we had a very deep connection before, 
otherwise why would she come to my talk 
and follow me after that? There’s another 
person from that talk who’s here this evening, 
and a third person too. It’s not like they went 
crazy, like they didn’t know me at all and 

just suddenly started following me around. 
It must be because we had a deep connection 
from before, and causes and conditions were 
such that we meet each other again now. So 
despite separations while we are alive, or 
between the dead and the living, we will see 
each other again. Someone gets off this bus 
and gets on another bus, but at some other 
time, in some other world, we may find our-
selves on the same bus again. If one can use 
this perspective to look at life and death then 
one may not suffer so much.  

Next I’d like to talk about how the practice 
of Chan can show us that life and death are 
actually two sides of the same thing. Through 
Chan practice one will experience first-hand 
that the physical phenomena of the body are 
undergoing constant changes, and that one’s 
mental state is also constantly changing, 
with phenomena arising and departing con-
tinuously. Thus one will come to understand 
the reality of impermanence and come to see 
that life and death are really inseparable, re-
ally the same thing. 

If one applies the method of sitting meditation 
to pursue the experience of Chan, then one 
will go through three stages. The first stage 
involves the relaxation of the body and mind, 
and as one relaxes the body and the mind, the 
burden of the body and mind will lessen. As 
a result one’s attachment to the body and the 
mind will lessen as well. When the body and 
mind are unified, then the burden of the body 
and the mind will disappear, at which point 
one will experience a very comfortable, very 
joyful state. Once one has this experience, the 
second stage, one may want to return to it, 
because in our ordinary daily life we often ex-
perience our bodies as great burdens. At this 
point one can really appreciate the value of 
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putting down the attachment to the physical 
body. However, rather than becoming stuck in 
the comfort of this stage, one should proceed 
to the next stage, where one also puts down 
the attachment to this blissful state of uni-
fied body and mind. At this third stage one 
will be able to go back into daily life and feel 
neither aversion nor attachment to the physi-
cal body. One’s view of the physical body will 
be that having one is good, that it should be 
cherished and used well, but that when it has 
to go that’s OK too. Of course it takes time in 
one’s practice to get to this stage. One cannot 
just start thinking, “Oh, wow, Chan practice is 
so good, I can just go straight to stage three!” 
But before we get to the stage of feeling at 
ease with the body and the mind, or the stage 
of feeling liberated from the body or mind, is 
sitting meditation useful? Yes, it is useful, be-
cause the practice of meditation helps one’s 
mind remain stable, and clear, and peaceful, 
even as one confronts the danger of death. As 
I said at the beginning, Chan is about living a 
life of wisdom and peace. 

I’d like to give you another example, actually 
this person is also here, sitting at the back 
there.  Her practice of meditation is not that 
good yet, but it’s already been quite useful 
to her. On the morning of September 11th, 

Ann was practicing sitting meditation in the 
morning before she went to work. After her 
meditation she made three interesting deci-
sions. She usually wears contact lenses, but 
that morning she decided to wear glasses. 
She also decided to go to work in pants and 
instead of wearing high heals she decided 
to wear flats. Then she went to her job in a 
building near the World Trade Center. When 
the attack occurred, she didn’t panic. She 
escaped from the building, and because she 
wasn’t wearing her contact lenses, the dust 
didn’t affect her vision very badly—by the 
time she got out of the area she was com-
pletely covered with dust—and because she 
was wearing pants and low shoes she was 
able to move quickly. So for her, sitting medi-
tation was quite useful that day. We’d like to 
invite her to stand up so we can give her our 
blessings; we are happy for her. So Ann, make 
sure you practice sitting more often.

With practice, when one encounters danger, 
one will be able to minimize the harm that 
may occur, because one’s mind will remain 
calm and clear. And even when the situation 
is such that one cannot escape death, then 
one will not panic. Instead one will under-
stand that it’s time to get off the bus, and 
that there is this other bus one has to get.  
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The Wondrous Functions 
of the Mind:

A Letter to Zheng Fang Lian
By Chan Master Zhongfeng Mingben

Translated by Ocean Cloud

Zhongfeng Mingben (1262-1323) was an eminent Chan master of the Linji lineage in the 
Yuan dynasty. He was one of the very few to receive transmission from his teacher, Chan 
Master Gaofeng Yuanmiao (1239-1295), the protagonist of the famous gongan, “Do you have 
mastery of yourself when you are in a dreamless sleep?”

Ocean Cloud is a group of practitioners, students of Chan Master Sheng Yen, who endeavor 
to bring the classics of Chinese Buddhism to the English-speaking community in the spirit of 
dana-paramita. They are: Chang Wen (David Kabacinsky) from New York, Guo Shan (Jeff 
Larko) from Ohio, and Guo Jue (Wei Tan) from Maryland.

The invisible bug is able to rest on every-
thing but not on fire. The mind of sentient 
beings can relate to everything (as an object 
of cognition) but not to prajna. But what re-
ally is the mind of sentient beings and what 
really is the essence of prajna? Why this talk 
about the ability and inability to relate to 
phenomena? Well, let me explain: “Reined 
with golden bridle, the horse whinnies on the 
fragrant grass; in the jade pavilion, the lady 
is enraptured by the spring blossoming of 
Apricot flowers” -- this is the mind of sentient 
beings. “In the jade pavilion, the lady is en-
raptured by the spring blossoming of Apricot 
flowers; reined with golden bridle, the horse 
whinnies on the fragrant grass” -- this is the 
essence of prajna. “On fragrant grass whin-
nies the golden bridled horse; the spring 
blossoming of Apricot flowers enraptures the 

lady in the jade pavilion” -- this is the ability 
and inability to relate to phenomena. If you 
get this directly without any hesitation, you 
would have seen [true reality].  

Apart from the mind of sentient beings, 
there is no prajna essence; when the waves 
subside, the water returns to its original 
state. Apart from prajna essence, there is 
no mind of sentient beings; when there is 
water, waves will naturally arise. When emo-
tive conceptualization of what is saintly and 
what is worldly is ended, and when the view 
of subject and object subsides, the worlds of 
the ten directions become one great field of 
complete enlightenment. All sentient beings 
have originally attained Buddhahood. At 
this place, you would not be able to find the 
tiniest bit of thing to be the mind of sentient 
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beings; and you would not be able to find the 
tiniest bit of thing that is prajna essence, let 
alone finding the tiniest bit of thing to sup-
port the theory of being able or not able to 
relate to phenomena. This is what we call the 
True Suchness Dharma gate of one taste and 
universality. Because of it, the Buddhas of 
the past, present, and future are able to set 
the wheel of Dharma in motion; with it, the 
ancestral masters of the past were able to 
open the true eyes [of Dharma]; relying on it, 
the firmament shelters the world; based on it, 
the earth holds up everything. The saints uti-
lize it to bring order and peace to all places; 
a noble person accords with it to fulfill the 
virtue of benevolence and enact policies to 
administer the land.

It is just that the multitude uses it everyday 
without knowing it. Having their back turned 
against it, they get more and more alienated 
from it. Due to this estrangement, worldly 
characteristics arise through prajna essence; 
from these worldly characteristics, the mind 
of sentient beings is generated; following this 
mind of sentient beings, different karmic ac-
tions are performed. As a result, one wanders 
around from place to place, leading to endless 
cyclic existence.

What we call prajna essence is none other 
than the potent and wondrous awareness 
from which the six sense functions flow 
forth. It is like a room that encompasses 
empty space, having six doors open on the 
sides, without obstructing each other. What 
we call the mind of sentient beings is none 
other than that which habitually follows the 
six sense objects of sight, sound, smell, taste, 
touch, and thought. It constantly grabs and 
rejects things it encounters, generating feel-
ings of liking and aversion, grasping and 

attaching [to things] thought after thought, 
without interruption.

Prajna essence is analogous to water and the 
mind of sentient beings to waves. When the 
ocean of mind is perturbed by the wind of 
conditions it encounters, waves arise from 
the water. Apart from the water, the waves 
have no concrete substance. For one whose 
great wisdom has shone through in great 
brightness and openness, he or she would be 
able to see the unmoving water amidst the 
thousand convoluted waves, with nothing 
amiss in both movement and non-movement. 
If you have not attained this, you are only re-
lying on words that resemble [true wisdom], 
being profoundly blind to the wisdom essence 
of wondrous awareness.

[What we call] mind and consciousness are 
but two names of the same thing. The en-
lightened ones penetrate consciousness and 

Chan Master Zhongfeng Mingben, reprinted by 
gracious permission of Gold Summit Monastery
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return to mind; the confused ones turn mind 
into consciousness. So what is mind? It is 
just a name given to the wondrous awareness 
which functions without any confusion. And 
what is consciousness? It is a name given to 
the illusory arising of discrimination from the 
functioning of wondrous awareness. These 
days, practitioners who discourse in abstruse 
eloquence mostly hold on to the entity of 
consciousness, without realizing the mind 
essence of wondrous awareness.

In reality, what we call wondrous awareness 
is not itself an object to be known. This is 
why the ancients said that a mirror does not 
reflect itself and a fire does not burn itself. If 
a mirror reflects itself, it would not be able 
to mirror other objects; if a fire burns itself, 
it would not be able to burn other objects. 
The mind essence is the same. If what we 
call wondrous awareness knows itself as an 
entity of awareness, it will not be able to 
know everything else. If one comes to know 
it as an object of awareness, what is known 
must actually be the entity of consciousness, 
not mind essence. Consciousness is the very 
object of the changeability of birth and death. 
If one holds on to it, how can one transcend 
birth and death?

The very essence of mind cannot be seen, 
heard, known, sensed, nor can it be grabbed 
or rejected. Whatever that can be gener-
ated is illusory, unreal, and inverted. If it 
is not something to be seen, heard, known, 
or sensed, how can a practitioner attain it 
as a transcendental realization? Well, all 
one should do is to depart from everything 
that can be seen, heard, known, or sensed, 
to the point that the one who departs and 
that which is being departed from (object) 
are brought into emptiness and quiescence. 

The mind essence will then simply manifest 
amidst that which can be seen, heard, known 
or sensed. When the ancients silently came 
into accordance and vividly realized this, the 
non-obstruction of all phenomena and condi-
tions followed naturally.

However, if one desires to depart from the ill-
ness of the seen, heard, known, and sensed, 
this desire itself will in actuality enhance the 
illness. This is why the ancients came up with 
a skillful mean of practice. They put forth a 
meaningless huatou, instructing practitioners 
to investigate it thoroughly. If one [throws all 
one’s attention] into the investigation of the 
huatou, one would naturally depart from the 
seen, heard, known, sensed, etc., without 
having to do so with any contrivance. In the 
various records of the transmission of lamps, 
we know that the ancestral masters did not 
generate doubt sensations through the use 
of huatou. Rather, they spontaneously real-
ized non-arising through some spoken words. 
This is because they were truly and genu-
inely determined to resolve the great affair 
of birth and death. Even before they entered 
the gate of chan practice, the thought of im-
permanence and the gravity of the affair of 
birth and death had already been palpitating. 
This thought stuck in their minds and they 
were unable to bring about a resolution of 
it. As a result, they traveled and wandered 
around, going thousands of miles, entering 
into remote places enshrouded completely by 
wild grasses, with the wind as their only com-
panion, [seeking for a resolution]. They went 
forth single-mindedly and diligently, with no 
other purpose than to thoroughly enlighten to 
“who they are”. If they could not realize the 
resolution after practicing for decades, their 
doubt sensation of birth and death would 
grow stronger with time, not for one moment 
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sincerely on the affair of birth and death; 
the second is to see through the illusoriness 
and fleetingness of worldly concerns such 
as honor and humiliation, gain and loss; 
the third is the determination to persevere 
along the path, never to regress. If one of 
these requisites is missing, your practice will 
be crippled; if two of them are missing, you 
will be lost; and if all three are missing, even 
if you were to commit the whole Tripitaka to 
memory and to deeply immerse yourself in 
cartloads of books, it will only feed into the 
karmic stream of your consciousness, engen-
dering your pride and arrogance, having no 
benefit whatsoever to your [affair of birth and 
death].

In the past, a monk asked Master Zhao Zhou, 
“Does a dog have Buddha nature?” Zhao 
Zhou answered, “Wu!” This single word “wu” 
is like the great sword of heaven and the 
poison smeared drum. Those who come into 
contact with it will die instantly and those 
who engage with it will have their spirits 
shocked into oblivion. Even the Buddhas and 
the ancestral masters do not dare to look at 
it straight on. Since the time it was proffered, 
many people have been intrigued by it, and as 
a result many attained realization through it. 
However, there were also a large number who 
got it wrong. If you want to thoroughly en-
lighten to the great intention of the Buddhas 
and the ancestral masters, and to completely 
penetrate your true mind, why don’t you place 
this word “wu” among the writing tablets and 
the desks? Whether you are speaking or si-
lent, on the move or at rest, hang the huatou 
in there! Look into it closely and unceasingly. 
What really is it all about? Why did Zhao Zhou 
say “wu”? Investigate it while you are on the 
move, examine it while you are seated. Dwell 
on it and be intrigued by it day and night, 

would they let go of this intention. If one can 
practice with such power of wisdom, there 
will be no need to worry that the light will 
not shine through.

Alas! Nowadays human minds are shallow 
and restless. Many people claim themselves 
to be practicing chan. The fact is, most only 
desire to be learned in the forms of practice 
and use them as material for gossip. Since 
they do not set their minds on resolving the 
great affair of birth and death, the more they 
talk, the more they are entrapped in their con-
ceptions, entwined ever more deeply by the 
vines, leading to the reinforcement of birth 
and death. How unfortunate!

If you want to emulate the Buddhas and the 
ancestral masters, you must generate the 
proper aspiration of resolving the great af-
fair of birth and death. Hang it on your eye-
lashes! So that even if you are enmeshed in 
myriad happenings and you are bombarded 
by myriad activities of the mind, you do not 
give rise to even one deviating intention, 
generating thoughts of discrimination, thus 
obstructing your aspiration. If this aspiration 
to resolve [the great affair] of birth and death 
is not genuine and sincere, it is certain that 
you will not be able to truly practice in daily 
living. And if you were to force yourself, it 
will only be a fleeting effort, not long lasting. 
Even if you are so intelligent and sharp that 
you can gain some understanding from the 
words of the ancients, that will only increase 
your knowledge, having no benefit whatso-
ever as far as the affair of birth and death is 
concerned. This is due to the lack of a genu-
ine aspiration.

There are three essential requisites on the 
Path of practice: The first is to set your mind 
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external objects, we say that it arises will-
ingly. Since it is your own willingness that 
results in the entrapment of birth and death, 
you will not be able to transcend it and move 
towards nirvana without generating a pro-
found willingness for such a purpose. If you 
intend to wait for the guidance and advice of 
the saints and sages to prod you into action, 
just consider the fact that when you entered 
the samsaric flow, it was not due to the prod-
ding of others! Contemplating in this manner, 
if we can be willing to end the mind that 
clings to birth and death and turn towards 
the path, everyone will attain [enlighten-
ment]. This is why the ancients said, “If one 
were to set one’s mind as strongly on the 
path as one does on emotional attachments, 

one would have at-
tained Buddhahood 
long ago,” and, 
“If you engender a 
determined willing-
ness [to practice], 
I can assure you 
that you will not 
be fooled.” Such 

words are not said to deceive others!

In the past, Minister Feng wrote the following 
verse about his practice:
When not attending to my official duties, I 
enjoy sitting meditation.
It was long ago that I last laid my body down 
when sleeping.
Even though I live my life as a government 
minister,
All across the four oceans, people know of me 
as an elder on the Path.

Prince Li had this verse about practice:
A man on the path is a man with an iron 
will,

without relenting for even one instant. While 
you are investigating it and examining it, do 
not try to understand it in the worldly sense 
or in the transcendental sense. Just go on as if 
nothing is happening in front of your eyes. If 
the flow of your investigation is smooth and 
seamless, do not be joyous because of that. If 
the flow of your investigation is intermittent 
and scattered, do not become discouraged. 
Whether you can truly do it or not, just carry 
on in a matter-of-fact manner. Do not give 
rise to the thought of wanting to find some 
skillful way to enhance the practice. Giving 
rise to such a thought is in fact creating an 
interruption in your practice. If you carry on 
unceasingly in this manner, by and by, your 
practice will naturally become seamless and 
it will happen that 
spontaneously the 
inner mind and the 
outer world will 
both be emptied 
and cleared. In-
stantly the saintly 
and the worldly will 
be transcended. At 
that point, you will realize that the Way is to 
be attained within your very being, not from 
anything external.

You have suffered in this impermanent world 
of birth and death for innumerable kalpas 
without being able to attain liberation. That 
is not due to any external causes. The very 
cause of this condition is the confusion and 
ignorance of your own mind. When the mind 
is confused, it enters into [birth and death] 
willingly. Nothing external could make it so. 
It is not so because of heaven and earth, or 
spirits and deities. If this willingness has its 
cause in external objects, it cannot be called 
willingness. Because it does not arise due to 

“IF THE BUDDHA WERE TO TALK 

ABOUT HOW TO CONDUCT ONESELF IN 

THE WORLD, HE WOULD NOT BE DEVI-

ATING FROM THE [CONFUCIAN] TEACH-

ING OF MAKING THE MIND UPRIGHT...”
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Whatever one encounters, the course of action 
is made instantly.
Directly coursing towards the supreme Bodhi,
Paying no attention to the disputes of the 
world.

Layman Pang said:
There is nothing special about my daily liv-
ing,
It is only I being in harmony with myself.
Not grasping or rejecting anything,
Not favoring or opposing any conditions.
Who designated red 
as “red” and purple 
as “purple”?
The hills and the 
mountains are all 
free of dust.
Miraculous powers 
and wondrous func-
tions,
Are but gathering wood and carrying water.

The scholar Zhang Zhuo said in his verse:
The luminous light illuminates the innumer-
able worlds quiescently,
The worldly and the saintly—all sentient be-
ings are of my own household.
When not a single thought arises, it mani-
fests completely,
When the six sense faculties move ever so 
slightly, it is covered by cloud.
To eradicate vexation will enhance your ill-
ness,
Working towards true suchness is also devi-
ated.
Flow with the world with no obstruction,
Nirvana and Samsara are both illusory flow-
ers in the sky.

The respectable Zhao Qingxian composed the 
following verse:

Sitting silently in the court behind the desk,
The mind source unmoved—clear as water.
In the crash of a thunderbolt, the crown of the 
head splits open,
I recall what I have always had long ago.

These are all gentry who roamed and played 
in the great field of complete enlightenment 
without departing from worldly merits and 
fame. If the ancients could be like this, there 
is no reason why people today cannot do 
the same. If one has a profound faith and 

practices sincerely, 
there will be no 
difference between 
people today and 
people of old. Do 
not be hesitant! 
Otherwise you 
will be drawing a 
boundary to con-

fine yourself.

The Buddhadharma is the gate of great 
liberation. The only requisites are that one 
should see the issue of birth and death as a 
grave affair, generate a profound faith, and 
straightforwardly investigate one’s huatou 
with great effort. One should be most care-
ful against reckoning and weighing one’s 
progress, trying to figure out one’s gain and 
loss.  Do not be like practitioners of the two 
vehicles of individual liberation, who employ 
various methods such as loathing their bod-
ies, avoiding contacts with the environment, 
quenching thoughts, relinquishing condi-
tions, discarding what they love, expelling 
aversions, driving away emotional attach-
ments, trying to depart from the illusory. 
Moreover, you should not run away from the 
clamor and seek quietude, or engage yourself 
in discriminating right from wrong, to grab 

 “...LIKEWISE, IF CONFUCIUS WERE TO 

TALK ABOUT THE WAY OF THE TRAN-

SCENDENTAL, THE TEACHING COULD 

NOT BE OTHER THAN THE ESSENTIAL 

PRINCIPLE OF EMPTYING THE MIND...”
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the saintly and reject the worldly, or to fight 
against scattered mind and stupor. If you 
depart from the proper mindfulness of inves-
tigating “Wu” and give rise to the tiniest bit 
of concern for what I mentioned above, the 
sword would have swung by long before you 
realized it! It would be impossible for you to 
realize enlightenment. The only purpose of 
chan practice is to realize enlightenment. You 
should take care not to part with your hua-
tou no matter what happens. If you give rise 
to any intention other than that of realizing 
enlightenment, you will not be attuned to the 
practice. Put utmost care into assuring this!

Practitioners today often preconceive an emo-
tive idea of the saintly and the worldly. This 
conceptualization stays latent in the store-
house consciousness, and as a result, when 
thoughts arise, discriminations follow. These 
people generate the feelings of aversion and 
annoyance even before engaging in a task; 
and they constantly reckon and worry even 
before coming into contact with things. Well, 
if you cannot penetrate through directly and 
straightforwardly, you will just be toiling 
about busily, gaining no benefit in principle. 
Stay on guard of the huatou in a seamless 
manner, and make this seamless practice 
even more seamless. When you are practic-
ing seamlessly, do not entertain any thought 
about this seamlessness. As soon as you give 
rise to such a thought, you will fall into [the 
trap of] seamlessness and you will be no lon-
ger attuned to the practice. [If you can just] 
persevere to the point that your practice is 
proficient and refined, the deluded emotional 
attachments of liking and aversion, grasping 
and rejecting, right and wrong will all be thor-
oughly eradicated without any contrivance, 
without a second thought.

The purpose of the Confucian path is to culti-
vate and refine the mind while the purpose of 
the Buddhist path is to enlighten and realize 
the mind. Cultivating and refining is gradual 
while enlightening and realizing is sudden. 
Although the mind is the same, the graduated 
path and the sudden path are different. And 
this difference is precisely that of the worldly 
and the transcendental. If the Buddha were 
to talk about how one should conduct oneself 
in the world, he would not be deviating from 
the [Confucian] teaching of making the mind 
upright and making one’s intention sincere. 
Likewise, if Confucius were to talk about the 
way of the transcendental, the teaching could 
not be other than the essential principle of 
emptying the mind and attaining complete 
enlightenment. If one does not truly under-
stand the great expediency of teachings and 
means of transformation instituted by the 
saints, one would merely be arguing and 
debating about them, bringing all sorts of 
disputes and quarrels.

When one engages in the study of worldly 
learning, the eight subjects of cultivating 
the Way, virtue, benevolence, righteousness, 
proper conduct, music, law, and [sociopoliti-
cal] order are not something alienated from 
the wondrous functions of the mind. When 
the mind has no obstruction, it is called the 
Way; if the mind is upright, it is called being 
virtuous; if the mind is infused with kind-
ness, it is called benevolence; if the mind is 
objective, it is called righteousness; if the 
mind is undeviating, it is called proper con-
duct; if the mind is gentle and tranquil, it is 
called the joy [of musical aesthetics]; if the 
mind is straightforward, it is call the law; if 
the mind is imbued with clarity, it is called or-
der. In fact, not only these eight subjects, but 
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the hundreds and thousands of wholesome 
conducts—any action that is beneficial to the 
world and the multitude, all come about due 
to the wondrous functioning of the mind. A 
worldly person turns his or her back on it and 
loses this wondrous function. This is how all 
sorts of confusion and chaos come into being. 
As a result, the saints had no choice but to 
institute their teachings to rectify the situa-
tion. To further demonstrate this, I offer the 
following verses:

The ultimate Way has always been intimate 
with the mind,
Having attained no mind, you will see the 
reality of the Way as it is.
When the mind, the Way, existence, and noth-
ingness are all extinguished,
You become an idle person in this universe of 
innumerable world systems.

Virtues are to be found in the nature of the 
myriad objects, 
But only the virtues of human beings resonate 
with the mind.
Ever since I came to know of this,
In conversation or silence, clarity shines in 
accordance with the ultimately just.

The saints instituted a great diversity of 
teachings,
Transforming, educating, nurturing, and 
refining the multitude throughout this vast 
space and time.
Wanting to be benevolent, benevolence mani-
fests,
There is no need to seek for anything outside 
the mind.

When the mind has achieved equanimity, the 
equality of self and others will be actualized,

Everything in one’s daily living will be just 
fitting and appropriate.
As long as one sees the sameness of the Dhar-
ma nature of all, 
This does not obstruct one from exercising 
kindness or authority.

It is not because of etiquette that one con-
ducts oneself in a dignified manner,
When the mind is undeviating, proper con-
duct will be perfected naturally.
When we meet, there is no need to present 
elaborate gifts,
One snap of the fingers shows our authentic-
ity and innocence.

The wind ensemble of nature plays a flute 
with no hole in the middle of the night,
The gushing water of the rivers strums a harp 
with no string in the morning light.
If you want to know wherefore one can attain 
this happiness,
It is to be found in your very mind.

To harbor unwholesome thoughts is to bring 
about punishments for the mind,
Three thousand rules and laws are instituted 
to govern this body of yours.
A man on the Path forgets all about good and 
evil,
While Law and order are clearly and vividly 
administered.

The mind is like a scale, indicating what is 
heavy and what is light,
When loaded, the weight is clearly shown.
Since time immemorial, all benevolent gov-
ernings are similar,
For thousands of years, they have served as a 
standard for human beings to behold.
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The Past
News from the Chan

 Meditation Center and
 the DDMBA Worldwide

________________
Special 3-Day Retreat at DDRC

Dharma Drum Retreat Center (DDRC) hosted a 
three-day retreat, just before many folks went 
back to school or back to work on Labor Day 
weekend, from August 29th through Septem-
ber 1st. Although only three days, this brief 
retreat provided many beginners, students, 
and experienced practitioners some time to 
settle their bodies and minds and “enjoy the 
retreat like a vacation,” as Guo Yuan Fa Shi 
suggested in one of his lectures. This “vaca-
tion” was special in that it was organized and 
coordinated partly by The College Dharma As-
sociation, Faqing Hui, and was attended by 
approximately 50 young people and first-time 
retreatants. The event was free for students, 
allowing them to get a chance to take an af-
fordable and healthy vacation from the rigors 
of academic study.

“First, we should collect the mind, then ab-
sorb the mind, and thereby pacify the mind.”  
Guo Yuan Fa Shi talked about the process of 
meditation as simply putting our method into 
practice and becoming deeply absorbed in it 
so that we can calm our bodies and minds 
to achieve a level of stable concentration. He 
spoke about the view of Chan, often quoting 
the Platform Sutra of the Sixth Ancestor, “Not 
thinking of good or evil, what is our original 
face?” He continued by explaining that this 
does not mean that there is no good or bad, 
right or wrong in the world. It simply means 
that we should not let ourselves be disturbed 
by what happens in the environment, in our 
bodies, and in our minds. To understand 
Chan is to clearly understand what is hap-
pening without getting caught up in what we 
can gain or lose or in what is good or bad.  In 
all situations, we should practice to have a 
mind free of self-centeredness. This mind is 
without bias and is ‘originally’ ours free from 
discrimination. It is the Buddha-nature inher-
ent in us.

He continued by saying that with practice, 
especially on retreat, we first learn about our-
selves—our thinking, our habits and views, 
our biases and judgments of others.  We see 
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that we are constantly comparing ourselves 
to others, criticizing them, putting them 
down, yet we seek approval and praise from 
them. This process of self-discovery is the im-
portant first step in learning to practice. From 
this self-observation, we practice putting 
aside these and other negative, self-centered 
tendencies and cultivate concentration. Even-
tually, we can see our true nature is without 
these illusory, wandering thoughts of greed, 
anger, and ignorance.

At the end of the retreat, the participants 
expressed their discoveries in letters. Each 
person wrote a letter to someone about his or 
her experience on the retreat. What emerged 
from these short pieces were exceptionally 
moving and personal accounts of the experi-
ence of discovering the self. One participant 
wrote, “I realized that I was competing with 
people.  Walking with the bowl of water [dur-

ing the water bowl meditation], I was trying 
to race other people, or looking at how they 
were doing, or becoming jealous of how fast 
they were moving.” Others wrote letters to 
loved ones, expressing their apologies for act-
ing wrongly in the past. As each person read 
aloud to the group of participants, some shed 
tears, others laughed hysterically, others lis-
tened with all their attention to the touching 
words of gratitude and realization.

In a seemingly short three days, many re-
treatants gained the timeless knowledge of 
how to transform oneself from a state of 
selfishness and discontent to a state of great 
wisdom and virtue.

Many thanks to all those who worked so hard 
on the retreat: volunteers, residents, partici-
pants, and especially Guo Yuan Fa Shi, who 
lectured twice everyday in Chinese and Eng-
lish and tirelessly gave interviews.
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Diligent Devotion to Society 
An Alternative Career 

Nearly 500 people congregated to witness 
the tonsure rites of 20 postulants on August 
27th at Dharma Drum Mountain’s (DDM) 
Nung Chan Monastery in Taipei—by far the 
greatest number in the history of DDM’s 
tonsure ceremonies.
 
Chan Master Sheng Yen remarked in his 
address, “To leave home and take up 
monastic life is neither a form of escape nor 
an abandonment of responsibilities. It is in 
fact an expansion into a new frontier opening 
up toward an assiduous future. Furthermore, 
leaving behind the secular world is a choice 
that requires fortitude and determination in 
a person. The pursuits of a monastic will no 
longer be for personal gain in fame, wealth, 
power and status. Instead, a monastic’s 
pursuit will be for self-purification and 
advancement through espousing Buddhist 
practice. A monastic, resilient and versatile, 
is a determined and courageous practitioner 
who offers himself selflessly to society.”

Shifu pointed out that throughout history 
there have been people who have offered 
and sacrificed their lives for the survival of 
their nations and the continuation of their 
race.  Today, the best way to save the world’s 
human race and put an end to its calamities 
would be to leave home because a monastic 
is not held back nor constrained by personal 
worldly worries or troubles. A monastic 
works diligently and goes wherever there is 
danger or calamity to help alleviate people’s 
suffering through the teachings and practice 
of the Dharma. A monastic’s dedication is 
not limited to one nation or society, but to all 

Youth Camp 2003

Thunderstorms and traffic didn’t keep 30 
family members, volunteers, and guests 
away from this year’s Youth Zen Camp held 
from August 1st through 3rd. Check-in on Fri-
day night launched the weekend as friends 
reacquainted and greeted one another from 
last year.  Saturday morning started with Guo 
Yuan Fa Shi leading the morning exercises, 
guided relaxation, and meditation. He also 
offered two lectures during the day. Guo Yuan 
Fa Shi told Chan stories and explained how 
they applied to our lives today.
  
Dr. Les Cole led the two days’ activities, which 
emphasized the participants reflecting on the 
process in which they problem solve and co-
operate with others. After the introductions, 
the participants began working on nine group 
activities in two days. The groups had to work 
together by watching, compromising, yield-
ing—and no talking! Laughter, restarts and 
lots of learning created many fun sessions!

The meals were excellent and the help from 
the volunteers was immeasurable. Carol 
Fung, the coordinator, said that everyone 
was particularly helpful this year. Many of 
the families pitched in and helped on their 
own. The campfire on Saturday night with 
its songs, “some-mores” and veggie-kabobs 
made it a special part of the weekend. The 
overall reaction was that DDRC is “the most 
beautiful place on earth”.  All the participants 
made the same wish: Next year, make the 
camp last one day longer!

________________________
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sentient beings of the world. The postulants’ 
choice in taking up monastic life is not an act 
of pessimism to live incognito; rather, it is 
an active choice to uplift themselves for the 
benefit of all sentient beings. Therefore, DDM 
chooses to hold its annual tonsure ceremony 
on the birthday of Bodhisattva Ksitigarbharaja 
(July 30th of the Lunar Calendar), who vowed 
not to attain Buddhahood until “all the Hells 
are empty,” and who thus epitomizes the 
postulants’ aspirations to benefit others  and 
to be free from the lure of worldly fame or 
power.

________________________

New Sunday Q & A Program

The Chan Center has started a new Sunday 
afternoon Question & Answer program. This 
program is a response to some participants’ 
concerns regarding the lack of direct interac-
tion with the resident sangha members and 
the lack of a formal venue to discuss ques-
tions and problems they encounter in their 
practice. The session begins after lunch at 
1:45 pm and ends at 2:45 pm. It is held in 
the second floor meditation room, concurrent 
with the chanting session in the Buddha Hall.  
Conducted in an open atmosphere, it provides 
an opportunity for people to ask and discuss 
questions related to their practice as well as 
Dharma questions in general. The abbot, Guo 
Yuan Fa Shi, normally leads the session. Se-
nior members of the Chan Center will serve 
as the discussion leaders when Guo Yuan Fa 
Shi is not available. So far the session has 
been well attended and the response has been 
positive.

________________________

Beginner’s Dharma Class

One new program being offered now at the 
Chan Meditation Center is the Beginner’s 
Dharma Class, code-named Dharma 101.  
This three-part class for newcomers to the 
Center covers the basic principles common to 
all schools of Buddhism as delineated in the 
Four Noble Truths. The course uses Master 
Sheng Yen’s book on the Four Noble Truths, 
Setting in Motion the Dharma Wheel, as it’s 
text. Each session consists of three consecu-
tive Friday night classes, and the classes are 
being team-taught by the Center’s four Eng-
lish-speaking Dharma lecturers, David Ber-
man, Rebecca Li, David Slaymaker, and Bill 
Wright. 

The course has been presented four times so 
far and has trained over 50 students in the 
basics of the Dharma. It has been scheduled 
again for January and March of 2004, in or-
der to coincide with scheduled sessions of the 
Beginners’ Meditation Class, so that new stu-
dents who learn to meditate at the Center can 
go on to learn Buddhist concepts and theory. 

The Dharma lecturers are already at work on 
the syllabus for a follow-up course, Dharma 
102, which will present the essential teach-
ings of the Chan school, using the Heart Sutra 
as its organizing principle, and Shifu’s com-
mentary There Is No Suffering as its text. The 
course should be ready for its trial run by the   
autumn of 2004.

________________________
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The Future 
Retreats, classes and other upcoming 
events.

Chan Retreats

Chan retreats are opportunities for serious 
practitioners to deepen their practice and 
receive guidance from resident teachers. Re-
treats are held either at the Chan Meditation 
Center in Queens (CMC) or at the Dharma 
Drum Retreat Center (DDRC) in Pine Ridge, 
New York. 

One-day Retreat (CMC)
Saturday, March 20, 9:00 am – 5:00 pm

Three-day Retreat (DDRC)
Friday, February 13, 9:00 pm – 
Monday, February 16, 5:00 pm

Chan Practice

Monday Night Chanting
Every Monday, 7:30 – 9:00 pm. Devotional 
chanting of Amitabha Buddha.

Tuesday Night Sitting Group
Every Tuesday, 7:00 – 9:45 pm. Periods of sit-
ting meditation alternating with yoga, walk-
ing meditation, readings, discussion, and 
chanting the Heart Sutra.

Saturday Sitting Group
Every Saturday, 9:00 am – 3:00 pm. Half-
hour periods of sitting meditation alternating 
with yoga or walking meditation. 

Sunday Open House
Every Sunday (except April 25)
  10:00 am – 11:00 am   Group Meditation
  11:00 am – 1:00 pm   Dharma Talk 
  1:00 pm – 1:45 pm    Vegetarian Lunch
  1:45 pm – 2:45 pm    Chanting
  1:45 pm – 2:30 pm   “Ask the Abbot”, a 
question and answer session on Dharma 
topics with Abbot Guo Yuan Fa Shi.

Classes at CMC

Beginners' Meditation Classes
Saturdays, January 17 & 31, 9:00 am – noon
Saturdays, February 7 & 21, 9:00 am – noon

Beginners' Dharma Classes
Fridays, January 23, 30 & February 6, 
7 – 9 pm
Fridays, March 12, 19, 26, 7 – 9 pm

Taijiquan Classes
Thursday, 7:30 – 9:00 pm, with instructor 
David Ngo, on-going

Yoga
Saturday, 4 – 5:30 pm, with instructor Rikki 
Asher. January 31, February 7, 21, 28, 
March 6, 13, 20, 27, April 24, May 1, 8, 15 
 

Special Events
Chinese New Year Celebration
Sunday, January 25, 10:00 am – 4:00 pm 
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You are invited to join us for our

Chinese New Year Celebration
at the

Chan Meditation Center
90-56 Corona Avenue

Elmhurst, Queens

Sunday, January 25, 2004
10:00 am – 4:00 pm

Year of the Monkey, Lunar Year 4701

10:00 am Heart Sutra Recitation
10:30 Talk by Master Jen Chun
11:30 Offering to the Sangha
Noon Vegetarian Lunch
1:30 pm Entertainment
3:00 Closing by Abbot

Please call 718-592-6593 to let us know you plan to attend.

            
            
            



Chan Magazine Winter 2004

32
Winter 2004           Chan Magazine  

33

Asia:
Hong Kong 
Room 205, 2/F BLK B, 
Alexandra Industrial Building, 23-
27 Wing Hong St., Cheung Sha Wan, 
Kowloon, Hong Kong
Tel: 852-2865-3110
Fax: 852-2591-4810

Malaysia 
Dharma Drum Mountain Buddhism
Information Centre in Malaysia: 
30 Jalan 16/6, 46350 Petaling Jaya,
Selangor DE, Malaysia 
Tel: 603-79600841, 603-7319245
Fax: 603-7331413, 603-79600842 
Email: kahon@pc.jaring.my
http://www.media.com.my/zen 

Singapore 
Dharma Drum Mountain (Singapore 
Liaison Office):
No. 10 Second Avenue, 
Singapore 266660
Contact: Ms. Yeh Yin Shia 
Tel & Fax
(65) 6469 6565
Cell 9745 6565. 
Email: ysyehsg@yahoo.com.tw

Taiwan 
Nung Ch’an Monastery:
No. 89, Lane 65, Tayeh Road
Peitou, Taipei 
Tel: 02-2893-3161
Fax: 02-2895-8969 

Dharma Drum Mountain:
No.14-5, Lin 7, Sanchieh Village, 
Chinshan, Taipei
Tel: 02-2498-7171, 02-2498-7174
Fax: 02-2498-9029 
Email: webmaster@ddm.org.tw 
http://www.ddm.org.tw
Dharma Drum International Meditation 
Group:
Contact: Guo Chii Shi
Tel: 886-02-2778-5007~9
Fax: 886-02-2778-0807
Email: gchiis@ddm.org.tw
Saturday, 8:30-11:30 am, meditation and 
discussion in English at An Her Branch 
Monastery

Australia: 
Melbourne 
326 Church Road, Templestowe VIC 3106 
Australia
Tel: 61-3-4024-1997

Sydney 
132 Pennant Hills Road
Normhnhurst, 
N.S.W 2076, Australia 
Tel: 61-2-9489-5677

New Zealand: 
No. 9 Scorpio PL. Mairangi Bay, 
Auckland, 
New Zealand 
Tel: 64-9-4788430

Canada: 

Mansfield 
Contact: Paul Martin 
PO Box 6 
Mansfield, Ontario, Canada L0N1M0 
Tel: (705)435-9367

Richmond
(Vancouver area)
Zen-Wen Huang
10800 No. 5 Road
Richmond, BC, Canada V7A 4E5
Tel: 604-594-4986 or 604-277-1357 
Fax: 604-277-1352
Email:ddmvan@infinet.net

Toronto 
Contact: Quin Feng Yang 
265 Main St., Unit 804 
Toronto, Ontario, Canada M4C4x3 
Tel/Fax: 416-691-8429
Cell: 416-712-9927 
Email: ddmba_t
oronto@yahoo.com

Chan 
Center 

Affiliates
Local organizations affiliated with the Chan Meditation Center and the Dharma Drum Mountain Buddhist 
Association provide a way to practice with and to learn from other Chan practitioners. Affiliates also provide 
information about Chan Center schedules and activities, and Dharma Drum publications. If you have questions 
about Chan, about practice, or about intensive Chan retreats, you may find useful information at an affiliate 
near you.
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Vancouver 
Contact: William Tsao 
10800 No.5 Road
Richmond, B.C., Canada V7A4E5 
Tel: 604-277-1357
Fax: 604-277-1352 
Email: ddmvan@infinet.net
http://www.ddmvan.ca

Europe: 
Croatia
Dharmaaloka Buddhist Center 
Dordiceva 23
10000 Zagreb, Croatia 
Tel/Fax: ++385 1 481 00 74
Email: info@dharmaloka.org
http://www.dharmaloka.org
Teacher: Zarko Andricevic 
Ongoing program of study and practice, 
including courses in Buddhism and Chan 
meditation, meditation group meetings, 
and retreats.

Luxemburg 
15, Rue Jean Schaack L-2563 Bonnevoie 
GD.DE Luxemburg Tel: 352-400080

Poland, Warsaw 
Zwiazek Buddystow Czan (Chan Buddhist 
Union): 
Contact: Pawel Rosciszewski, Beata 
Kazimierska 
Tel/Fax: (22) 7275663, GSM 0-601-
205602
Tel/Fax: (22) 6208446, (22) 6498670, 
GSM 0-601-205602

Sweden 
Svenska Chan Sallskapet (the Swedish 
Ch’an society):
Contact: Tomasz Holuj, chairman. 
Tel: 46-8-716-9295

Switzerland, Zurich 
Teacher: Max Kalin (Guo-yun) 
Tel/fax: 411 382 1676 
Mobile: 4179 416 8088 
Email: MaxKailin@chan.ch 
http://www.chan.ch 

United Kingdom
London 
18 Huson Close
London NW3 3JW, England
Tel: 44-171-586-6923

Western Ch’an Fellowship:
24 Woodgate Ave. Bury
Lancashire, BSL9 7RU, U.K. 
Contact: Simon Child, secretary 
Email: secretary@w-c-f.org.uk, 
http://www.w-c-f.org.uk

USA: 
USA Headquarters
Dharma Drum Mountain Buddhist 
Association (DDMBA) 
Chan Meditation Center:
90-56 Corona Avenue 
Elmhurst, NY 11373 
Tel: 718-592-6593
Fax: 718-592-0717 
Email: ddmbaus@yahoo.com 
http://www.chancenter.org

Dharma Drum Publications in New York 

Chan Meditation Center:
90-56 Corona Avenue 
Elmhurst, NY 11373 
Tel: 718-592-6593
Fax: 718-592-0717 
Email: ddmbaus@yahoo.com 
http://www.chancenter.org

Dharma Drum Retreat Center 
184 Quannacut Road 
Pine Bush, NY 12566 
Tel: 845-744-8114
Fax: 845-744-8483 
Email: ddrcny@yahoo.com 
http://www.chancenter.org
  

California
Davis:
Contact: Grace Wei
6600 Orchard Park Circle #6221
Davis, CA 95616
Tel/Fax: 530-297-1972
Email: gracewei2000@hotmail.com

Los Angeles:
Contact: Stanley Kung, Sam Chin, Paul 
Lin. 
1168 San Gabriel Blvd., #R 
Rosemead, CA 91770  
Tel/Fax: 818-248-1614
Email: smkung@email.msn.com or 
paullinddm@aol.com 
http://members.aol.com/ddmchan

Riverside:
Tel: 909-789-6052 

Florida
DDMBA Orlando Meditation Group:
Location: 661 Waterscape Way, Orlando, 
FL 32835
Contact: Colisa Chang 
Tel/Fax: 407-671-6250
Email: ColisaC@hotmail.com 

Georgia
Duluth:
Contact: Sophia Chen 
4977 Dillards Mill Way  
Duluth, GA 30096 
Tel: (day/night) 770-416-0941
Fax: 770-417-5897 
Email: era_ricky@msn.com

Illinois
Belvedere
Contact: John Chen
1632 South State Street
Belvedere, IL 61008
Tel: 815-871-2026 or 815-544-6464
Fax: 815-547-5550
Email: ddmmaper@aol.com

Chicago 
Contact: Isabel Huang 
1144 Waukegan Road 
North Brook, IL 60062 
Tel: (H)847-480-1583
Fax: 847-480-9064
Email: dharma@ddmbachicago.org
http://www.ddmbachicago.org/

Kentucky 
Contact: Chen Hua Cheung 
723 Brookhill Drive 
Lexington, KY 40502 
Tel:(H)859-277-5009
(O)859-257-3258 
Fax: 859-257-8031
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Michigan 
Contact: Lina Wu 
1337 Ramblewood Drive 
E. Lansing, MI 48823 
Tel/Fax: (H)517-351-7077
Email: wulina@pilot.msu.edu

New Jersey
Contact: Paul Lee
8604 Tamarron Dr.
Plainsboro, NJ 08536  
Tel: 609-716-1772
Fax: 609-716-1773 
Email: runnsheng@yahoo.com

Piscataway: 
Contact: Maggie Laffey 
Tel: (732)463-1689 
Email: mfxl@earthlink.net 

New York
Manhattan:
The Meditation Group 
Arpad Hall 
323 East 82nd Street (1st and 2nd 
Avenue) 
Contact: Charlotte Mansfield 
Tel/Fax: 212-860-8031
Email: MeditationGroup@yahoo.com 
http://www.MeditationGroup.org

Long Island:
Contact: Hai Dee Lee
P.O. Box 423
Upton, NY 11973
Tel: 631-689-8548 or 631-344-2062
Fax: 631-344-4057
Email: hdlee@bnl.gov

Queens:
Contact: Amy Yoo 
Tel: (H)718-461-0385

Rochester:
Contact: Min Wang 
170 Maywood Drive 
Rochester, NY 14618 
Tel/Fax: 585-242-9096
(O) 585-429-3177 
Email: min_wang@xelus.com

Texas
Arlington:
Contact: Cha Ying Kuo
1905 Delta Dr.
Arlington, TX 76012
Tel: 817-274-2247 or 817-619-3542
Fax: 817-619-3916
Email: ckuo7@attbi.com

Austin:
Contact: Angela Weiy
48-03 Gypsy Cove
Austin, TX7 8727 
Tel: (H)512-346-7376
Fax: 512-346-8373
Email: jweiy@Austin.rr.com

Houston:
Contact: Theresa Feng 
3407 Shadow Spring Court 
Houston, TX 77082 
Tel. (H)281-589-0718
Email: power26v@aol.com

Vermont
Jui-chu Lee
16 Bower St.
S. Burlington, VT 05403
Tel/Fax: 802-658-3413
Ofc: 802-769-0826
Email: juichulee@yahoo.com

Virginia 
Contact: Chen-Kuei Hsueh 
1321 Paramore Drive 
Virginia Beach, VA 23454 
Tel: (H)757-496-2098
(C)757-343-5836
Fax: 757-496-2098

Washington
Winston Chen
23756 SE 36th Lane
Issaquah, WA 98029
Tel/Fax: 425-394-1380
Ofc: 206-624-9349
Email: wwchen0001@cs.com

North Carolina 
Contact: Hai-Hsiu Yuan 
215 Tremont Circle 
Chapel Hill, NC 27516 
Tel: (H)919-929-8061
(O)919-998-2665 
Fax: 919-933-7450, 919-998-7648 
Email: ddmbanc@yahoo.com

Ohio
Wooster: 
Contact: Terrisa Lee 
1537 Renwood Drive  
Wooster, OH 44691 
Tel/Fax: (H)330-263-1855
Email: tylee1537@aol.com

Northeast Ohio:
Contact: Jeff Larko
339 Valley Brook Oval
Hinckley, OH 44233
Tel: 330-225-8722
Email: DDMBA_Ohio@yahoo.com

Oregon
Contact: Amy Lee
812 SW Washington St. #1016
Portland, OR 97205
Tel: 360-254-4109 or 503-515-4571
Fax: 360-254-4109
Email: amysslee@aol.com

Pennsylvania
Lemont:
Haolun Kang
276 Whitehill St.
P.O. Box 0183
Lemont, PA 16851
Tel: 814-237-8845
Fax: 814-867-5148
Email: haolungkang@hotmail.com

State College
Ting-Ling Lai
425 Wanpelani Dr. #501
State College, PA 16801
Tel: 814-861-6796
Fax: 814-867-5148
Email: txl166@psu.edu
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Introducing the newest book from Chan Master Sheng Yen

Illuminating Silence
With introduction and commentaries by John Crook

This comprehensive work provides an unusual introduction to the practice of Chan by Master Sheng Yen based on 
talks given during two intensive retreats at the meditation centre of the Western Chan Fellowship in Wales. It provides 
a basic handbook for all concerned with an effective training in Zen for the West with especial reference to the little 
known practice of Silent Illumination. In his foreword Stephen Batchelor writes : “ The discourses are lucid and direct, 
drawn widely on the sources of Chinese Buddhism, and speak in a refreshingly modern idiom. Perhaps because the 
setting was relatively small and intimate, the gentleness, warmth and humour of Master Sheng Yen radiate through-
out the text.” 

From WATKINS BOOKS, 2002. 20 Bloomsbury St. London. Available from Watkins, 

Phone: 0207 836 2182, or wherever books are sold. Price : £ 9.99. US$ 14.95.
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