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Preface

Lord Buddha was born into the world to bring in the 
true light. He showed the Way to live in peace and joy 
without suffering. Even though he entered Nirvana more 
than twenty five centuries ago the truth of Buddhism has 
carried on. It is still here to assist with mental health 
by replacing dysfunction with awareness. For everyone 
who wishes to live in a peaceful, joyful and satisfying way 
then the remedies to suffering are here: in Buddhism. 
You’re welcome to share this knowledge.

 

Venerable Thích Thông Phương 





Trúc Lâm Yên Tử Monastery, 2005

Venerable Thích Thông Phương

Venerable Thích Thông Phương was born in 1958 in 
Long An, South Vietnam. He studied with Zen Master 
Thích Thanh Từ at Chơn Không monastery in Vũng Tàu, 
at Thường Chiếu monastery in Đồng Nai and Trúc Lâm 
monastery in Đà Lạt. He was appointed as the Abbott 
at Trúc Lâm Yên Tử monastery in Hà Nội in 2002 and 
now is the Abbott of Trúc Lâm Phụng Hoàng monastery 
in Đà Lạt.

He is the author of many books on Buddhism in 
Vietnamese and is associated with many monasteries 
around the world.
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Translator’s Notes by Venerable Huệ Căn

Dear Readers

This is a collective work by a translation team from 
Sunyata Community and Meditation Centre Inc. in 
Perth, Western Australia.

The original text is the transcript of a collection of 
talks by Venerable Thích Thông Phương, the Abbot 
of Trúc Lâm Monastery in Đà Lạt, Vietnam.

Some clarification needs to be made here:

(1) The translated version targets English readers; 
both Buddhists and others. Some footnotes are marked 
to elaborate Buddhist terminology.

(2) As the original text is the transcript from a series 
of talks, there are unavoidable repetitions. In order 
to make the story understood in English, we have 
deliberately omitted recurrences. Also, in some places, 
when translating we have rearranged the order of several 
examples, to keep the story flowing and avoid confusion 
to English readers.

We apologize for not being able to refer all sources: 
there are some Vietnamese names without accessible 
references.

All our respects and thanks to the author: Venerable 
Thích Thông Phương for giving the talks and his team 
for transcribing them into hard copies and providing us 
with the chance to read and translate them.



He is my older brother in the Dharma as we have the 
same teacher, the Zen Master Thích Thanh Từ.1 

Finally, I sincerely thank all my friends in the 
translation team:

Zuvan Martinov for his studious work: editing and 
thorough research, Peter Jeffery OAM, a poet, for editing 
some of the poems in the book and Luba Kambourakis for 
proofreading and formatting.

We hope you enjoy reading this version as much 
as we enjoy reading it in Vietnamese. Obviously as a 
translation, mistakes may have been made and we would 
appreciate feedback so that corrections can be made. 

With metta,

Venerable Huệ Căn.

Perth, 2018 





Talk 1
The Origin of  Suffering and Pleasure

1. Is this World about Suffering or Pleasure?

Is the truth of this worldly life about suffering or 
pleasure? We need to ponder this.

In greeting, why do  people usually exchange wishes 
of happiness and satisfaction with the best of words? If 
everything in life is fortunate and certain, then why do 
we need to wish for happiness? 

Surely we see life as mainly suffering and lack of 
happiness, therefore we wish for happiness to eventuate. 
When a newly-wed couple receives a wish that they 
may be together till death do them part, what does that 
mean? Is it because there have been so many break-ups 
or separations after marriage that people wish the couple 
could live together in happiness?

Also, if the world is already peaceful and joyful then 
why is there a need for entertainment like plays and 
cinema to show the opposite?

In the Lotus Sutra2 Lord Buddha said, “Living beings 
live in three realms: desires, forms and no-forms. We are 
all certain to be extinguished by the fire of impermanence. 
There is no place completely peaceful for us.”

We are often feeling healthy, then suddenly struck by 
disease; isn’t that suffering? Or perhaps just after being 
happy, talking and laughing in the street, we are injured 
in an accident. So what happened? 
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A family is happy to be together then suddenly one 
person dies. So what happened? There is a happy couple, 
then one of them adds on the shadow of another person. 
Is there still happiness? 

Our experiences show us that life is not secure; 
that happiness and joy are transitory. So how can we 
guarantee that this life is truly joyful?

In the Deer Park3 sermons of Lord Buddha to Kaundinya 
and his group, he spoke of The Four Noble Truths4.

The first is the Truth of Suffering: Lord Buddha 
pointed out that suffering (Dukka) is the truth of life from 
ancient times till now. To solve the worldly suffering he 
left his palace (as a prince) to find the Way and eventually 
became Lord Buddha.

Somebody can say I am rich and have many stores or 
goods. Where is my suffering? 

We need to understand that suffering is not from a 
lack of food or exposure to cold, but due to  birth, old age, 
sickness and death. Even separation from a loved one, 
meeting a hated one, or not getting what you wished for 
is suffering. It arises, most importantly, from having a 
body composed of the five aggregates5.

Then how can anyone escape that suffering from 
impermanence? 

In the Dhammapada Sutra6: When Lord Buddha 
resided at Jetavana Monastery in Srāvastī , there were 
four Bikkhus (fully ordained Buddhist monks) discussing 
suffering in this world:
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One said “lust”, another “anger”, then the others, 
“hunger” and “fear”. Arguing endlessly they asked Lord 
Buddha for his advice. Lord Buddha said, “You have 
searched in the depths for suffering and its meaning. I say 
to you it is the body. In having a body all the others happen 
within it.”

Is this so? All actions such as cheating, rivalry, 
manipulations, dirty tricks, even killing each other; if these 
are not for the body, then who are they for?

Wanting and lust; what are they for? Due to the body only. 

Anger, hatred; what is it for? The body. 

Hunger and fear also. Due to the body. Obviously having 
the body is to have suffering. It is the centre of suffering, 
isn’t it?

If it was wanted to end suffering to live in true peace 
with harmony and joy what would you need to do?

We all have to find its origin of suffering: to let it go. 

The result is we can have joy.

2. Origin of Suffering

We have already understood that the body is full of 
sufferings. Then we can move one more step to explore 
the origin of suffering. Once this is known we can undo it 
by eradicating its origin.

The origin is the obstinacy of the I: that is, 
ATTACHMENT TO BODY AND MIND.
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All suffering in this world, if we go to the basics, is due 
to the “attachment of the I”. But what is the attachment 
of the I, anyway?

Firstly, we need to understand what is meant by 
obstinacy.

It means to hold on tight, cling firmly, like a clenched 
fist. For example anyone who has been criticised takes it 
on and keeps it thereafter. 

Is it suffering, or not? We believe that memory is a good 
thing to have. However as memory is non-discriminatory 
it only helps to create our own suffering. Like what 
happens when you remember the critics, or meet them. 
Irritation is the result, then stress, anxiety and even 
pain. If there are many critics and if we keep holding 
on to the stress how can we keep a composed face? It 
becomes wrinkled with anger and is unpleasant. 

Regarding the criticism; we may consider it to be too 
heavy but how many kilograms does it weigh? It is only 
an imaginary weight of thoughts, not a reality. Speech is 
just moving air; it passes by and goes. But it lingers in 
our minds and then we expand on it making it heavy and 
that’s why we suffer. 

This characteristic is called OBSTINACY AND 
LEADS TO ATTACHMENT. Like when you provide 
someone with an opinion and they don’t take it on. You 
can get angry or hurt, but why is this so? It’s due to the 
obstinacy of our own beliefs; in the righteousness of our 
own sublime knowledge. Therefore, you are getting hurt 
when people don’t listen to you. Right there, do you see 
the danger of the I? Usually when we are dying: we can’t 
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do so peacefully. In our minds we are so concerned about 
what we are leaving behind: our house, wealth, relatives 
and debt. All of these attachments belong to anything 
related to the self. Therefore these cause us to be reborn 
again; to deal with them in the next lifetime.

Here is a story of the Eighteenth Patriarch of India: 
Samghayasas came to Kushana7 and met a Brahmin 
Kumarata, later 19th Patriarch of India who related his 
story:

After a meal his dog went out and lay down near the 
edge of the house. Even though people chased him from 
there, the dog returned again and again to the same 
place. Kumarata then asked his own spiritual teacher for 
advice, but got no answer for the dog’s behaviour.

The Patriarch then explained, “In a past life the dog 
was your father. Due to his karma, he was reborn as your 
dog. As your father, he buried a treasure in a pot near 
where, as a dog, he now sits. He died without having a 
chance to tell you: so now he guards that treasure. If you 
dig nearby and find it; then he will be free to move on.”

Kumarata returned home and dug in his garden where 
the dog always sat and found a pot of gold ingots. 

Often we become attached to “what was ours”. That 
attachment caused the man to come back through rebirth 
to try and keep it hence, suffer.

Another anecdotal tale:

Once there was a couple who took refuge with a Master 
who taught them Zen Buddhism. One day while the 
Master was away the husband got a bad fever. The doctor 
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was called and said the man was so ill that he would die 
by the end of the day. The wife became so desperate that 
she forgot the Master’s teachings of chanting and being 
mindful. Instead she sat near her husband, lamenting. 

At the husband’s last breath he looked at his wife, 
whose face was close by, and heard her moaning, “Why 
are you leaving me behind, so alone?”

This revived him somewhat. He looked at her, was 
touched to tears but then he cried out and died. 

His spirit then entered her nostril and became a worm. 
After the funeral service the wife was still moaning, 
causing her nostril to become more inflamed and painful 
each day afterwards. 

Soon the Master returned and visited the wife. She 
greeted him crying and told him of her misfortune. The 
Master consoled her and alleviated her suffering. Then 
suddenly she sneezed and expelled a big worm from her 
nose. The Master laughed and said not many people 
had so much compassion like her for her late husband. 
Her grief had created a worm in her nostril. She was so 
embarrassed that all she wanted to do was to squash the 
worm. But the Master waved her quickly away saying, 
“No, no! That worm was your husband.”

She replied, “But he was praying his whole life, doing 
good deeds, so why was he reborn into such a form?”

The Master replied, “You forgot my advice. When 
your husband was dying you should have been praying, 
to make him aware of right mindfulness. Yet you kept 
diverting his attention back onto your love. You made 
him forget his mindfulness so he couldn’t overcome the 
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love. He then became the worm that lived in your nostril. 
It is a pity you forgot about the proper practice.”

Afterwards the Master gave the worm an awakening. 
It then transcended and died.

This is love attachment. The I tries to hold onto love 
and keeps you held. People who study Buddhism need to 
remember and be aware of this situation so as not to fall 
into error.

3. Why So Obstinate?

Being conscious of the ‘real me’ means that in this 
body and mind we only see I as a treasure, so we are 
always clinging, protecting and living around it. When we 
hear something against us, and because that is against I, 
then we become angry. Even when we are close to death 
we can’t let go of valuing our body. As it’s me and mine 
how can we let go? The attachment to I is the cause of a 
myriad of sufferings for us and everyone else. Fighting or 
swearing at each other, because of what? It’s due to the 
attack upon the I!

A Thai monk, Bikkhu Buddhadasa who is considered 
an enlightened person in the 20th century, explained the 
word “birth” as suffering in the following manner:

Lord Buddha said, “Birth is continuous suffering.” 

Does he mean that in a physical sense? Let us ponder. 

If this means birth as being physical, then why did he 
then elaborate; that “true happiness is when you drop all 
thoughts about the I”. 
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The latter sentence clarifies that the essence of 
suffering is: obstinacy of the I. In other words, whenever 
the thought of I is eradicated, then at that point absolute 
peace and joy is attainable. Therefore the suffering is the 
wrong perception of I, I am, I have.

Let’s imagine a millionaire being influenced by greed, 
delusion or desire. He believes that “I am a millionaire”. 
Even at night where he still can’t detach from the thought: 
I am a millionaire. That thought in itself, is suffering. No 
matter what actions or speeches that person makes, they 
are affected by the above afflictions. Accordingly being 
born a millionaire you receive the suffering of a millionaire. 

To Buddhadasa the word “birth” as suffering does not 
mean that of a child’s first cry of “wa-wa” when born. 
That’s only a little suffering. It does not complete the 
meaning of suffering. Here the word “birth”, points out the 
birth of the obstinacy of the I. That birth really attracts 
various sufferings. Eventually let’s see who am I? Can it 
be pointed out or measured? Is it this body that weighs so 
many kilograms? Not at all! When the breath stops the 
body will decay. Then does the I, decay?

Body and mind to a person generally mean I. In 
the eyes of those enlightened; this is not true. We 
need to have a proper view.

4. Coming Back to the Correct View

When we understand clearly that the cause of suffering 
is the obstinacy of the I, then if we want peace and joy we 
simply have to let it go. In order to do that; we have to see 
clearly and truly about the I. This body is not the I and 
you need to realise clearly that it isn’t. 
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The body is ageing; you cannot tell it to stop. Can you? 

It’s getting sick; it cannot be told not to. Can it? 

It cannot be told not to die. Can it? 

All of these situations are out of our control and cannot 
be given orders. 

Therefore the body can not be called me or mine.

This mind also keeps thinking, it cannot be told not to. 
It gets upset, you can’t tell it to stop. Can you?

It’s out of our control so it’s not to be called me or mine.

All of these elements are not controlled by you. See 
correctly about the mind and body, then you can release the 
obstinacy of the I. By doing so you can release the suffering.

Lord Buddha said, “This body is not true. Hatred and 
love where did they come from?” in the Sutra on the Perfect 
Enlightenment8.

During Lord Buddha’s time many Brahmins became his 
disciples. Some of their leaders were unhappy about this.

One day Lord Buddha did an alms round in a village. 
There was a Brahmin that followed him, swearing. Lord 
Buddha kept silent and slowly moved on. Finally the 
Brahmin lost his patience and ran in front of where Lord 
Buddha was going, and spoke directly to him with this 
question, “I have been following you calling you names, 
why don’t you answer me?”

Lord Buddha answered calmly, “Suppose if there was 
a feast at your house and you prepared a good gift for 
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your hosts, what would you do if they rejected it?”

The Brahmin replied, “If they didn’t receive my gift I 
would bring it back, myself.”

Lord Buddha said, “Well likewise, when you called me 
names, I didn’t receive them. You are welcome to keep them.” 

The Brahmin was so ashamed he couldn’t do anything.

In this story Lord Buddha was being insulted, but he 
didn’t care to become upset and suffer. Why? It is because 
with a no I, who is there to receive the abuse? Who is there 
to get upset or angry? This is the true way to release stress 
and anxiety which is suffering. 

For if we still see the I, then that I gets insulted and 
upset or cranky, perhaps angry and accordingly suffering 
arises. Therefore in studying Buddhism we need to look at 
the issue of I thoroughly. 

Here is a Zen story about Master Ikkyu9.

There was a young man, brutal, easily upset, who liked 
to fight and was not well liked. One day he strolled into 
Daito temple where the Zen Master was giving a talk. 

Upon listening to the talk he vowed to the Master to 
amend his wrong doing: “Venerable Master, from now on I 
am not going to fight any more, even when people spit in 
my face, I will wipe it off and keep my silence.” 

The Master replied, “No need. Let the saliva dry itself, 
don’t wipe it off.” 

The young man said, “Oh no! How could I bear to leave 
it there?” 
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To which the Master replied, “This is not a matter of 
bearing or not. See it like a mosquito trying to sit on your 
face. There’s no need to hit out or swear at it. 

So even if you are spat on, there’s no shame. Just smile 
to receive the spit.”

The young man continued, “What if I had an opponent 
who hit me instead?”

The Master replied, “Same, don’t pay attention. It’s only 
a fist.”

On hearing this the young man lost his temper. He hit 
the Master on the head shouting, “What now, Master?”

The Master looked at him and said, “My head is as hard 
as a rock, there is no feeling in it. On the contrary, your 
hand must be very painful now!”

The young man became quiet and made no more replies. 

Consider this: the Master saw that no-one spat on 
him, no-one hit him, there was no I to be spat on or be hit 
therefore who was stressed or suffered? Accordingly, even 
under the fist he remained peaceful and calm. 

Yet if you consider yourself to be ‘the Zen Master’ then, 
how quickly does your I get slandered, causing stress and 
anxiety, hence suffering? 

This is the point for every practitioner to ponder deeply; 
to see the truth. 

Really the journey is in front of you; whether pleasant 
or not, it is up to us. 
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5. Conclusion

Lord Buddha was born to bring the light to rescue 
people from suffering. First he talked about it, pointed 
out its forms of suffering and clarified its cause. This was 
done to release us from suffering; then eventually we could 
have peace and joy. He didn’t talk about suffering for us to 
suffer, or be pessimistic. 

Take example of Bodhisattvas who are ready to sacrifice, 
to rescue, to help us tirelessly. They have gone beyond the I 
who is tired, the I who suffered. 

For example, Bodhisattva Ksitigarbha10 had a vow: “If 
Hell is still not empty then I will not attempt to reach 
enlightenment (like Lord Buddha), unless all sentient 
beings are rescued.”

Eventually to see the suffering, to overcome that, and 
help others get out of it is the journey for practitioners to 
advance and bring peace and truth to the world. 

Buddhist learners need to understand the right view, 
have clear perceptions and then remove the obstinacy to 
minimise suffering. 

This is the true benefit of practising right Buddhism in 
this world.

On the contrary, only just learning Buddhism but still 
holding onto obstinacy and not letting go still means 
following the path of suffering. 

The following is a Zen story to conclude:

Once there was a man who had to travel across 
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mountains, rivers, steep cliffs and difficult terrain; a 
dangerous journey. 

Suddenly, he lost his footing and fell down a ravine. 
Even so, he just managed to reach out and grab hold of 
a vine that grew out of the cliff. He was delighted that 
he had a chance to survive. Unfortunately he just dangled 
there not being able to go up or down. 

In his dilemma he looked up and saw Lord Buddha. So 
he begged Lord Buddha to save him.

Lord Buddha answered, “I am ready to save you, but 
you must listen to me.”

“Absolutely, Lord,” he answered, “I will listen to you as 
I can’t do anything else.”

“Good,” said Lord Buddha, “now let go the hand that 
holds the vine and reach over to me.”

On hearing that the man became fearful of falling and 
dying, so he held on tighter with even both hands. 

Lord Buddha said, “You don’t want to drop and you 
won’t let go of the vine and give me your hand, so how can 
I help you?”

Unfortunately the man held on tighter to the vine. No 
matter that Lord Buddha loved him so much, he couldn’t 
help him!

(Zen stories)





Talk 2
 Winning Yourself is Sublime

1. Quote from the Dhammapada Sutra, verse 103

Lord Buddha said, “Though one should conquer a 
million men in the battlefield, yet he indeed is the 

noblest victor who has conquered within.”

In Lord Buddha’s eyes, conquering the battle is easy 
but to win the inner battle is more difficult. A commander 
is capable at battle but when he returns home he has to 
yield to the pleasant words or tears of a woman. 

His lust is in control of him. It’s a yoke around his neck 
to lead him easily. He is so weak.

As an example:

A Japanese general had an antique bowl which he 
treasured. As he held it one day it accidentally slipped 
from his fingers, but he caught it in time. “So lucky!” 
he thought, then gave a sigh of relief. But then came a 
sudden realisation. “I have been fearless in many battles 
and never felt fearful even of death. So why did I panic 
about that mere little bowl?”

Right away, he picked up the bowl and dropped it 
deliberately so that it broke into pieces. As never fearing 
death then why fear losing the bowl? Is it because of the 
attachment that is of value to me, that made him so 
weak? He had studied some Buddhism, that’s how he 
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awakened. That’s how he had the courage to let go of 
greed, to overcome. 

Now an example regarding anger:

Anything against your will can make you lose control of 
your temper. This is losing the battle of anger. This means 
a lack of patience. People might argue that patience is 
weak. This is not true; it’s there to protect you from your 
anger. Actually patience is a supreme spiritual force. The 
person who has patience is the most respectable, while 
the angry person is unworthy. With only one touch anger 
can explode, anyone can do it. 

Patience is supreme: not all have it.

In the Sutra of Buddha’s Bequeathed Teaching1 Lord 
Buddha said, “Patience is a virtue which cannot be 
equalled, even by keeping the precepts and undertaking 
austere practice. Who practises patience can truly be 
called great and strong.”

In daily life we adore freedom, and self-control; but 
in reality we are a slave to our own greed, anger, love, 
hatred, jealousy and so on. 

Although knowing that anger is bad, when things arise, 
anger can come right away. So are we in control? 

Or knowing that drinking, using illegal drugs can 
cause illness but we cannot drop them, then are we in 
control?

Some nights we want to sleep immediately but cannot 
and always keep tossing and turning, pondering. So are 
we in control?
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2. Need to Stop, from Inside

Generally, people are disturbed by afflictions and 
can’t be in control. They are always being led by them 
to create more karmic reactions, consequently causing 
more suffering to themselves and others.

On the other hand Buddhist practitioners have to 
try to always overcome. Cessation of running thoughts 
regains control, therefore the body karma and speech 
karma follows suit, and they stop as well.

In Lord Buddha’s time: Angulimala was a sturdy, 
robust man who studied with a guru who gave him 
much attention. Accordingly the other students became 
jealous. They told the teacher that he, Angulimala, had 
inappropriate desires towards the teacher’s wife. 

In the beginning the teacher did not believe this 
rumour, but they kept persisting to the point that the 
teacher was finally convinced. He then organised a plot 
to kill Angulimala without implicating himself.

He told Angulimala privately, that in their teaching 
tradition the student had to kill a thousand persons as 
a final gift for the guru. He then ordered Angulimala to 
carry that out immediately.

Thus Angulimala killed one person and attached that 
finger to a branch of a tree. However parrots took it away, 
so he tied the fingers of others after killing them around 
his own neck. 

He became a serial killer bandit: Finger Necklace 
Wearer. News about his killing became known to the 
King who sent soldiers out to capture him. 



30 EVERY STEP IS PEACE AND JOY

When Angulimala’s mother came to warn him of the 
search, she arrived coincidently with Lord Buddha; who 
wanted to enlighten him.

By this time Angulimala had killed nine hundred and 
ninety nine persons. Fortunately he ignored his mother, 
and chose Lord Buddha to complete his quota. 

He chased after Lord Buddha but could never reach 
him; for Lord Buddha matched his pace. In the end he 
called out to Lord Buddha, “Hey monk, stop! Stop!”

Lord Buddha answered, “I stopped a long time ago, 
but you did not stop!” 

Angulimala said, “What you just said is very strange!”

Lord Buddha explained, “I stopped because I gave 
up harming with the mind, and have altruism towards 
everybody. But you can’t stop; you still kill, and harm 
others. I stopped, but you haven’t.”

Angulimala then replied, “If you’ve stopped then how 
come I haven’t caught you? Please clarify, so I have no 
more doubt.”

Lord Buddha said, “You are not in control of you, or your 
mind. You want to be a hero, so you create a lot of crimes. 
It’s just your ignorance. I have stayed put and stopped the 
mind from running, therefore I am free, your mind is still 
running, that’s why you are still suffering.”

By this way Lord Buddha awakened Angulimala.

Right here does anyone want to stop following the 
running mind? 
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For this is the way to freedom. Lord Buddha is walking 
in action, but his mind is at rest, at peace. Therefore he 
has no agitation. He walks but he has also stopped.

How about us? Even if we sit down and close our eyes 
we haven’t stopped our mental agitation. Rather we are 
wandering around from this place to another.

Practise. 

You don’t need to do much; only to stop following the 
running mind.

In the Dhammapada Sutra there is another story:

There was a sramana (or monk) who guided a poor 
married couple in the city of Srāvastī. He visited them on 
an alms round at a time that the husband was away.

The wife was upset and swore at the sramana saying, 
“You seem to be strong enough; even if you die standing 
up, I can’t be bothered to feed you.”

Immediately he seemed to die standing; his body 
became bloated straight away. The wife was so shocked 
that she ran away from him, screaming.

Right then the sramana recovered himself and seemed 
normal. He went to a nearby tree and sat under it.

Soon afterward, the husband arrived home and the 
wife told him the story. The husband became extremely 
angry with the sramana and armed himself with a bow, 
arrows and a sword. He intended to kill the sramana.

However the sramana created a crystal wall around 
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himself and the husband ran around this on the outside 
without being able to enter.

The husband said, “Sramana why don’t you open the 
door?”

The sramana replied, “Drop your weapons then I will.”

The husband considered he was strong enough to use 
his fist to kill the sramana so he dropped his weapons. 
Yet still, no door opened and he again asked the sramana 
to let him in. 

The sramana replied, “I am telling you. Drop the bow 
and arrow of your cruel mind; not only of your hand.”

The husband became afraid that the sramana could 
read his thoughts. Straight away, he expressed his regret2.

This is exactly the real practice. The sword or weapon, 
itself is not the real danger as it is only an object and 
is inanimate. A man with a good heart can use it to 
create useful things. The sword within the mind is a real 
danger. It leads a man to crimes and sufferings from past 
to present; to future, innumerable times.

Winning it, that is stopping the sword in the mind, 
is precious. If you only stop the exterior, but keep the 
interior going then that’s cheating. For example it’s like a 
person with a pleasant appearance that hides their nasty 
and calculating intentions within themselves. 

This is real hell inside.

A Japanese samurai asked Zen Master Hakuin3, 
“Master, is there hell and heaven?”
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The Master replied, “Who are you?”

“I am a samurai,” was his reply.

“A real soldier? Ha! For you look like a beggar!” said 
the Master.

In anger the samurai reached for the handle of his sword. 

The Master continued, “Oh I see you have a weapon. 
Maybe your sword is too blunt to cut my head off?”

The soldier continued to draw the sword. 

Then the Master laughed saying, “There! There! The 
door of hell opens!”

Suddenly the samurai awakened, sheathing the sword, 
bowed to the Master with respect and regret.

The Master said, “Here! Here, is the door of heaven!”

People keep worrying about the location of heaven and 
hell. They do this without realising that it’s in fact inside 
us; only there. A kind thought is the door to heaven; a 
cruel one is hell’s door. Look at this samurai; at least he 
wins himself.

Better still we should always be aware of that. 

When anger arises and you are tempted to use either 
the fist or mouth, then remember straight away: this is 
hell’s door. 

So we have to stop in time: straight away!

This is the sign of the stronger person; as following 
anger is to be led by evil.
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The following story is how Lord Buddha helped teach 
a band of thieves in Rajagaha4.

Lord Buddha dressed as a nobleman and rode a be-
jewelled horse. He carried a precious sword with a bow 
and arrows. Then he galloped deliberately into the 
thieves’ hideout. They couldn’t believe their good luck 
and tried to capture him. However he subdued them all. 

The thieves surrendered and cried out, “Who are you? 
Where do you come from? Are you a god or saint, to have 
this power? Please spare us for we are injured by the 
arrows and need to attend to our wounds.”

The nobleman (Lord Buddha) said, “These are only 
superficial wounds, not serious. Your pain is because 
of stress and anxiety. The biggest harm is your 
ignorance. You carry the stress due to greed. Your mind 
is the poisonous arrow.” (Dhammapada Sutra)

We see that Lord Buddha has many ways to teach. He 
reminds us that ignorance is the most serious wound. We 
have to find a cure to stop the suffering. 

Carrying ignorance and floundering in the cycle of 
birth and death results in endless suffering from this 
life to another. It leads to non-stop lamenting. That is a 
poisonous arrow.

A person who practises Buddhism must pull this arrow 
out and treat the wound inside immediately. 

This is the best way to lead a peaceful and joyful life.
This is the way to win, to overcome and to grow!
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3. Know the Cause: to Practise Correctly

A practitioner should basically win within; have 
mastery to be one’s boss and subdue all the afflictions. 
Therefore in order to practise you should know clearly 
the root or cause. 

Practise correctly then get the success accordingly, 
otherwise it’s just a waste of time.

There is a story: A nun in Sakla met a Brahmin 
ascetic who had grilled himself with five types of flames. 
His hair was very dry and his lips cracked. His name 
was Grilled Cotton Thread. She told him that something 
else needed to be burnt but he had not done so. Yet he 
had also burnt something needlessly. How come he was 
so ignorant? 

The Brahmin became angry, calling her a donkey. 
Then asking, “What needs to be burnt?”

She said, “It is your “angry mind” that needs to be 
burnt. It’s like the cart that won’t move. You need to hit 
the buffalo; not the wheel. By the same token you need to 
awaken the mind by burning the angry mind. Then the 
body no longer has to struggle with suffering.”

After hearing that, he was awakened, bowed and 
thanked her.

Note that here the thing that needs to be burnt is your 
angry mind, those ignorant thoughts. Completely burn 
that angry mind!

This is the essence of practice, the basis of the freedom. 
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There are so many people who don’t understand 
that and do things the other way around like the above 
Brahmin. Therefore even after practising so hard for a 
long time, no matter how diligently, the suffering still 
persists. Even after torturing the body in order to clear 
karma the mind does not change so more harm is caused 
due to the suppressions and more afflictions will occur. 

The body is formed by four elements: water, solid, fire 
and air. These; flesh, blood (fluids), vein and bone don’t 
have any consciousness. What’s the point to injure or 
suppress them? 

When the body stops breathing and goes rigid; then 
whatever people do won’t matter. It’s the mind that knows; 
that triggers greed, anger, jealousy, and comparison that 
brings suffering. 

So the point is to stop following the running mind: 
to clear the karma, to overcome. This is the duty of the 
practitioner.

In the time when Lord Buddha was in Srāvastī some 
monks came back one evening after a journey and 
discussed the different terrain they had seen. Some 
said it was flat, rugged, muddy, pebbled, black, and red. 
Lord Buddha was passing by and asked what they were 
discussing. They related their observations of the scenery 
to him. 

He then said, “That is outside terrain, and exactly, 
more properly “inner terrain” that needs to be cleared by 
you. This is your duty to do.”

We often waste our time, bothering with nonsense, 
gossiping unceasingly. Actually when you chit- chat then, 
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that is running thoughts that arise pulling in others to 
do the same. 

This chatter creates more distractions, maybe 
arguments, less clarity like accumulated dust. 
Furthermore to argue this/that, good/bad, this person 
right/that person wrong, criticise everybody to show off 
your knowledge without realising that is the dust that 
sticks inside. What knowledge is it? Actually, what needs 
to be done is to come back and clear the dust inside. 

This is the way to be your own master as Lord Buddha 
encouraged.

4. Observe Within

The roots of practice are from the mind, meaning 
overcoming. So the practitioner should always observe 
inwardly and make corrections to the best of their ability. 
This is the ultimate practice.

From Tibet, 11th century, there’s a story of a young 
monk Geshe Ben who observed the precepts strictly. 
One day he was invited to dinner. When the family was 
preparing the food he was so hungry that he went to the 
kitchen by himself. His hand suddenly reached towards 
a bag of scented tea. 

He cried out, “A thief!” and hit his own greedy hand. 
The family came out and the host who was holding a stick 
asked, “Where’s the thief?”

Then the monk, red-faced, who held his own hand 
said, “Here, here. I spotted him taking advantages of 
your generosity!” 
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Then he made a vow to them that if he did it again he 
would cut his own hand off!

At another time Geshe Ben and another elder Lama 
were invited by another rich family for a meal. Everyone 
was seated according to rank so that he had to be at the 
bottom and last. Then the servants started to offer the 
higher rank some milk. 

Geshe Ben became anxious as it seemed the milk jar 
was too small and he would miss out. At that thought he 
vocalised, “Oh so greedy!” 

When the servant came to him to pour the milk he 
gestured the servant away saying, “No, thank you, my 
greedy thought already had it!”

(The Snow Lion’s Turquoise Mane by Surya Das)

If anyone seriously observed themselves in that 
sincere way; then, surely their road would progress very 
quickly. Perhaps there would be no thieves in this world. 
Therefore without observing or inner reflection, how 
would you see the greed that is always present in our 
behaviour? 

For the practitioners the act of inner reflection; 
observing; is most important. It is the core of practice. 
Any practice without reflection is a barrier to the aim.

A lot of chanting or bowing to Lord Buddha without 
reflection or insight to overcome the arising afflictions is 
not good enough.

This is like the case of monk Fat-tat: He was able to 
recite from youth, the Lotus Sutra but when he met with 
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the Sixth Patriarch Hui-neng5, he didn’t show him proper 
respect by a full bow with his head on the ground.

The Patriarch reproved him saying, “If you object to 
lowering your head to the ground, would it be better to do 
away with the salutation entirely? 

Better not to do it, rather than do it without sincerity! 
There must be something in your mind that makes you 
so puffed up (superior). Tell me what you do in your daily 
exercise?”

Monk Fat-tat said, “I have recited 3,000 sets of the 
Lotus Sutra.”

The Patriarch then replied, “Have you grasped the 
meaning of it? If you had you would not have assumed 
such a lofty bearing. You may have chanted up to 10,000 
times yet, what you have accomplished has only made 
you conceited. Otherwise you could have walked on the 
same Path with me. 

But now you don’t see your mistake. 

So listen to this stanza:

 Since the object of ceremony (salutation) is to curb arrogance. 
 Why did you fail to lower your head to the ground?
 To believe in a self is the source of sin. 
 For to treat all attained as void brings merit incom-parable!”

That is the reciting of the sutra without understanding 
the essence. 

The lack of reflection leads to the vanity of the I. 
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Like paying respect to the Patriarch yet, without 
lowering the head to the ground. The Patriarch 
reprimanded Fat-tat to make him aware of his incorrect 
practice and to change his ways. Then the merit would be 
incomparable.

5. Conclusion

There are many ways to practise but to simplify: 
winning within is the principle. 

Practise seriously like sitting meditation all day, eat 
leaves from the tree, drink water from the stream. Take 
one meal a day, sit in snow, but still you cannot win.

You still get angry quickly when anger comes. When 
greed comes, you get greedy. Trapped in fame, for the 
time, then you get caught in the benefits. This is not 
acclaimed by the enlightened!

So then! Always progressing, winning. 

Get back to being your own boss that has been stolen 
by your desires for so many aeons. 

This is the way to live in peace and joy.



Talk 3 
Don’t Ignore Cause and Effect

1. Does Zen Deny Cause and Effect?

Cause and effect is the essence of Buddhist study. In 
particular the Zen practitioner needs to thoroughly 

understand this issue so as not to fall into error and 
regret forever.

The Zen practitioner often hears that “from the 
beginning; not a thing is, as all is void.” So where are 
cause and effect and how do they exist?

The following is story about Zen Master Pai-chang1.

Every time he taught there was an old man in the 
audience. One day the old man remained present after 
the lesson was finished. 

The Master asked, “Who are you?” 

He replied, “I am not a human being. A long time ago 
in the time of Kasyapa Buddha I was a monk on this 
mountain. My students asked, whether an assiduously 
high practitioner falls into Cause and Effect. My reply 
was, “No, does not fall.” Consequently for 500 aeons I am 
in the form of a fox. Now please give me a turning word to 
release me.”

The Master said, “Then you must put the question to me.” 
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The old man asked, “Are the Most Venerables subject 
to Cause and Effect?” 

The Master answered, “Do not ignore it.” 

At that moment the elderly man was enlightened and 
paid respect to the Master. He said, “I am now released 
of the fox life. I am behind the mountain, please bury me 
as a monk.” 

The Master called the Bell ringer and Monastery 
director to say there would be a funeral service for a dead 
monk after lunch. This took the monks by surprise, as all 
were in good health, no one was in the Prolonging Life 
Hall. They wondered about this order. The Master took 
everyone to a cave behind the mountain and they dug up 
the ground finding a dead fox that had recently died. The 
Sangha cremated the fox as a monk.

This story’s message is that even misusing a single 
word can have dire consequences. Therefore the study 
has to be taken with extreme care and seriousness. The 
monk’s reply “No, do not fall” was attempting to push 
aside Cause and Effect, trying to live outside. This is a 
very one-sided observation, i.e. annihilation view: which 
is the danger.

In ancient times, Maha Moggallana was an advanced 
Arhat who was considered to have magical powers. 
However at the end of his life he was stoned to death, so 
what?

Furthermore in the view of Zen practitioners comes 
the question: was that succumbing to fall or not fall is 
being caught in dichotomy. 
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So the reply, “not fall”, is one sided. 

That reply showed that the monk did not clearly 
understand the teaching of Buddha.

Master Pai-chang said, “Do not ignore.” That is: do not 
get caught up in choosing by the dichotomy of “fall” or 
“not fall”. Actually, the Master has seen Cause and Effect 
properly, thoroughly, no single error, no doubts.

In the Treatise On The Ceasing of Notions2 there is a 
dialogue: Is there any affinity towards killing people?

The reply is: The fire burns the mountain; the strong 
wind uproots the trees. The mountain slides and buries 
animals. Water flows and drowns creatures. If the mind 
is like that then killing a person is also possible.

But when the mind is confused, sees life and killing in 
there then the differentiating mind is not finished and 
may even be held responsible for killing an ant. That 
means that any time where there is a thought then there 
is no avoidance of Cause and Effect. Now if an action has 
occurred; you cannot excuse, or argue to deny it. How can 
it be done?

Zen Master Ch’eng-hào in the period Tien-ch’ing 
(1023-1031 AD) was ordained at Ta-lo monastery, 
studied with his Master Tzu-kuang at Po-t’a and gained 
enlightenment. He made himself a loincloth and wrote 
onto it the names of Patriarchs. Then another young 
monk copied this action. Master Ch’eng-hào called the 
young monk and chastised him. A week later the same 
young monk threw up blood and died. 

It shows that the young monk didn’t study Zen well 
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enough, only imitated it and that was dangerous. Like 
others, they just show off, pretending that they have 
no attachment, yet without knowing that they are still 
attached. What are they attached to? It is the style or 
manner of the predecessors.

In addition, when there is the mind to do it, then there 
is the action. There is me and you, there is all. There is 
no escape, no matter what the excuse.

The Venerable Ming asked the National Teacher 
Tian-tai De-shao, “Venerable Maha Kasyapa carried 
a 1.6 metres long robe of the Sakyamuni Buddha into 
Gradhakuta mountain. There he waited for Maitreya 
Buddha to be born so to put that robe onto the 1000 
metre body of Maitreya Buddha. Yet the robe reached 
his full height. Did Sakyamuni Buddha ‘s robe stretch or 
Maitreya Buddha ‘s body shrink?”

Then the Master replied, “Have you grasped (got) it?”

As Ming started to leave the king’s advisor called out 
to him, “If my reply is not correct then there is cause and 
effect. If you are not right, I will see.”

Ming went home, a week passed and he vomited blood. 

Most Venerable Fu-kuang suggested to him to make a 
confession.

So he went to the Master and cried out: “Please accept 
my apology”. 

The Master said, “Like you fell on the ground and 
then, from there you stood up. I haven’t taught you to fall 
or stand up.”
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Ming said, “If you accept my regret then I vow to attend 
to you all my life.” 

Tian-tai De-shao replied, “Buddhism and Truth are 
similar in essence. Suddenly divided High and Low. Lord 
Buddha and Lord Maitreya are like a seal (stamp) in the 
mud.”

Here this shows that cause and effect are not to be 
joked with. You must be serious. There’s no lawyer to 
defend you like there is in the ordinary world. Actually 
cause and effect originates from the mind, it manifests 
to create karmic effects. So if you want to modify the 
effects, then it has to start from that mind. If the mind 
doesn’t change and merely theorises; then how can you 
clear karma? A serious practitioner needs to understand 
that point.

2. Cause Impermanent, Effect Impermanent

For the practitioner who doesn’t understand cause and 
effect properly and uses the karmic (samsara) mind to 
practise, then the effect is samsara: the floundering cycle 
of birth and death continues. No doubt!

In ancient times some masters practised Taoism and 
kept getting stuck in the I birth and death. They wished 
to live eternally; to have power as well, but in the end 
they were stuck on the wheel. Consequently they were 
still having stress and anxiety.

In the book The Precious Mirror In This World, there 
was a story about Lu-dong-bin who meets the Zen Master 
Hùi-ji of Huang-long.
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Lu tried in the exams to get a some degree of learning 
but failed; so he wandered Mount Hua (near the city 
of Huayin in Shaanxi province about 100 km east of 
Xi’An) and met Zhong-Li quan. The latter, one of the 
“eight immortals” taught him swordsmanship and 
herbal medicine. Lu reached the levels of alchemist and 
herbalist, with supernatural Taoist skills like flying. 

Later, Lu-Dong-bin went to Yellow Dragon mountain 
(Huang-long) in Choueh and saw while flying over the 
temple, a purple cloud near it. He believed there was a 
spiritual teacher nearby. He found where Master Húi-ji 
was giving a talk and he attended it secretly.

The Master was aware that there was a stranger so he 
said, “There is a dharma thief present.” to the assembly.

 Lu-Dong-bin, without protocol, asked, “What is the 
meaning of a grain of wheat contains a whole world? Also 
the mountain and river can fit in a little cooking pot?”

“The meaning of that is,” said Master Húi-ji, “the 
ghost kept the corpse.”

Then Lu replied, “In the pocket is the elixir of eternal 
life.”

Master Húi-ji said, “No matter how many aeons, 
finally, death anyway.”

This disappointed Lu and he left feeling angry. 

During that night Lu drew his sword intending to 
harm Master Húi-ji. The teacher sensed that trouble was 
coming, covered his head with a robe and sat in the shrine. 

Lu threw the sword but it seemed to fly around the 
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teacher without touching him. Master Húi-ji then pointed 
at the sword and it dropped to the ground.

Lu was amazed at this power and admitted his wrong 
doing.

Master Húi-ji said, “No need to ask about the contents 
of the little pot; but Lu, what is that grain that contains 
the whole world?”

Lu was awakened and composed a poem: 

 I throw away the wine gourd
 And smash the zither! 
 Now no longer wanting eternal medicine.
 Since meeting with Húi-ji of Huang-long; 
 Finally realised: been using my mind inappropriately.

Although Lu had magical powers and medicines for 
long life, he still had afflictions and living within winning/ 
losing; with competing in the cycle of birth and death. 
Teacher Húi-ji at mountain Huang-long had struck him.

That is the meaning of “the ghost kept the corpse”.

You have to be aware of the true nature and that is the 
seed of no- birth and death. Then follow that practice; 
which is the true road to the release from the cycle of 
birth and death.

Example: In the time of Patriarch Upagupta there was 
a Bhikhu, Sudarsana by name in Kashmir.

He had achieved four dhyana (catvari dhyanani) and 
five magical powers. When there was a local drought he 



48 EVERY STEP IS PEACE AND JOY

prayed for rain and it came. As a result he became vain. 
He already considered himself to be an Arhat.

The Patriarch Upagupta wanted to help correct him 
and created drought which lasted for twelve years.

Whenever the Patriarch was asked for help he would say, 
“Go see Sudarsana in Kashmir”. Accordingly Sudarsana 
would be begged continuously for rain. He accepted the 
request and used magical power to fly over Matula where 
its people also begged for rain. Sudarsana then prayed 
and the rain came pouring heavily everywhere. Everyone 
was so happy and brought offerings to him. His vanity 
increased and so did his fame to such an extent that he 
showed a great deal of assurance, thinking himself of 
greater value in comparison with the Patriarch’s. 

Upon reflection he realised that “Arhats are not vain. 
Now I am so vain then I cannot be an Arhat.” Therefore he 
came to the Patriarch asking for further study.

Upagupta said, “As you have not followed the rules 
how can I teach you? Lord Buddha does not allow Bhikhu 
to pray for rain. You have done so and become vain. How 
could you declare that you are an Arhat?”

Even though Bhikhu Sudarsana attained the four 
dhyana and five magical powers, the vanity remained 
intact. Meaning the cause did not terminate: hence not 
reach emancipation. 

Luckily he realised in time. Otherwise if he believed 
that he already attained wisdom, yet still retained vanity, 
then who knows where he would have gone to, let alone 
attained freedom from samsara?
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What happens to people who cultivate merits, receiving 
them for the next life? This is a practice in a Cycle of 
Birth and Death but to avoid losing the human body. Just 
who is it receiving the merits? Isn’t it the I? That is the 
obstinacy of the I. Thinking of the I who receives, surely 
is revolving in a cycle of birth and death.

In the Diamond Sutra4 Lord Buddha said, “Donations 
of all jewels, riches spreading into immeasurable worlds 
doesn’t compare to that of a person who thoroughly 
practises the four stanzas of the Sutra.” 

As donations, receive merits accordingly; then enjoy 
them, hence rebirth after rebirth to enjoy in the Cycle of 
Birth and Death.

In the view of the awakened this does not bring real 
peace and joy. Every rebirth involves suffering. It’s not 
really joy. 

In addition, when lacking wisdom, in having the merits 
then there is greed. This creates more greed.

Like the story of King Chakravartin: due to his merits 
from a previous life he governed a large rich country, had 
many jewels, elephants, horses, diamonds, wives with a 
thousand children and good court officials. He received 
showers of jewels and neighbouring countries were 
dependent on him. Yet he still was not satisfied. He wanted 
to visit the heavenly realm to see it. Due to his past merits 
he got his wish. The Heavenly King: Sakka5 greeted him 
graciously and even invited him to share his throne. 

After sitting on the throne for a while King Chakravartin 
could see that this palace was much more superior to his 



50 EVERY STEP IS PEACE AND JOY

own earthly kingdom. Immediately the desire to possess 
this heavenly realm arose. Furthermore it seemed that 
the Heavenly King was feeble and perhaps close to death. 
So that was why he was being invited to take over both 
heaven and earth. It would be so wonderful! Upon that 
thought he was pushed by the Heavenly King back down 
to earth. 

From that time, King Chakravartin became seriously 
sick and when his court officials surrounded him he 
said, “You have been close to me and know what I have 
been doing. So if someone asks later how your king died; 
reply: from excessive greed. Now I understand that greed 
is the effective knife to end life, the venom to destroy a 
kingdom. But unfortunately I have realised too late. You 
have to tell people that greed is the fire to burn yourself. 
Don’t undervalue it.”

After speaking this he died.

(Ancient Stories of Buddhism)

Here we see that a person has merit but lacks wisdom; 
as he is being led by greed. Never knowing when enough is 
enough, so excessively greedy that this causes suffering. 
Even though he went to heaven and sat in the throne, yet 
he was cast down to earth. 

In the Dhammapada Sutra (verses 186-187) Lord 
Buddha taught: “Not by a shower of gold coins does 
contentment arise in sensual pleasures. Little sweetness 
and pain are sensual pleasures. Knowing thus, the wise 
man finds no delight even in heavenly pleasures. The 
disciple of the Fully Enlightened One delights in the 
destruction of craving.” 
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This means everyone’s  greed is bottomless and so 
never has satisfaction. How could you call it joy? It’s 
a joy in suffering! That is a joy in a cycle, belonging to 
cause and effect, birth and death. A desire in keeping; 
not losing the human body. You need to progress and not 
to stop here.

3. Cause: No Birth and Death. Effect: No Birth 
and Death

Practitioners who wish to achieve the effect of no birth 
and death  have to choose to follow the cause of no birth 
and death. As the cause and effect support each other, 
then practise creates the assured, desired results.

In the Sutra of Perfect Enlightenment: Bodisattva 
Manjusri asked Lord Buddha:

“Greatly compassionate World Honored One, please 
talk to the assembly about the commencement of serenity 
of Buddhahood and how to detach, away from the vices. 
For the next generations, how can you avoid incorrect 
views?”

Lord Buddha said, “Followers, I have a Dharani 
teaching called Perfect Enlightenment. It contains all the 
complete serenity: Bodhi, Nirvana, Paramita all handed 
down to the Bodisattvas. All the commencement of 
Buddhahood is based on that teaching. Cut off ignorance 
to attain Buddhahood.”

Bodisattva Manjusri then asked Lord Buddha about 
the commencement of serenity of Buddhahood to achieve 
full awareness.



52 EVERY STEP IS PEACE AND JOY

Lord Buddha described clearly that commencement is 
based on True Buddhahood to cleanse away ignorance 
and hence gain attainment. Full awareness is no 
other than our True Nature, the no birth and death in 
everyone, nothing else. Take that full awareness as the 
commencement of practice. That’s how the cause and 
effect supports each other and the work leads to the 
result. No doubt!

In the Diamond Sutra: 

Lord Buddha taught the Bodhisattva who seek the Final 
stage of Consummation of Incomparable Enlightenment: 
How they should control their thoughts to bring all living 
beings to final Nirvana. Yet there will be no living beings 
to be brought to Nirvana. Seeking this Consummation is 
the mind of no birth and death.

To bring living beings to Nirvana means to live before 
the thought arises and to live with the mind of no birth 
and death. That is not to follow the mind full of agitation 
with birth and death, wandering in desire and forget the 
way back. 

The true practice is that, don’t make any errors!

In the Surangama Sutra6:

Through seven fields, Lord Buddha asked about the 
mind. Finally he said to Ananda: “….even the empty void 
has its name and appearance; then how can the pure and 
clean profound Bright Mind which is the (underlying) 
nature of every (discriminating) mind be without its 
own substance? If you firmly grasp the knowledge 
which comes from your discrimination between feeling 
and seeing as your true mind, it should have its own 
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nature independent of all (sense information such as 
form, smell, taste and touch). As you now listen to my 
sermon on the Dharma, you differentiate because you 
hear my voice.

Even if you succeed in putting an end to all seeing, 
hearing, feeling, knowing and so preserve inner quiet, 
the shadow of your differentiation of things dharma still 
remains. I don’t want you to hold that this is not mind; 
on the other hand if this discerning nature ceases with 
sense information, this is merely the shadow of your 
differentiation of them, for they are not permanent and 
when they cease to exist, so does this so called mind, 
like the hair of a tortoise and the horns of a hare. If 
your Dharmakaya can so easily cease to be, who will 
then practise and realise the patient endurance of the 
Uncreated?”

Apparently Lord Buddha doesn’t refuse the 
differentiating mind, but what you should realise is 
true nature: so to live. Practise not to ignore the cause 
and effect. 

Actually the differentiating mind always follows the 
situations, events or scenarios. It needs a subject to 
exist. When away from the subject there is nothing to 
follow, then there’s no trace. There’s no longer a reason 
to differentiate. That is not a steady support. While the 
differentiation nature, even away from the subjects, still 
exists, this is permanent cause and is always present. 
Accordingly this is the steady, true life, unbreakable. 
Therefore, meditation teaches us to be aware of our true 
nature: to recognise the primary face. Without obtaining 
this you are then seen as being outside the Patriarch’s 
door; not yet at home. 
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Ma-zu Dao-yi was told by his Master, Nan-yue Huai-
rang the following:

“You cannot attain the Way by using success /failure or 
gathering/breaking.

That means you cannot bring the birth /death 
impermanence to enter the Way. Actually to do that, there 
needs to be a letting go of the impermanent birth and 
death cycle to recognise straight away the true no birth 
and death. That is the meeting with all the Patriarchs.”

Zen Master Pu-yuan said, “by understanding the 
unchanging from many previous lifetimes is to be 
practised and manifested, and not being attached to any 
place. That makes a Boddhisattva”.

What he means is receiving the unchanging true nature 
within is the true life, that is the practice. Otherwise it is 
only the means, not the truth.

The Zen practitioner needs to understand that key to 
practise without ignoring cause and effect. Then you will 
achieve your vows, guaranteed.

Master Hsuan-sha Shi-bei said: “if you want to get out 
of the five aggregates just only know that is to receive 
the secret diamond. The ancient sages said, true nature 
is everywhere.” Now I give you some examples for you to 
understand. Have you seen the sun in this world? People 
work, live, have many concepts, all manifestations rely on 
the sun’s rays. Does the sun have many types of mental 
formations? Is there not a location where it can’t reach? 
Wanting to know that characteristic of a diamond is like 
that. Now mountains, rivers, fields in ten directions, 
form, emptiness, day/night and your mind and body 
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just need your awakening to reveal its true nature. All 
human/heavenly realms, other creatures, either sentient 
or insentient all sow karmas, then reap the effects. All 
due to your Buddha nature. Enlightenments of all the 
Buddhas to rescue people, are all due to your Buddha 
nature. However, has the characteristic of the diamond 
included sentient beings/ Buddha or your mental 
formations? To say “no” is not correct. Do you realise that 
you have obtained that special diamond from your birth? 
Why not discover that? Yet to follow people who live in 
the hell of the five aggregates, that is cheating. Suddenly 
death comes; how to fight it? Like trying to peel off the 
shell of a tortoise, such pain and suffering!

In order to practise the emancipation there needs to be 
acceptance of the Secret Diamond: which is the no birth 
and death cause. That’s how everybody can live everyday 
in that Buddha nature.

Do not mistakenly perceive this body of five aggregates; 
it is impermanent birth and death, and leads to the cycle 
of birth and death. 

It is not the exit.

There is a Tang Dynasty poem by Han-shan (Cold 
Mountain): 

 One golden jar, 
 one earthen jar.
 You see two jars,
 but which one is solid and lasting?
 Know that the jar is two!



56 EVERY STEP IS PEACE AND JOY

 You need to understand that Karma 
 is not just the one. 
 
 Take this as an example
 and ponder on your own life. 
 Now
 PRACTICE! 

 (edited by Peter Jeffery OAM)

Master Han-shan wants to remind the wise to realise 
clearly the practice of cause and effect, what is permanent 
and impermanent to practise appropriately, to not regret 
in the future.

4. Inside Birth and Death: Knowing Clearly No 
Birth and Death

The truth of no-birth and death has to be seen directly 
in birth and death; nowhere else.

Moving away from birth and death to find no-birth 
and death is trying to drop but still hold on; that is still 
impermanence.

This is true reality that everyone can observe in this 
life.

A monk asked Master Hui in Hua-yen, “The thought 
whose abode is nowhere is Bodhi. So right away when the 
thought arises is there Bodhi?” The Master replied, “the 
answer is clear!”
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The monk said, “I don’t get it!”

Master explained, “The thought whose abode is 
nowhere is Bodhi.”

 The thought is the impermanent birth and death; it is 
not true. Right where the thought has nowhere to come 
and go then that’s Bodhi. 

If it has a place, then it cannot be called a thought. 
Where the thought arises the truth has already been. 
It is due to the forgotten truth that the thought arises, 
and leads us following, in error, to the Cycle of Birth and 
Death. Once you are awakened you have the realisation: 
right in the thought that the truth always exists.

Hui-ke asked Bodhidarma, “My mind is not peaceful; 
please help.”

Bodhidarma replied, “Bring it out I will pacify it for you!”

Hui-ke kept silent as he pondered for a while. Then he 
replied, “I couldn’t find it!”

Bodhidarma said, “I already pacified it for you.”

This is an excellent lesson in the forgetting of the 
thought arising; causing loss of peace then trying to 
search the way to pacify it. What is that mind? Not at 
peace? Just catch it or bring it out? Can you? Instead, 
reflect and look at it. 

It is not there as it has no origin to arise from. 

Accordingly it disappears and not even a shadow 
remains. Immediately it is at peace, that is, like coming 
back to the truth. 
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There’s no need to find it anywhere else. It is the door 
to meditation.

Zen Master Pen-chi sought advice from Master Dong-
shan and received the secret confirmation.

When Pen-chi bade farewell, Master Dong-shan asked, 
“Where do you go?” 

Pen-chi replied, “I go to the unchangeable.”

Master Dong-shan asked, “Can the unchangeable be 
walked to?”

Pen-chi said, “Walking is unchangeable.”

This is a vital way of Zen practice. 

Walking is motion; it’s moving, it’s birth and death, it’s 
changing. The unchangeable is the goal of Zen life. When 
you are enlightened, although you live in the changeable, 
moving; by being still you live without following the 
change. Living in such a way is being detached from 
duality, so then who can trick you? Zen lies here.

In the Avatamsaka, Flower Garland Sutra7 when 
Lord Buddha was enlightened he exclaimed, “Strange! 
Strange! Everybody has the Wisdom of a Tathagata 
(one of ten names used for Buddha) but due to arising 
thoughts or prejudice, enlightenment is hidden from 
them. So once you are away from arising thoughts then 
that is Peace; the True Nature, the ‘Wisdom without 
Teacher’ appears.”

Lord Buddha saw that in this impermanent body there 
is a Buddha body. 
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We don’t recognise it because it is covered by all 
thoughts and prejudice. 

All Buddhas and Patriarchs also come from this 
impermanent body to realise the permanent body within. 
It doesn’t come from anywhere else. This is the truth. 

A practitioner needs to wake up so as to unveil the 
ignorance that has existed for a long time. Right from 
this impermanent body there is a permanent, unlimited 
Lord Buddha who resides, no doubt.

5. Understand Thoroughly: Cause and Effect 
in One Thought

Zen Master Xi-tang Zhi-zang said to his students, 
“Cause and Effect is very clear, what needs to be done? 
What needs to be done?” At that moment a monk moved 
away from the assembly and put his hand onto the ground. 

The Master said, “What are you doing?” 

The monk replied, “Help us, help us!” 

The Master said to the group, “This monk looks like he 
got a glimpse of it!”

The Monk then adjusted his clothes, got up and walked 
out.

The Master commented, “The worm inside the lion, 
ate the lion.”

The monk was doing it, yet he called for help. So who 
can help? 
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The worm inside the lion ate the lion is to remind us 
to be aware of your own doing; as the cause and effect are 
very clear and close. 

The serious practitioner cannot be lazy; even with one 
thought you can fall into cause and effect. As the thought 
arises; it is birth, and death follows.

In the Song of Enlightenment8, Zen Master Hsuan-
chueh said:

“Right here, Dragon daughter was transformed into 
Lord Buddha,

Wrong here, Sunaksatra fell into the darkness of hell.”

It means that right in a moment, an instant, it 
comes like a bolt of lightning. A practitioner should 
not undervalue it. The difference is only ignorance and 
awareness. To become a Buddha or go to hell, just from 
one thought! Practise carefully, profoundly; understand 
fully about the arising thoughts. Then what can mislead 
or hinder you? So don’t ignore “Cause and Effect” as it 
continues your suffering. Remember the fox story?

King Trần Nhân Tông (Third Emperor Trần Dynasty 
Vietnam 1258-1308 AD) asked his uncle Tuệ Trung 
Thuợng Sỹ, “What happens if you keep the good deed 
precepts all the time?”

His uncle just smiled but Trần insisted on an answer. 

His uncle replied in verse saying:

 Keep precepts be steadfast and patient
 Get crimes, don’t get merits.
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 Want to know of no crime or blessings.
 Don’t keep precepts; not steadfast.
 
 Like the climber on the branches of the tree
 Within peace yet ask for danger?
 Like the one who doesn’t climb the tree
 What is the effect on him of the moon or wind?

This has a deep meaning and by misunderstanding 
it you can fall into darkness easily. Its meaning shows 
that a person who keeps precepts steadfastly is still not 
finished with crime, stress and anxiety. They are still in 
greed and ignorance. Therefore they uphold the precepts 
in fear of actually breaching them. Before the thought 
arises where do the crimes, or merits abide? The thought 
arising can be good or bad. Good deserves merit; bad 
brings crime.

The person who doesn’t climb the tree is in peace; like 
the one before the arising thought. So if in peace why 
worry? On the other hand after a thought arises (not 
in peace) then trying to be at peace: isn’t it a waste of 
energy? However it isn’t easy to reach that stage. In fact 
mere reasoning doesn’t help to avoid crime.

 The uncle then cautioned the King not to tell ignorant 
(unprepared) people of his replies as some would imitate 
and take the messages literally then talk empty words, 
act blindly and eventually receive unmeasurable cause 
and effect. Only open the mouth to talk of no crime/merit 
when the mind is still full of thoughts about right/wrong, 
win/lose, how can you escape the crime?  Be careful!
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6. Conclusion

The Zen practitioner has to understand fully the Cause 
and Effect and the Origin of Birth and Death.

You can’t comprehend this superficially as it will lead 
you the wrong way. 

The Most Venerable Hsu-Yun (1840-1959AD) said:

“The requirement is determined before you practise; 
you need to have a strong belief in Cause and Effect. No 
matter who you are if you want to practise ahead, then 
look at cause and effect. If you don’t believe yet practise 
it from all sources then your results will be poor and 
you risk falling into three lower paths.” (Ch’an & Zen 
Teaching by Master Hsu-Yun)

Take the example of all your predecessors and absorb 
them carefully for success. These steps have been 
presented carefully from the basics to the end for the 
practitioner to follow. The choice is yours.



Talk 4
 Buddhism is Everywhere

At first let’s begin with the story of Samanera 
Pandita (Dhammapada, Verse 80)1 for everybody 

to observe; then study in depth. Samanera Pandita was 
only seven but already  seemed to attain the level of an 
Arhat. His family agreed that he had a special affinity to 
be ordained by Sariputra.

The family made offerings for seven days while Sariputra 
taught him to reflect on the impurity of the body.

On the eighth day the family stopped offering and 
Samanera Pandita had to follow Sariputra as his disciple 
and do alms.

On their journey they saw workers digging drains so 
that the fields could be irrigated.

Samanera Pandita asked Sariputra, “What are they 
doing?”

He replied, “They are digging out the drains to allow 
water into the fields, then they will plough them.”

Samanera Pandita then thought, “Water is without 
sense or feeling yet people can direct it and use it for their 
needs. How about me, a person with sense and feeling; 
why can’t I train my mind to be good.”



Next there was a person making arrows straight 
for shooting. So Samanera Pandita thought this is an 
inanimate object but people can make it into a useful 
form. How about me? I have a mind, why can’t I train 
myself to be on the Nirvana path? 

Walking further down the road he saw a person making 
a wheel. This prompted him to ask his teacher, “What is 
he doing?”

Sariputra answered, “This is the making of a wheel 
from wood to be used for transporting.”

Samanera Pandita thought, “Wood too has no sense or 
feeling yet people can still carve it for furniture, or other 
uses, whereas I have sense and feeling why can’t I file all 
my evils away so I can do good deeds?”

He then determined to attain Arhat from his teacher 
and asked permission to be exempt from doing the alms 
round, saying that he had some issues to deal with at his 
residence. His teacher agreed. 

Giving him a key to his room Sariputra told him to 
stay indoors in quiet. Samanera Pandita then went into 
a deep meditative retreat in the room. 

His devotions touched the Sakka who sent four 
Guardian Deities to guard him at the four direction 
corners, with Sakka himself guarding the centre. This 
was done for Samanera Pandita’s protection.

Lord Buddha also perceived the event and foresaw that 
Sariputra would return and disturb Samanera Pandita’s 
profound meditation. 
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Sakka used his magical ability to prolong daylight so 
that Sariputra would be delayed from coming to Pandita’s 
room.

Lord Buddha also delayed Sariputra at the door by 
asking him several questions.

At this point Samanera Pandita attained Arahatship; so 
Lord Buddha let Sariputra in to give Samanera Pandita 
his alms. 

After Samanera Pandita finished his meal, Sakka 
stopped the magical power and the day seemed go to dusk 
straight away. This confused everyone, till Lord Buddha 
explained the event.

Now that was the story of Samanera Pandita at a young 
age of seven who when seeing things; questioned why? 
He had some insights which made him more determined 
for a spiritual path. How about us then?

We saw the same things several times, but nothing 
happened as we considered them too simple! Actually 
simple or not; has nothing to do with the object. It is up to 
us. Simple things can wake up Samanera Pandita, while 
we remain intact and unmoved. Why? 

Firstly there was his affinity with Buddhism. Next, as 
he didn’t daydream that’s why he could self-realise as 
he did. Like looking up at the sky contemplating clouds; 
then thinking of the food he had been given as alms, was 
it delicious or not?

He did not ponder this way: on the contrary he was 
totally into the depth of what he had learned from his 
teacher, Sariputra. That is the point we need to remember: 



66 EVERY STEP IS PEACE AND JOY

the same object can lead to enlightenment, or not. It is up 
to whether the mind is focused in mindfulness, or not. 
This is the meaning of “no-self teaching”. 

For a long time we have learned about “no-self teaching” 
without understanding it. It is easy to understand that 
we have no I. But talking about a teaching, or object 
without self; what is it? That is every object, scene is 
not permanent. Its appearance depends upon people’s 
perception. As nothing is fixed then this is called “no-
self”. It does not mean that the no-self teaching is the 
teaching without I. 

Likewise the scenery does not make us either ignorant, 
or awakened. It doesn’t obstruct or open up; it’s up to the 
mind which perceives it. The same scenery to a serious 
practitioner does not become significant, but just is. 
Accordingly we cannot blame the scenery as it contains 
no-self; no fixed idea.

It’s up to people; like the following story about Yuan-
wu. He had been studying Zen with Master Fa-yan for a 
long time but still not yet breaking through. One day a 
Judicial commissioner paid a visit to Master Fa-yan.

They both discussed the teaching and the Master 
asked the commissioner, “Did you learn the Ch’iao-yen 
poem when you were young?”

The commissioner replied, “Yes.”

The Master then recited two sentences from it:

“Repeatedly called the female servant Ch’iao-yii 
without any intentional work involved. Only to let him 
hear her voice.”
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At that time Yuan-wu was outside and heard Master 
Fa-yan and the officer repeatedly responding, “Yes, sir. 
Yes, sir.”

Master Fa-yan then advised the official, “But you need 
to be careful and ripe (ready).”

It was then that Yuan-wu entered and asked, “Master, 
has the officer understood your teaching?”

Master Fa-yan said, “Only the sound.”

Yuan-wu then asked, “The poem read like this, ‘Only 
to let him hear her voice.’ You said the officer, ‘Only got 
the sound’. So why is this not correct?”

Master Fa-yan said to Yuan-wu, “What is the essence 
of Boddhidarma from India? The pine tree in the front 
yard.”

With that Yuan-wu then awakened.

The above dialogue retells a fictional (romantic) story. 
There was a Lady (Ch’iao-yen) that fancied a man in her 
neighbourhood. One evening this man kept going past the 
Lady’s house frequently. He was obviously interested to 
know exactly where the Lady was located inside.

The Lady sensed his interest but to be discreet didn’t 
want to call out to him directly . Instead she called out 
for her maid (Ch’iao-yii) to bring a pot of tea to her room.

Exactly at that point the gentleman outside knew 
where the Lady was. The Lady had no intention to have 
tea but just wanted to draw attention, with her voice 
indicating exactly where she was.
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That means saying something but the meaning 
(intention) is elsewhere. That is like meditation. Yuan-
wu at this point understood.

The story is fictional and secular but what happened 
to it in the hands of the Master? 

It becomes a spiritual lesson with deep meaning for 
the practitioner. To young people living in the world 
the story is just fiction whilst serious practitioners will 
understand its intent immediately. Hence this is “a special 
transmission outside the scriptures, not depending on 
words or characters.”

Likewise, Zen is not caught in between the sentences, 
the practitioner needs to understand the point the master 
is making not just the words said. 

This is very profound. The same story can be seen 
differently by each person due to their individual minds. 
Therefore everything, every object is no-self.

If we see it this way then we can clearly observe that 
“Buddhism is everywhere”.

In the Agama, SamyattaNikaya Sutra there was a story:

One day when Lord Buddha resided at Jetavana 
Monastery in Srāvastī, he was giving a talk based on an 
analogy about horses.

Lord Buddha said there were four types of horses a 
saint could ride:

First: Upon seeing just the shadow of the whip this 
horse immediately follows the orders of the rider.
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Second: Needs the whip just to touch its hairs; then it 
follows orders.

Third: Waits for the whip to actually strike the flesh. 
Before it takes action it has to feel the pain; then it follows 
the order.

Fourth: After heavy application of the whip with the 
pain going to its very bones; then it finally follows the 
order.

To clarify this horse story Lord Buddha then said: 

“Thus to help a practitioner to enlightenment there is 
also four ways to do this.

Firstly; upon hearing the news of the terminal illness 
of a neighbour, a person is so affected by mundane 
existence that they decide to practise good deeds and go 
further on the way to be released from the cycle of birth 
and death.

Second; on hearing about a sick person in the 
neighbourhood they don’t care. This is due to no 
relationship to that person. Not until they see a dying 
person do they feel touched by their own sense of 
impermanence; then they start practising.

So earlier only hearing then later needing to see; like 
the second horse needing the whip to the flesh to act.

Third; Seeing is seeing as the deceased is no relation to 
them; therefore no effect. However when death is within 
the family or servants; then feeling fed up with worldly 
life occurs; so then they pursue the path.
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Fourth: the terminal illness happens to themselves; 
then they finally practise.”

So here the talk is an analogy: about four types of 
persons like four horses.

The first horse acts from seeing the shadow of the whip; 
like the first person; hearing the sickness immediately 
understands impermanence and so starts the practice.

The second person needs to see, like the second horse 
to just feel the whip.

In fact these types are not bad.

The third must see the relative (or servant of the 
household) who is ill and suffers, to awake. 

The last type needs things to happen to themselves for 
change to occur.

So even though the story was mundane about the four 
horses, Lord Buddha retold it as a teaching. We could see 
everything likewise as a Buddhist teaching not a worldly 
one. To a perceptive layman a reflection is an awareness. 

Every scene or experience is a means for awakening.

Seeing people suffer they can understand impermanence. 

They don’t have to wait for the time to suffer, then 
awaken.

In their eyes everything is Lord Buddha’s teaching. 
Everything and everywhere is a reminder. 

For a long time people mistook Lord Buddha’s teaching 
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as something evolved or intangible and sacred. It was 
never thought by ordinary people that simple things 
could also be Lord Buddha’s teachings; as long as we can 
see with cleverness. 

But how can we see this way?

The important point is with awareness and reflection. 
Always having full awareness helps us to realise that 
everywhere and everything can be used to reflect on 
ourselves. How can our everyday running mind see this?

Likewise in the story of the young Samanera Pandita 
proves that even senseless objects can be used to train 
our attention; to focus on our purpose. 

As water has no feeling then how can we irrigate 
fields? We have to build the ditch and fill up holes so the 
water can flow in a proper pathway unobstructed. We 
have to concentrate on working hard on the construction. 

Like trying to make an arrow shaft straight; it’s 
done with sighting along it with one eye. With a wooden 
wheel it’s about careful measurement, accuracy and 
awareness.

Now with things from the outside we can easily make 
use of them. But with our mind, right here inside us, why 
can’t we control it? 

Just because of lack of focus!

Like here and now it seems that we understand yet 
in the next minute when we go outside then what we’ve 
heard is forgotten or has shifted away.
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This is because of not focusing. 

Mindfulness helps and will lead to good results.

Here is a Confucian saying:

 There is nothing difficult;
 it is just you are not skilful (diligent).
 Mountains can be drilled; oceans travelled. 
 Even clouds open for us to see the sky.

Nowadays, with space craft we can explore other 
planets. Everything is feasible if the mind is focussed. 
Mindfulness will help to achieve the targets; particularly 
in the practice of Zen.

A running mind runs by itself everywhere. 

A focused mind is full of awareness of itself. No one 
else can help you. 

Most of the time we blame the scenery for our mind’s 
distracted running.

Is that true? We need to clarify this:

The scene is an inanimate object so how can it affect us?

To a serious practitioner the same scene is just a scene, 
yet to a layman we are attached to it. Accordingly we 
blame it as the cause of our distraction. 

Therefore the mind itself runs or stays still (mindful) and 
there’s no-one or anything in between. It means that we 
have the power to be the boss. Also the power to be ignorant 
as well as enlightened, with no third party involved. 
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When we remain focused that is our point of progressing. 
We don’t need to go further.

In the 42 Chapters Sutra2 there is the sentence, “when 
the mind is in one place, there is nought one cannot 
accomplish.”

If you don’t believe this then go home and practise it 
for yourself; be mindful and see. You only need three days 
of mindfulness for the results to occur.

How? It is simple; Be aware of walking, aware of 
sitting, aware of standing. Always be present in the 
moment. Aware of walking means the mind is with the 
step. Aware of standing means the mind is at standing; 
the mind is always present at the moment of the act. 
Then there is no need to wish for enlightenment. You 
have just been enlightened. On the other hand you have 
longed for enlightenment but the running mind is going 
non-stop; so how to enlighten?

Likewise Isaac Newton the famous scientist was asked 
what he did to have so many inventions. His reply, “Only 
one way; for each research I applied my mind for a long 
time.” 

What does it mean? Once the work has started put 
the mind to it and go to the end. Don’t ever give up even 
halfway. How about us? We don’t apply our mind to one 
thing, or even be patient. We just rush for the result. 

In the Eight Fold Path, what is the right thought? It 
means mindfulness with no complexity which leads to 
right concentration.

In the Satipatthana Sutra (Four Foundations of 
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Mindfulness)3 there was a teaching in which Lord 
Buddha said:

“Anyone who profoundly practises the mindfulness of 
the four foundations and has clearly understood them for 
between one and seven days, without any other intrusive 
thoughts occurring then certainly that person will achieve 
from Sotapana, the first stage to Arhat-hood.” 

Accordingly our method is realising that thoughts 
arise, and the mind doesn’t run anywhere from one to 
seven days; then the mind is fully aware with no more 
intrusive thoughts. It is guaranteed that there will be 
clarity.

All of the sutras taught that same point. 

The Amitaba Sutra4 said “...from one to seven days 
with a mind focuses you immediately see Lord Buddha 
and all of the Bodhisattva in front of yourself...”

This is the essence which we ignored; yet tried in vain 
to beg here and there to get enlightened. How could it 
happen?

Master Cho-hsuan said to his student monk Tzu-ting:

“If you practise mindfulness with no interruption 
for seven consecutive days and have not attained 
enlightenment then come here and chop off my head! You 
can also make it into a scoop for poo.”

This was startling for monk Tzu-ting. 

One day he contracted diarrhoea and remembered the 
Master’s words. He took a basket to a deserted area and 
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sat on it. He was able to keep his mind focused and aware 
for seven days. 

One night he had a vision of the world as snow under 
the radiant moon. The universe shrunk and he became 
immense, fell into a meditative state for a while till there 
was a noise and he became enlightened. His whole body 
perspired and he was rid of his diarrhoea.

He then composed the following stanza:

 What is this sacred brightness? 
 After a blink it disappeared.
 The knife, which cuts the medical herbs, is glowing 

near the basket I sat on.
 Eventually it is myself, me so far.

“Eventually it is myself, me so far”, and nothing else? 
On the other hand, a running thought squeezing in 
between could cover everything and make us blind to our 
true nature. 

The Zen practice is clear from the sutras; that all 
the observations are the same. That is the point to 
remember. 

When the mind remains still, the result comes as 
a consequence. All sutras as well as all Zen Masters 
remind us on that essential point. When the mind is in 
focus, the result will occur. Therefore in Zen, all masters 
emphasise the practice of calmness. That is to let the 
running thoughts come to an end in order to understand 
this false I. Otherwise if the mind keeps running wildly 
instead, then it’s difficult to achieve enlightenment.
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Yang-shan Hui-ji asked Master Hung-chin Chang-
yeh (follower of Ma-zu Dao-yi), “How to understand the 
meaning of Buddha nature?” 

Master Chang-yeh said, “I have this story: There was 
a six door cage and a monkey inside it. Outside another 
monkey. 

The free monkey rattled a door and called out “hoo 
hoo” to the inner monkey. 

The caged monkey responded to each call with “ra ra”. 

The outer monkey tried each door and made sounds 
and the inner one responded accordingly.”

At that instant Yang-shan said, “Oh Master I got it...
but how to attract the inner monkey with a call if it was 
asleep?”

(If the monkey inside is awake and when the outer 
monkey screams; the inner one responds, then that is 
easy to grasp.

This means that seeing and hearing is always present.

Yet if the inner monkey is asleep then how to know 
their whereabouts?

This is quite deep.)

Immediately, at the last question, Master Chang-yeh 
stood up and grabbed Yang-shan’s hands and made the 
sound, “hoo hoo, ra ra.”

(Meaning; I am with you; we have seen each other.
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So what does that mean in regard to the inner monkey 
being asleep?) 

Zen practitioners must see and reach that point, 
otherwise the path is incomplete.

Again how to see if the inner monkey is asleep? 

If he awakes then he responds with his scream; that’s 
easy to understand; but when he sleeps; where is he?

So the monkey sleeps; this is the point prior to the 
thought arising. 

If we see that point then we automatically see Lord 
Buddha, Patriarchs, Masters and each other.

Therefore when sharing that point Master Chang-yeh 
stood up and held Yang-shan’s hands saying in effect, “we 
have seen each other” meaning seeing the point prior to 
the thought arising. As what happened when the thought 
arose at the same time as thinking? That means that the 
monkey inside is alert and awake. It is necessary to see 
this. That’s where the running thoughts must stop and 
not to follow  them.

When Nan-yue Huai-rang came to see the Sixth 
Patriarch Hui-neng in China, he was greeted with, “What 
is it coming?”

At that moment Huai-rang was so stunned that he 
couldn’t reply. What about us? Would we give up if we 
couldn’t answer? Huai-rang did not, and struggled, 
questioning himself for eight years. 

He suddenly realised one day and returned to the Sixth 
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Patriarch saying, “Now I can answer your question.” 

The Sixth Patriarch said, “What is the answer?”

Huai-rang replied, “Saying “it” makes an object and 
that is not correct.”

That meant that his mind had been keeping on this 
issue for eight years and nothing else. So there were no 
running thoughts and the mind became clear, then the 
solution arose. 

This is the principle of Zen.

In the Diamond Sutra Lord Buddha said:

“To bring the innumerable living beings to final 
Nirvana; at the same time then there will be no living 
beings at all who would be brought to final Nirvana.”

What does that mean?

Who are the innumerable living beings? They are 
actually the running thoughts. So, how to bring them to 
final Nirvana?

It is easy to understand in a literal sense but how do 
you do it? It’s about the one-minded awareness; nothing 
else. With one mind we are constant aware of the moment 
prior to the thought arising; so, that is to bring it to 
Nirvana. Prior to the arising of the thought, what form 
is it? So any time from now, prior to it arising we quickly 
reflect to our earlier position to see what form it was. In 
fact this is how we bring all to the final Nirvana.

In the Lotus Sutra when the stupa of Prabhutaratna 
Buddha appears, all the disciples requested Lord Buddha 
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to open it. How did the Enlightened One respond?

“Prabhutaratna Buddha had a vow that in the future 
if any Buddha wished to open the stupa what he needed 
to do was to retrieve all the Buddhas who have been 
instructing in different realms into one place.”

What is Prabhutaratna Buddha? In the Lotus Sutra 
it pinpoints the Dharma Kaya:Vairocana. or the innate 
reality, Dharma (Law) body. One of three kinds of bodies 
a Buddha has. In order to see that Dharma body there 
is a need to collect all the other scattered bodies and put 
them into one place.

We sit here, but other bodies (running thoughts) where 
are they? Not here?

So now collect all the others into one place, then the 
stupa of Prabhutaratna Buddha will open accordingly and 
invite you in. 

It’s simple, about enlightenment; but don’t take it in a 
literal way, for that won’t be clear.

Zen Master Fen-zhou Wu-ye (disciple of Ma-zu) to any 
question regarding the Way replied, “Don’t daydream.” 

This means retrieving all the other scattered Lord 
Buddha bodies so then the stupa can be opened. If you 
can’t see that point, then any more searching will take 
you away from understanding. As searching means to 
allow the other Buddha bodies to scatter and wander 
everywhere.

A monk asked Master Tsi-fung, “How can I go to the 
school of ancient Buddha?”
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Master Tsi-fung answered, “Where are you now?”

The answer from the Master means: who is it that is 
here now? 

What is this that is questioning? 

That needs to be asked: yet you didn’t do so.

If you clear away all running thoughts, then right here 
you have entered the ancient school of Buddha.

On the other hand, to keep asking about the school 
of ancient Buddha but completely forgetting the point 
that the present is always here, then you have already 
galloped very far away. 

This is the point of all the sutras as the Zen Masters 
insist on. 

To see this point is to see the way of coming home.

As a student, Dong-shan Liang-jie (later being the 
founder of Ts’ao-tung school) asked Master Yun-yam 
Tan-sheng a question:

“Who can hear the teaching of insentient beings?”

(Normally we talk about “sentient teaching”).

Yun-yam replied, “Insentient being teaching is for 
insentient being hearing.”

Dong-shan then asked, “Have you heard?”

Master Yun-yam responded, “If I have heard, then 
how can you hear me?”
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(As both of them were sentient!)

But Dong-shan continued, “Why can’t I hear?”

With that Master Yun-yam raised up his whisk and 
simultaneously asked, “Have you heard then?”

Dong-shan said, “No.”

So Master Yun-yam said, “You didn’t hear whatever I 
taught, let alone the insentient teaching.”

Dong-shan then asked, “So what sutras are involved 
in the insentient being teaching?”

Master Yun-yam said, “Haven’t you read in the 
Amitaba Sutra that water, birds, trees and bushes all 
recite Buddha’s Dharma?”

In that moment, Dong-shan was enlightened, and 
composed this:

 So strange, so strange

 Can’t think of insentient teaching. 

 Using the ears to hear; can’t even get it. 

 Must see it, to understand.

In order to hear “insentient beings teaching”, we need 
to use the eyes to see; otherwise just using the ears to 
hear, it doesn’t work. Why so?

We are always caught up in the words like “insentient 
beings”. So automatically, think of trees, rocks, as 
inanimate objects when actually here the word  insentient 
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implies no differentiating. Right here, to live within the 
moment. Then, everything will be at this moment, in 
clarity. With that view; everything and everywhere is 
Buddhism; sublime.

 Therefore, Master Yun-yam quoted from the Amitaba 
Sutra about water, trees, bush and birds. All of these 
recite the Three Gems (Buddha, Dharma, Sangha). We 
vow to head for that pure land after death, to hear the 
reciting. 

Yet we are unaware that we in fact, at the moment, 
living in that very realm. 

All are reciting the Three Gems but we cannot hear 
them.

Like when in the earlier story the novice Pandita 
saw how the arrow was filed straight; is that Dharma 
reciting? The arrow is also Dharma reciting, not only by 
the birds.

When they are singing then we are hearing, clearly 
without losing the inner self; then they are singing 
Dharma. 

Hearing as such; that is hearing Buddha Dharma. 

Otherwise when we hear birds singing and only 
remember their sound, and forget the real me that is to 
hear the sound only.

As such, right in this world we could hear birds sing 
Buddha, Dharma as well; therefore there’s no need to go 
anywhere. Everywhere is Buddhism. 
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How do you hear that?

Again it needs mindfulness. When your mind is clear, 
everything you see is clear and bright. 

On the other hand when muddled and dirty, then 
that’s all what you see. The same scene and form, but if 
the mind is on evil then all will be seen as evil. Even in 
Buddhist lands the defiled mind will only see dirt.

At Thường Chiếu monastery at Phuớc Thái in Đồng 
Nai, Vietnam, recently there was a monk who went into 
retreat. Soon he had visions of ghosts. 

He was horrified and panicked, not knowing what to do. 

Suddenly he remembered our teacher, the Most 
Venerable Thích Thanh Từ. However it appeared in the 
monk’s own mind, that the teacher had grown massive 
fangs as well. Was that so in actuality?

Sometimes the mind is not clear. When unclear, even 
the Buddhist scene is distorted. Likewise when studying 
Buddhism we shouldn’t analyse it with the muddled or 
defiled mind. 

Even if the right teaching was analysed by a person 
with a deluded mind, following blindly, then they might 
without caution, fall into wrong ways. 

When a deluded mind is preaching the right Dharma, 
it will be wrong. A clear mind explaining the distorted 
teaching will be clear in intent and vice versa.

An earlier example is the fictional (earthly) story of 
the Lady Ch’iao-yen, that called her servant Ch’iao-yii 
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for tea “no order given” only to attract a man’s attention. 
The Master used it as a Zen lesson.

 Master Wu-un, in the Ming Dynasty retold the story 
of the attendant Mien in the book Miscellanea of Living 
on the Mountain. 

He said he had asked how Mien became enlightened. 
Apparently when Mien was at Yii-chi sitting at the table 
he overheard the librarian Kuei talking to another monk.

The monk asked, “What is the essence of Zen 
meditation?”

With that Kuei then folded his two hands onto his head 
and chanted aloud,”To-ro, to-ro!”

In that moment Mien experienced a flood of joy. 

Quickly he went to the Retirement Hall nearby and 
told the Head Monk Ta of what happened.

The Head Monk smiled and said, “Ha, have you 
arrived?”

“Since then,” said Mien, “I knew I was clear.”

(It means that the outsider Mien, awoke from the 
conversation between the monk and the librarian.)

Master Wu-un added, “Later on I met the librarian 
Kuei and brought up the story of Mien asking for extra 
clarification. 

Kuei turned red from embarrassment saying, “That 
time I made the gestures purely as a joke to the monk, no 
other intention, whatsoever!” 
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So the librarian Kuei was only joking, but the attendant 
Mien after seeing, became enlightened. As his mind was 
focused, and only meditating. Therefore, the practice comes 
into maturity. Like the two straight lines meeting at a point 
and right there are brightened. It is clear that a clear mind 
sees clear things. This is the point we need to get, and not 
to miss.

Here is a Japanese Zen story: In a small monastery in 
Northern Japan there were two monks. The elder well 
educated and smart, the younger a bit dull, with only one 
eye. 

One day a wandering monk passed by and asked for 
lodgings. It was the usual custom that staying would be 
conditional on passing a Dharma debating test with the 
elder monk.

At this time the elder was tired and didn’t feel well, 
so he delegated the younger monk to carry out the test. 
The elder monk instructed the younger to make the 
dialogue a ‘no speech Zen’. This was in case the younger 
couldn’t debate the wanderer’s replies. He instructed 
him, “Whatever he says or does; just keep quiet.”

His intention was to give himself some rest.

Surprisingly, after the “dharma fight” the wandering 
monk came to see the elder monk. He came and paid his 
respects, before saying farewell. The elder monk wanted 
him to clarify what happened so the wandering monk 
replied, “First I put up one finger; to mean that Lord 
Buddha is the only one in this world. Your brother in the 
Dharma silently put up two fingers; this represented Lord 
Buddha and the Dharma, as the two represent the one, 
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like two sides of one object. I then put up three fingers to 
mean that the Three Gems are harmoniously connected, 
and this can’t be missed by anyone. Your younger monk 
then showed me his clenched fist; indicating that these 
Three Gems must come from the true awakening, your 
own experience, not just from mere talk. So now I have 
no more to say, or ask.”

After the wandering monk left, the younger monk 
came in an angry mood and asked, 

“Where is he, that shaved head?”

The elder monk said, “He lost the debate to you; He 
bid goodbye and is gone. Congratulations, you are doing 
very well.” 

The younger monk became more upset and asked, “What 
do you mean who won? I wanted to hit him so badly!”

The older monk was surprised and questioned the 
younger, “Why so?”

The younger monk said, “That wandering monk 
insulted me. He looked me up and down then put up one 
finger ridiculing my one eye. As he was our guest I reacted 
politely showing him two fingers for his two eyes which 
he’s lucky to have. He then put up three fingers showing 
we have three eyes together. That’s when I got really angry 
and showed him my fist in order that he would stop, or I 
would punch him. Then he ran out to see you.”

Apparently, to the younger monk there was no Buddhist 
debate, only a misunderstanding in communication while 
to the wandering monk it was an absolutely Buddhist 
teaching. Why so?
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For the wandering monk his mind was in meditation, 
always still. 

Everything is Zen and every action contains meaning, 
while the younger monk’s mind was unclear and running 
on anger. Understand that if the mind is clear, then 
everything seen is also clear.

The same thing when Lord Buddha raised the Lotus 
flower. Right there a serious practitioner would have 
sensed Lord Buddha’s intention, or upon hearing of this 
event (lotus flower), got the point. On the contrary, using 
the differentiating mind to split the words, analyse this 
event, what happened? 

Scholars said the incident was untrue only added on by 
Zen Masters at later stages. With the running mind being 
such, when will they be awakened? Others understood its 
essence and were enlightened. It is not just the literal 
meaning of the words. This needs to be taken seriously.

Pan-shan Bao-ji, once in his formative years of 
enquiring into Zen, went to the market and heard a 
customer speak to the meat vendor: “Please cut me a 
good piece.” 

The vendor crossed his arms and said proudly, “Every 
piece is good!” 

Right then Pan-shan understood and was enlightened.

If we use the ordinary, running mind to hear the “good” 
piece then we only think of good/bad. Yet to Pan-shan, 
his mind is a meditating one and everything contains 
Buddhist teaching.



88 EVERY STEP IS PEACE AND JOY

Every piece is a good piece, means that everywhere is 
good.

Therefore if the mind is clear, then everywhere is clear. 

Don’t differentiate the object by whether it’s good or 
bad; but the main point is to reflect within.

Another story: Bodhisattva Manjusri, one day sent his 
young attendant Sudhana to get a medicinal herb. The 
boy returned with a blade of grass.

Bodhisattva Manjusri held it up in the air to the 
assembly saying, “This can cure as well as kill.” Meaning 
it may be medicine or it could be toxic. If you know how 
to use it, then it’s medicine; if not then it’s merely grass. 

So this is a simple story and with mindful attention it 
is a teaching. 

Or if the mind is dirty and differential then the story 
is defiled, in error.

In school we learnt addition like this 5+3+2=10.

Now after practising Zen, we see it with the eye of 
Prajna this is then from the Prajnaparamita sutra, the 
Heart sutra.

Where number ten comes from? 

It does not have a self, there is no number ten by it’s 
nature, itself. 

It’s due to the addition of numbers: 5, 3 and 2. 

A getting together of several numbers. Isn’t it Prajna? 
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Therefore with the Prajna eye we see; the addition is 
also Prajna.

Another example is a chemical formula; like that of 
water; H2O, it’s the combination; of two hydrogen atoms 
bonded to a single oxygen atom.

Water is not by itself; it is a combination of two, this 
is the Heart Sutra. When the mind is clear, everything is 
Buddhism.

Let’s read “Crossing Đèo Ngang” a poem from the 
famous Vietnamese woman poet Bà Huyện Thanh Quan 
(1805-1848AD). (The Đèo Ngang is a mountain pass on 
the North Central coast of Vietnam.)

CROSSING ĐÈO NGANG

 Coming to Đèo Ngang; it’s dusk.
 Grass and trees intertwine rocks and leaves 
 that loom on flowers.

 At the foot of the mountain,
 a few woodcutters at work,
 hunched over.
 While by the other side of the river,
 sparsely scattered are mountaineers’ huts.
 
 The Water Rail bird shrieks
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 its plaintive cry of homesickness
 as a memory.
  
 In echo 
 the Partridge bird calls tirelessly 
 pure nostalgia!
  I stopped, turned to look back;
 the sky, mountain and water,
 and in my own mind
 I and I.

 (Edited by Peter Jeffery OAM.)

Oh! Do you see the Zen essence in this poem?

This is Zen, in every sense of the word!

At dusk the sun’s rays come down and illuminate 
in detail all the grass, trees, intertwined rocks and 
leaf mingled flowers. The whole scene is interwoven 
together and presented to the eyes. What illuminates 
it? The woodcutters and the huts. Is it then that the Zen 
light appears?

There was a monk asking Venerable Master Ta-pu, 

“What is the bamboo Ta-pu?”

Master Ta-pu replied, “One stem, two curved stems.”

The monk said, “I don’t understand.”

Master Ta-pu responded, “Three stems; four bent stems.”
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Do you think it may be similar to Bà Huyện Thanh 
Quan’s poem?

It has a lot of Zen in it, especially the last two lines 
“stopped, turned to look back; the sky, mountain, and water.

And right there “my own mind, I and I”.

So when stopping and standing still, then the whole 
immense universe appears. Have you then seen Zen? 
But who can get the essence? Only I and I. What does 
this mean? This is the point: only I acknowledged, I 
obtained. This is almost indescribable by words. It is 
said in Zen that even Lord Buddha’s eye still couldn’t 
see that. Right there, it needs only to be “stopped, stood 
still”.

Although this is a normal poem, but with Zen eyes,full 
of Zen. 

On the other hand, a Zen story can also be taken in a 
mundane way with a worldly mind.

All is due to mind.

If we can live with Zen awareness everywhere, then we 
will realise that everywhere is our supernatural power. 

Some hearing this term may associate it with magical 
abilities like flying up into the sky, or transforming into 
other matter. 

In fact supernatural power comes only from the daily 
life of practice and nowhere else. 

If our mind is clear, our acts are superior.
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Three Masters: Ma-yu Bao-che, Nan-quan Pu-yuan 
and Zhi-chang Gui-zong all met an old lady at an inn.

She brought three cups and a teapot to the table and 
asked them: 

“Anyone who possesses supernatural power is invited 
to drink this tea.”

The three Masters looked at each other perplexed. 

The old lady then said, “Have a look at my supernatural 
power.” 

She then held out the  teapot and gracefully poured 
tea into every cup. 

Finishing with a flourish, she said,“There it is.”

Accordingly, where is the supernatural power? 

Once living with our true nature then whatever we do 
is good practice. 

That good practice becomes supernatural power and 
light, doesn’t it?

There is a saying, “a moving hand, dancing leg or coughing 
are also Dharma Flower Samadhi (concentration).” 

As every act is Dharma Flower Samadhi, it is good 
practice. It is supernatural power. So, why the need to fly 
in the sky? The essence is subtle.

There was the Master Jin-niu in the Zen school of Ma-
zu Dao-yi who related this story:
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Every day at lunchtime he brought a bucket of rice to 
the dining hall. 

He would then twist himself about and dance, while 
laughing loudly saying, “Come on little Bodhisattvas, 
have lunch.”

For twenty years he had repeated the same act. He 
invited everybody to have a meal but who amongst them 
ate? Is that good practice? When he danced publicly then 
who doesn’t see clearly? They all saw but didn’t break 
through. That’s why he had to invite little Bodhisattvas 
to have lunch. Dancing means inviting. 

Right there is a clear message; it is present. 

Seeing this we enter Zen and get the “Eye Samadhi”. 
It means the right concentration from the illumination 
of the eye. This light sees clearly that the Master is 
dancing. So just there is the good practice; where else 
to go and search? What if you search? This searching 
means you haven’t “seen it” like described in the 
Enlightenment Song.

So, leaving the right place now to go search elsewhere, 
is not knowing yet.

Therefore you need to get this point. To live it so as to 
create and manifest the good practice.

There was Master Huang-long Hui-nan who had 
“three comments” to awaken his students. 

Lifting up his hand he said, “My hand is similar to 
Lord Buddha’s hand!”
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Then he stretched out one leg saying, “My leg looks 
like that of a donkey.”

So here the point is: live with it. You will manifest the 
good practice.

Why Lord Buddha’s hand but with a donkey’s leg?

A person with an ordinary differentiating mind can’t 
make reason of this as it is obviously nonsense. Or is it?

However, if the saintly/earthly contradiction or duality 
is let go, then the entrance is there. You will see that 
“everywhere is good practice.” 

Otherwise using the ordinary mind to analyse what’s 
good/bad you only see ordinary duality.

In conclusion regarding the enlightenment realm; the 
Dharma is present here and everywhere; not far away.

Only our mind refuses to see it as it still likes to wander 
about endlessly. 

When at the moment of “stopped and standing still” 
then the Dharma is present right here and now. The 
extraordinary is actually inside the ordinary. Yet we 
want to search beyond it from the outside. Accordingly if 
our mind remains still, then we will recognise it.

There was a nun named Chih-t’ung, the daughter of 
an Academician P’an-hsuan by name in the Cheng-húa 
era of the Song dynasty. She became enlightened and 
built herself a shower bath in the area of Pao-ning. 

On her shower room door she hung a signboard on 
which was written:
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“It is not a thing, what is there to wash clean?

If there is dust then where does it come from? 

Ku-ling Shen-ts’an only knows how to rub his 
Master’s back.

Bodhisattvas have awoken at once, 

If you can say one turning word then welcome in, with 
me.”

Thus nun Chih-t’ung quoted the story of Ku-ling 
Shen-ts’an, regarding rubbing his teacher’s back.

When Ku-ling Shen-ts’an had been studying with 
his teacher for quite a long time and was yet to get his 
enlightenment, he went instead to learn from Master 
Bai-zhang.

On attaining enlightenment he returned to his earlier 
teacher and remained there as his attendant, like before.

While his teacher had a bath Ku-ling Shen-ts’an 
rubbed his back saying, “The Lord Buddha’s edifice is 
beautiful, but Lord Buddha is not saintly.”

His teacher then turned his head slightly so Ku-ling 
Shen-ts’an continued, “Even not saintly; but always 
projects a halo.”

Therefore here it is said “Ku-ling only knows to rub 
the back of his Master.” Meaning the teacher was not 
clear (enlightened) and still covered.

And “Bodhisattvas (Sixteen Bodhisattvas Enter the 
Bath) have awoken once”: meaning Bhadrapula and his 
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sixteen Bodhisattvas companions in the Surangama sutra 
taking turns to the bathroom for showering, suddenly 
realising the character of water, i.e. the subtle touch and 
all became enlightened. 

They called out: “the subtle touch reveals the light 
that is everything, we reached the place where the sons 
and daughters of Lord Buddha live (Nirvana).”

Here the nun when talking about cleaning means: 
not only the body is cleaned but how to cleanse the inner 
nature. She said, “Not a thing; then what to wash?”

No matter how hard you may physically clean you are 
not able to clean the inner. 

In order to reach the Vimala stage, or Bhumi (stage 
two of ten, being free of impurity for Bodhisattvas) it 
requires that the whole body sweats completely.

Commonly, water is used to clean dust but actually 
water is also dust, it is a sense object. So dust cleaning 
dust. Therefore cleaning is cleaning, but cannot reach to 
that truth. Water and dust are cleaned, then the cleaning 
must be cleaned as well. Eventually water and dust are 
eliminated and also the cleaning needs to be forgotten, 
right there. That is our living. What does this mean? 
Right inside the bath there is the Dharma. Every bucket 
of water pouring onto the body, you feel cool, clearly 
nowhere missing, no mistakes. So right in the bathroom 
the Dharma shines.

Accordingly when the mind is still and has stopped 
following the running thoughts, then everywhere is 
awakening, coming home.
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There is no need to search anywhere and even the 
bathroom is where the mind can shine.

This is the basic talking in terms of the Lotus sutra; 
whenever we want to see Prabhutaratna Buddha, it needs 
to call all the scattered Buddhas back to one place. That 
means wherever you sit, your mind is at that place; it 
doesn’t run anywhere else. Then you can open the stupa 
and see Prabhutaratna Buddha straightaway. 

On the other hand, if you remain ignorant, with your 
mind wandering here and there then it is difficult to see 
and that stupa is also closed firmly. 

In conclusion, the Way is ready here right in each 
step; there’s no need to search anywhere. Just look down 
and gather all the scattered Buddhas and stop them 
from wandering afar. The Dharma appears right away 
inconceivably. That is living Dharma.





Talk 5
The Attachment to I is the 

Detonation of All Breakages

1. Facing the Truth

In our daily life which everybody lives; have we at 
least one time questioned ourselves about what 

is life for? We need to see this point to make life more 
meaningful.

To see this life in depth is for the I, nothing else isn’t it? 

Since from the beginning we were born because of it. 
This is due to the greed of loving the I that we were born 
here. Otherwise without it we’ve already entered the no-
birth, Nirvana. 

Therefore if this life stops, it has gone accordingly, and 
a replacement will be needed. Hence this is a continuation 
of the incessant cycle of birth and death. 

Thus the so called life starts again. 

If not for the Bodhisattva’s manifesting, then anyone 
else in this world is just carrying on their own present I. 

This is called the ignorance of all living beings 
(primally inborn ignorance). If that shadow of ignorance 
is still there, then we are never completely liberated, we 
are not clear of all sufferings.

 Let’s ponder seriously to see why all feelings of 
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sadness, joy, happiness, anger, love, hatred, gain, loss, in 
this world come for?

Why sadness? Because the I was not pleased. 

Why joy? Because the I was satisfied. Isn’t it so?

For love or hatred; if you agreed with me therefore I 
loved you, if against me then I hated. 

Now is this clear? No matter how much one tries to 
argue, this is the undeniable fact.

The whole of life then becomes fighting for gain, then 
recovering from loss. 

In order to build up a career, one is toiling, costing 
blood/ sweat, sometimes even killing each other. 

For what? Isn’t it for the I? 

Without it, whom does one fight for?

All feelings such as self-pride, self-respect, self-
esteem, arrogance, complacency, and complexity: these 
originate from the I.

For example self-pride arises from a hurt I and self-
respect is merely to elevate a fallen I. These just show that 
it is actually just the I, that is the creation of everything 
in this world.

Generally we blame other persons or situations; it is 
because we want to escape responsibilities, or to hide in 
a careful way, the I.

Don’t ignore this! 
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Everybody, let’s reflect on it.

When we are upset we then blame this or that person 
or reason or event; we’ve forgotten that it is because the 
I was hurt! 

Others are continually blamed but not the principal I.

Therefore this I has been called “the dangerous I” before.

In the Hundred Parables Sutra there is an anecdotal 
story:

There was a teacher who had two disciples as 
attendants. They didn’t get along, and each of them kept 
saying, “It’s not I, that dislikes you, but that’s you; who 
hates me.” 

They saw each other as long term enemies. 

One day the teacher couldn’t even stretch out his 
legs so he asked the attendants for a good massage. It 
happened that one attendant had to go out so only the 
other was available for the massage.

Immediately, the remaining attendant grabbed the leg 
of the teacher that was usually massaged by the other 
one and struck it with a rock.

When the other on returned and saw the state of his 
teacher’s leg he quickly grabbed the same rock and took 
revenge on the teacher’s other leg. The result was both of 
the teacher’s legs were completely broken. The teacher’s 
legs had nothing to do with the attendant’s anger. Why 
were the results so dramatic? To be precise it is just due 
to their jealous I. Clearly then, I is a dangerous I, isn’t it?
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2. Eliminate the Attachment to the I

The origins of all (manifestations) in the world is from 
the I. 

Actually the attachment to the I is framed in a dead 
shell. Shrunken in compassion and lack of a bright and 
vast life. 

Lord Buddha said that it was a life with ignorance. 
Do we keep living like that forever? Now that the light of 
Dharma shines; why not open the eyes? 

There are so many practices and ways involving 84,000 
doors. Fundamentally, that is to cleanse the attachment 
of the I, is the end.

People are no-self and Dharma is no-self. 

Just get this principle and practise this precisely. 

The Diamond Sutra said, 

“Understand thoroughly the no-self teaching which is 
called a Bodhisattva”. Meaning a Bodhisattva must cross 
over no-self, as well as understand thoroughly no-self.

As keeping, holding this I, to practise Buddhism will 
never liberate.

So at the end, it still results in a return back to rebirth.

For even a practitioner who reaches a higher stage 
of meditation yet still holds on to the I and carries it 
to the heavens for a thousand years; when the Dhyana 
diminishes, still falls to rebirth in other realms.
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Like Udraka Ramaputra who has achieved the stage 
of neither perception nor non perception dhyana he’s 
awarded a rebirth in the heavens of neither perception nor 
non-perception realm. However after using up his lifetime 
in that place, he ends up back in this world as a bat.

In the Mahaprajna Sutra, Sadaprarudita (the Usually 
Crying Boddhisattva) was ready to sell his heart, liver 
and marrow without regret, to give dana (offering) for 
his teacher and to study the perfection of wisdom (Prajna 
Paramita Sutra)

Yet he was questioned, “After selling heart, liver and 
marrow, how then to study prajna?”

It’s really has a deep meaning for there is the study of 
the living prajna; there’s no need to (torture yourself) or 
learn from a book. 

The meaning is to be right here; completely forget this I. 

Eliminate the attachment of the I, which has been tied 
to you for a long time; then that is true learning. 

It’s not necessary to learn from sentence to sentence, or 
word by word, just to increase the knowledge. For some, 
the more knowledge leads to more attachment to the I. 
Then ignorance is revived. For to believe that I know the 
most, understand everything, so then all is I.

This just leads to the path of ignorance.

In the Perfect Enlightenment Sutra, it’s shown clearly 
what ignorance means. Lord Buddha said to Manjusri 
Bodhisattva:
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“Oh practitioner! All living beings from the beginning-
less; all turn upside down!

 Like the lost ignorant see the four directions changing, 
accept the four elements, the form of the body as body; 
the shadow of the six sense objects as the form of the 
mind. 

It is just like when one’s eyes are inflamed, sees floating 
objects in the air and a second moon. Oh practitioner! 
That space has no floaters so they are confused, thinking 
that floaters are really in front of them. Consequently 
running thoughts lead to the cycle of birth-death and so 
it is called ignorance.”

The obstinate thought is that the body (comprised 
of four elements) and the running mind which chase 
the body comprised of after the six sense objects is 
the I. That is ignorance. In fact it is not true me; yet 
considers it as the I. Actually this is the cause of birth-
death. Whenever the shadow I is around, then the cycle 
of birth and death remains. That’s certain, unavoidable!

Clearly seeing the danger of the attachment of the I 
then why should we still keep it? 

This is the obstacle to practise which covers the truth. 

There was a monk who asked Zen Master Wei-kuan:

“Where is the Way?”

The Master replied, “Right in front of the eyes; very 
close and not even a gap.”

The monk asked further, “Why can’t I see?”
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Master answered, “Because you keep your I.”

The monk then asked, “I still hold onto my I, so 
therefore don’t see. Sir, have you seen it?” 

The Master answered, “There is you, there is me, 
therefore none see it!”

The monk then asked one more question, “No me, no 
you, then can it be seen?”

The Master replied, “No you, no me, then who wishes 
to see?”

So clearly it’s in front of the eye and you don’t see. 

There’s no differentiation between you and I, no 
boundary between here and there; what is that? There 
is no need to ask anymore. The cover is no longer there.

To study the Way, you must study to that depth.

In the Mahaparinirvana Sutra there is a story about 
Lord Buddha when he was practising as a Bodhisattva 
living in a remote forest. He wanted to hear some extra 
sutras but didn’t know where to get them.

One day he was in deep meditation and King Indra 
was so touched that he appeared as a Rakshasa and came 
close to his grove reciting, “All practice is impermanent. 
It is all birth and death.”

The Bodhisattva heard this, and quickly got off his 
meditating cushion and went out to find the speaker. 
What he saw was a horrifying creature with a black body 
and red hair.
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He then asked, “Was it you who cited the two 
sentences?”

The Rakshasa said, “Yes, it was me.”

The Bodhisattva then said, “Please recite the other 
two lines to complete the stanza, and I will reward you.”

Rakshasa replied, “I’ve been so hungry for many days 
so I have no strength to say.”

Bodhisattva asked, “What food do you need?”

Rakshasa said, “I consume human flesh and drink hot 
blood; so if you give me your body to eat, then I will tell 
you.”

The Bodhisattva thought to himself, “If I give up my 
body to him to devour, then how can I hear Dharma?” 

He then thought of a solution: He would ask the 
Rakshasa to write the rest of the stanza on a rock. He 
would then climb up higher to read the rest, and then 
throw himself down to feed the Rakshasa.

The Rakshasa agreed and wrote on the rock, 

“Birth and death finished. No-birth and death, peace.”

As the Bodhisattva jumped down, reading; the 
Rakshasa changed immediately into the form of King 
Indra who caught him in his arms. 

King Indra then acclaimed, “Well done! So auspicious! 
You will attain Unsurpassed Complete Enlightenment.
Please don’t forget to enlighten me.”
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Who understands the essence in here? Why must we 
“give away the body” in order to hear (or see) the last two 
sentences of the stanza? 

It is a profound meaning; as in order to hear “Birth and 
death finished. No-birth and death, peace”; For reaching 
the peace and joy of the no-birth and death we need to 
drop this I birth and death. If you are strongly attached 
to this I birth and death then how can you hear the point 
of “no-birth and death, peace”?

There is another story: Master Shui-lao when a 
disciple, asked Ma-zu, “What is the meaning (essence) of 
Bodhidarma coming from India?” 

Master Ma-zu promptly pushed away on the chest of 
Shui-lao with his foot.

Immediately he, Shui-lao; was enlightened: 

Clapping his hands and laughing he said, “Numerous 
samadhi and all profound explanations on top of one hair; 
the complete clarity is here!”

What is it? That means right there, push away this I, 
then the I thought has no chance to arise, immediately 
the light of the Tathagata (Lord Buddha) is revived.

Really no speech is needed! If right there he remembered 
the I who is pushed away then could he have attained 
enlightenment? Or even straight away exploded into 
anger and then be covered by ignorance.
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3. Always Reflect Inwardly

To understand this truth, the most important thing 
is to apply it in practice. This means always reflect 
inwardly, to see clearly everywhere. In every gap there is 
the I which worms its way back and arises again.

We need to explore the I completely; don’t allow any 
dark place for it to take refuge. Our normal tendency is to 
help illuminate others. We forget to enlighten ourselves. 
As we only see other people’s mistakes but never our 
own. That is dangerous.

Do remember that every difference or gap in this 
life, all comes from this I. Accordingly, always reflect to 
correct in order to undo all misunderstandings so as to 
form a close relationship.

Say there are two people who sit near each other, but 
are unaware of the other’s presence. Why is this? Because 
each of them is living with their own I. 

So one thinks of the East and perhaps the other of the 
West.

Even two people sleeping on one bed still can face 
opposite directions; why so? Because of the I in between. 
If there’s no I what else can separate them? 

What makes them not hear, understand or accept each 
other?

The practitioner needs to reflect often in order to see 
the mediocre I so to eliminate, to drop it. As when we 
reflect we understand ourselves clearer. 
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We will discover our bad deeds, so that we can remove 
them. 

Then we are progressing in practice; no longer so vain.

The Most Venerable Chou-hung the author of the book 
Records of Noble Lifestyle in the Monastery (in which ten 
good acts of a monk is set out), was visited by a monk who 
told him:

“In my practice there’s not one speck of dust, so where 
can ten good deeds reside?”

Most Venerable replied, “Five aggregates bustle in and 
out; four elements filling everywhere; so how come there 
is no space for a speck of dust?”

The monk answered, “But the four elements are 
actually impermanent and the five aggregates really are 
non-existent.”

With that reply the Most Venerable gave the monk a 
smack and said, “A learner who talks like sesame seeds 
or wheat grain, is not correct. Say it again!”

The monk showed his displeasure and stood up.

With that the Most Venerable laughed and said, “Dust 
covers the whole face, why don’t you brush it off?”

So this is an example how one monk tries to illuminate 
the other by smartness, only understanding words alone 
and lack of real practice. 

Thus when the Most Venerable pinpointed this, the I 
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was immediately revealed. Showing the lack of practice 
of calm and inward reflection. This is the gap to be 
ashamed of.

There was Master Ting-chou with his attendant doing 
walking meditation in the garden. Suddenly a strong 
wind blew away all the leaves from the trees onto the 
ground. 

The Master bent down to pick some up and put them 
into his bag. 

The attendant then commented, “Master, no need to do 
this now. Early in the morning we will sweep them up.”

The Master replied, “You can’t say it like that. Sweep; 
is it possible to sweep all? For if I picked one more leaf to 
help cleanse the ground; then one more part of it is clean.”

The attendant then asked, “Master, there are so many 
leaves on the ground and you picked the leaf from the 
front, yet behind that, another will drop so how would 
you pick them all up?”

The Master picked up a leaf and said, “The leaves drop 
not only on the ground but as well as in the ground of your 
mind. I pick up the leaves in my mind and eventually, 
one day, I will finish.”

(Zen Stories by Venerable Master Hsing Yun)

 This is to remind us to reflect, to see every single leaf 
clearly in our own thoughts. That is real practice not 
only talk. If you are sweeping only the outside, when 
will it all end?



111Talk 5: The Attachment to the I...

Master Trúc Lâm Đại Đầu Đà (the Vietnamese King 
Trần Nhân Tông and first Patriarch) who instructed his 
students: 

“Thus as you heard three thousand doors all lead to 
one square so do innumerable manifestations; all come 
from the mind.

That is to say you don’t lack any precepts, concentration, 
wisdom, but need to reflect. Even a throat clearing, raised 
eyebrow, a blink, grasping hand, or a foot stepping, what 
is their significance? 

Knowing these characteristics, then what mind is this? 

Listen everybody! Time flies easily, and your lifespan 
doesn’t wait.

Why do you eat soup or rice without knowing either 
the bowl or spoon?”

Apparently  the Master insisted on reflection to spot the 
truth of what is our true mind. Thoroughly understand 
this; don’t mistake the I; then the attachment of the I 
will be gradually lighter. Everyday we eat but don’t know 
the bowl or spoon: then what exactly do we live with? We 
always seem to remember all nonsense, and nurture the 
attachment of the I, but forget the true light that always 
exists! Come on; wake up!
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4. The Master Challenges

The I is the obstacle for practitioners therefore all 
masters usually test the learners directly to hit the form 
of the I: so to let it fall, and help to enter the Way.

A story about Master T’zu-ming and Master Hui-nan:

Master Hui-nan when he was at Fen-t’an had assisted 
Master Huai-ch’eng teaching the assembly. Afterwards 
Hui-nan went to Pu-yen temple and was appointed by 
Master Xian to be the secretary. Suddenly Master Xian died 
and the governor appointed Master T’zu-ming to the post.

When Master T’zu-ming arrived he criticised everything  
and disagreed with other teachings, ridiculing them as 
wrong.

When Master Hui-nan visited Master T’zu-ming in his 
abbot’s room, asking, “I am still ignorant, please clarify. 
Hearing of you, I felt like a lost person who just got a 
compass. Please explain and end my doubt.”

Master T’zu-ming then smiled, saying, “As secretary, 
you have travelled and become a well-known speaker so 
if there are any doubts there’s no need for you to be so 
humble. Please sit down and we will discuss this.”

Master T’zu-ming then asked his attendant to fetch a 
chair but Master Hui-nan refused it and kept begging for 
a teaching.

Master T’zu-ming then said, “The secretary has learnt 
the essence from Master Yun-men. Like the saying ‘Spare 
Tung-shan three whacks’. At that moment, should or 
should not, he be whacked?”
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Master Hui-nan replied, “Should.”

Master T’zu-ming sternly said, “Hearing three 
whacks, then assuming that need. Thus all day you hear 
the bird singing, the drum, the bell...so on. Should they 
get whacked also? When will the whack finish?”

Master Huinan was startled. Master T’zu-ming then 
addressed him again sternly: 

“From the beginning I doubted if I could be your teacher. 

Now I am positive that I have all the skills. Accordingly 
you need to pay true respect.”

Master Hui-nan prostrated himself and paid respect.

Master T’zu-ming repeated the previous words, “If 
you got the essence from Master Yun-men; then as Zhao-
zhou usually said, “The old lady of Mount Tai has been 
discovered by me.” What was that discovery?

Master Hui-nan’s face went red and he sweated 
profusely, he was unable to reply.

Master T’zu-ming then sent him away, outside.

The next day Master Hui-nan returned and was 
greeted with verbal abuse from the Master T’zu-ming.

Master Hui-nan was ashamed and looked at others 
for consolation saying, “Because I am still in doubt that’s 
why I beg for explanation. Is cursing a compassionate 
way of carrying out the teaching?”

Master T’zu-ming smiled saying, “Really? Try cursing 
and see.”
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Immediately on hearing this, Master Hui-nan was 
enlightened.

Here in public, a well-known secretary learnt about 
self-pride. The teaching is to help you to forget the I 
secretary. To cross over beyond the word, the sound, the 
good/ bad. The “Really? Try cursing and see” is used as 
you have followed the sound. Then that is worth being 
sworn at! Right then Master Hui-nan clearly reflected on 
himself. This is the clever teaching of Master T’zu-ming.

Another story:

Fa-yuan and Yi-huai arrived together with more than 
seventeen other monks to seek teaching from Master 
Gui-sheng at Yeh district.

On seeing them all Master Gui-sheng scolded, “You are 
just a pack of monks wandering to and fro from districts 
to suburbs. Why do you come here for? I don’t have any 
spare rice to feed leisurely people like your bunch.”

The Master then reprimanded them again and ordered 
them to leave.

None of them moved off. So the Master had cold water 
poured on them all yet still they all remained. 

Then ashes were scattered on them. Most of them left 
in anger except for Yi-huai and Fa-yuan who remained 
sitting. 

Master Gui-sheng said, “They all left, yet why are the 
two of you still here?”

Fa-yuan replied, “We have respected your name all 
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along and have not been bothered by the long distance to 
come to you. So why should we let a bucket of water, or 
scoop of ashes stop us or make us leave?”

Master Gui-sheng said, “Then, if the two of you really 
came due to the teaching, I need a Business supervisor. 
Do you want the job?”

Fa-yuan volunteered, “I will do it.”

Then as well, Yi-huai was assigned to the monks’ 
dormitory.

One day Master Gui-sheng was away. 

Fa-yuan had noticed that the group only ate very 
simple bland meals so he decided to make a tasty soup 
for everyone. 

By the time it was cooked the Master had returned 
and ate the meal in the dining hall with everyone. He 
then asked the Temple organiser the following, “Do we 
have any offering today?”

The organiser replied, “No, Sir.”

Master then asked, “Is there a ceremony?” 

The organiser responded again, “No, Sir.”.

Master then asked, “Then where does this tasty soup 
come from?”

The organiser said, “Sir, please ask the Business 
supervisor.”

At that moment Fa-yuan owned up and said, “Sir, I 
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couldn’t bear to see the group eating such a plain soup so 
I made this tasty one myself. I cooked it.”

The Master said, “You have such a kind heart, but wait 
till you are an abbot to exercise it, for it still won’t be too 
late. But for now you can’t steal food from the temple just 
to please the disciples.”

Master Gui-sheng then ordered the Temple organiser 
to sell Fa-yuan’s robe and with that revenue pay back the 
temple. He then expelled Fa-yuan from the school. 

Fa-yuan begged the Master in vain, not to do so; even 
asking the senior monks for help.

Master then scolded him, “I say you are not a good 
man. Do you intend to use rank and power to pressure 
me? Go away quickly!” 

Eventually Fa-yuan asked for permission to listen 
when the Master gave Dharma, and that was granted. 

Fa-yuan then stayed in the hall of the small temple 
below the mountain.

One day, Master Gui-sheng went out and on meeting 
Fa-yuan asked him, “How long have you been staying 
here, at the temple?”

Fa-yuan replied, “Already half a year.”

Master said, “And have you paid for the rent?”

Fa-yuan replied, “No, Sir.”

Master Gui-sheng then said, “This place belongs to 
the temple, so how can you stay for nothing? Please pay 
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immediately! If not; I will report you to the authorities.”

Fa-yuan then went out and did alms rounds to pay 
back the temple, even moving back to the city. Everytime 
he saw the Master, Fa-yuan would show more respect, 
and never any sign of discontent whereas in his temple 
Master Gui-sheng told his students, “In the district of 
Yeh there is a past Buddha. Is anyone aware of him?” 

Some students answered, “Who is that past Buddha?”. 

The Master said, “That Master Fa-yuan is a true past 
Buddha.”

Everybody then prepared incense and flowers to invite 
Fayuan to come back to the temple. This was a strong 
challenge to cause the forgetting of this I Fayuan.

So that past Buddha shines, and deserves to be a 
successor of propagating the teachings. 

On the other hand, using the I to pass it (the Dharma) 
down, then that is dangerous as the I compares, competes 
and is jealous. Where is the Dharma?

Story of Master Hui-t’un and Wen-tao: 

Wen-tao heard of the teaching of Master Hui-t’un and 
started to climb mountains and swim through strong 
river currents in order to come and seek study with the 
Master Hui-t’un in a grove.

Addressing the Master, Wen-tao said, “I respect you 
sir, and come here to learn. Please teach me.”

At that moment it was dusk and Master Hui-t’un then 
said, “It’s dark, you can stay here overnight.” 



118 EVERY STEP IS PEACE AND JOY

The following morning when Wen-tao awoke, Master 
Hui-t’un had already cooked rice soup breakfast. Upon 
serving there was no extra bowl to use so the Master 
suitably picked up an old cracked skull and filled it with 
rice soup. 

He passed it to Wen-tao who showed his hesitation in 
taking it. 

Master Hui-t’un then said, “You don’t have the heart 
for learning. You didn’t come here for the Dharma. You 
still use your divisive running mind: Dirty, Clean, Love 
or Hate to receive a thing. How can you attain the path?”

(Zen Stories by Venerable Master Hsing Yun, 1927AD-)

This is the experience for the learner. Such a simple 
little differentiation can result in a scolding. So if it was 
done in a cranky way it could cause stress, anxiety and 
what would happen?

It is the attachment of the I. It obscures, and makes it 
difficult to see the path.

5. Conclusion

The practitioner’s aim is to release the cycle of suffering. 

The attachment of the I is the origin of all the afflictions 
in this world. 

A serious practitioner should not nurture it.

To enter Buddhism is to cross the door of no-I.

It is up to how much of the crossing is achieved to 
diminish the suffering. 
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Eventually when the crossing is complete this is to 
reach the peace of Nirvana. 

There’s no other ways.

A practitioner who holds the I tightly, is obstinate 
and against his own journey and turns his back to the 
serenity of enlightenment.

There is a story of Bodhisattva Kanadeva who 
converted a King who had followed another view. 

In three months more than one hundred thousand 
people were convinced as well. Yet not all were converted 
and some were resentful.

There was one person whose teacher lost influence due 
to Bodhisattva Kanadeva and he vowed, “You used your 
mouth to win against my teacher so I will use a sword 
against you, to win you, to cause you trouble”.

He then stalked Bodhisattva Kanadeva and found him 
alone in a forest.

Meeting Bodhisattva Kanadeva he said, “Using your 
mouth to make my teacher fall, I now use my sword to 
open your belly.” 

He then cut into Bodhisattva Kanadeva’s belly. 

Though Bodhisattva Kanadeva was badly wounded 
with his intestines hanging outside, he was still alive 
and felt pity for the man’s ignorance saying, “I have 
clothing and a bowl. Take them; go up the mountain but 
don’t use the road as my students who haven’t attained 
patience yet will cry out, chase and hand you over to the 
authorities.”
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When the Bodhisattva’s followers found out their 
teacher was dying from the attack they went into panic.

Some ran with cries after the man, others stayed with 
Bodhisattva Kanadeva who had time to say, “The truth in 
every teaching is that there is no recipient, no perpetrator. 
Love who? Hate who? Kill or Harm who? Anyone who 
is ignorant, lives in delusion and prejudice only plants 
bad deeds and cries. The person who injured me didn’t 
perhaps mean to harm: it’s only due to karma. You need to 
be careful and don’t take the “madness” into chasing the 
“madness”. Or the “like” upsetting the “like.”

After all of this advice Bodhisattva Kanadeva was 
gone, released.

Bodhisattva Kanadeva got his belly cut up but still felt 
sorry for the perpetrator. There was no feeling of revenge 
as the I was forgotten.

On the contrary all who study from the same teacher 
in the monastery are like friends and live together day in 
day out. Yet for only one mere disagreement, competition 
or fight, one unpleasant flattery, the I takes the other 
as an enemy. How could that be? Where is the religious 
mind which practises the way? You have to observe this 
and undo it right now.

Accordingly, the Diamond Sutra sweeps away the mind 
of all three periods of time: past, present and future.

It eliminates the four characteristics of I, man, all 
beings and acceptance of the life span. That means there’s 
no more trace of this I and then we actually enter the True 
Prajna. So to really live with the Unsurpassed Bodhi. 
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Hopefully each practitioner will always reflect in order 
to see all the shadows of the I revealed to them, to realise 
and not to follow them blindly.

We determine not to allow them to fade the light of 
true wisdom. 

This is the true path of advancing our practice.

Here is the stanza as a reminder:

 Oh I, Oh I!
 Where does I come from?
 Everywhere in this world
 This “I” creates chaos - all is topsy-turvy. 
 Opening my eyes at birth,
 I immediately cry 
 To make the announcement
 “I am here!”
 Throughout my life
 As my constant companion
 “I” live in
 Anger, hatred, sorrow and even happiness!
 In this tripartite universe,
 To go around the world,
 My shadow wanders
 Everywhere - anywhere!
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 Oh I, Oh I!
 Where does “I” come from?
 The innumerable sentient beings are endlessly swirling
 And “I”creates chaos - and all is topsy-turvy. 
 The cycle of birth and death 
 Is a tripartite universe with its six paths
 Spinning, spiralling, circling
 That “I” must be led through.
 
 Oh I, Oh I!
 When will “I” be released,
 To be free at last-
 Living now for my exit.
 Open up!
 And then we will be here, and only now will be!
 Away from the confused beginnings
 Where my dreams mumble
 and scream Oh “I”.
 Now awakening,
 There is no more running away,
 No more confusion,
 No more following the shadows of realms.
 Saint and sentient being right here,
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 Patriarch and Buddha in this place,
 One drops and then all drop.
 Immediately pick it up. 
 Eureka!
 
 From now hello to the true nature
 The primary and always “I”
 We step in front, break out of the cycle
 No more traces behind.

 (edited by Peter Jeffery OAM)

Thường Chiếu Spring

 Spring comes
 Have you seen? 
 The yellow flowers bloom,
 Their warm rays are still here
 And all the singing, all the sounds, 
 Flow everywhere to the rivers and mountains.
 Don’t ask- no wandering!
 For a long time 
 I have been living in it.
 Is there any time missed - even a single day?
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 To say 
 Greet the coming Spring.
 Oh! 
 So clumsy!
 One dream; of several lives not yet awoken. 
 And in today I continue to dream, slumbering.
 I dream of Spring coming.
 And I add on another dream; composing
 Dream within dream.
 I weave a page of dreams.
 I have dreamt being followed by more dreamers;
 So actually I find it difficult to talk 
 To the person standing next to me.
 Anyone? Who will understand me?
 Say it
 Here and now; 
 Whether I am dreaming or awake?
 Whack!
 Everywhere warm rays with yellow flowers.

(edited by Peter Jeffery OAM)





Appendix

Translator’s Notes and Talk 1 

1. Zen Master Thích Thanh Từ (1924AD - ): has 
been the most influential in reviving the traditional 
Vietnamese Buddhism practices in Vietnam.

He was born in Cần Thơ, Việt Nam. At the age of 
25 he was ordained by the Most Venerable Thích Thiện 
Hoa (1918-1973AD) at Phật Quang Monastery. It is 
said that he was a ferryman and one day he ferried the 
Master and obtained the first awakening. 

After more than a decade practising, writing, 
translating numbers of books from Chinese to 
Vietnamese and teaching at various Buddhist schools 
including Vạn Hạnh University. He approached 
the Grand Master, the Most Venerable Khánh Anh 
(1895-1961AD), expressing his desire for further 
answers. Eventually the Grand Master handed down 
the well preserved book from the Most Venerable 
Khánh Hòa(1877-1947 AD): Lục Diệu Pháp Môn -Six 
Miraculous Dharma Doors for him to read and practise 
Zen (meditation) by himself.

In 1966 he built Pháp Lạc kuti (a small flat) in 
Vũng Tàu and commenced practising his coming home 
journey. In 1971 he opened the door and recruited his 
first 10 students to try his Zen method. 

He is known as the reviver of Vietnamese Zen Trúc 



Lâm school founded by our King Trần Nhân Tông (1258-
1308AD) Trúc Lâm Đại Đầu Đà (Great Ascetic). 

His teaching involves 4 principles: Realising that 
thought is illusory, do not subdue, do not follow, let it 
go. No duality. Not making any differentiation (or no 
judgement) when senses meet with senses objects. Living 
with true nature.

The aim is to pacify the mind and emotion by relaxing, 
fully awakened.

He has a vast numbers of disciples and numerous 
monasteries throughout Vietnam and around the world. 
He now resides at Trúc Lâm monastery in Đà Lạt, 
Vietnam. 

2. Saddharma Pundarika sutra: The shortened form 
Lotus Sutra is common. For many East Asian Buddhists, 
the Lotus Sutra contains the ultimate and complete 
teaching of the Buddha. Buddha reveals that the ultimate 
purpose of all the Buddhas is to teach sentient beings “to 
obtain the insight of the Buddha and to enter the Way 
into the insight of the Buddha.”

3. The Deer Park in Sarnath, India where Gautama 
Buddha first taught the Dharma to Kaundinya and four 
other ascetics. 

4. The Four Noble Truths refer to the Truth of Suffering, 
its Cause, its End, and Ways to Overcome its End. 

5. Five aggregates which is body and mind. They are 
form, feeling, thinking, formation and consciousness.



6. Dhammapada Sutra: Anthology of four hundred and 
twenty three verses compiled after the death of Buddha 
(480BC). 

7. Kushana: A Northwest Indian Kingdom, late first 
to third centuries CE located adjacent to the Gandhara 
region of India.

8. Sutra on the Perfect (or Complete) Enlightenment 
and Joyful Cultivation of Thorough Understanding: 
Twelve chapters of discussion on meditation practice and 
Samadhi. Buddha and twelve great Bodhisattvas debate 
and ask questions. Deals with origin of ignorance, sudden 
and gradual enlightenment, original Buddhahood. 
Resolves questions on practice for the Zen school.

9. Zen Master Ikkyu Sojun (1394-1481): Japanese 
Rinzai (Fuke Sect) Master. Haiku Poet, calligrapher and 
musician. The following is one of his poems:

 “Everyday, monks minutely examine the Law,

 and endlessly chant complicated sutras.

 Before doing that, though, they should learn,

 How to read the love letters sent by

 the wind and rain,

 the snow and moon”.

10. Ksitigarbha Bodhisattva; Earth Store: Known for 
his vow to take responsibility for instruction of all beings 
in the six realms, until Maitreya Buddha appears.



 Talk 2

1. “The Discourse of the Teaching Bequeathed by 
the Buddha, just before his Parinibbana.” or “Buddha 
Pacchimovada Parinibbanna Sutta”: Original Sanskrit 
Lost. Translated into Chinese by the Indian monk: Acarya 
Kumarajiva (344-413AD) an adherent of Mahayana 
Buddhism. 

2. Regret: reveal wrong doing, own up, regret and 
sincerely vow not to do it again. We have two ways of regret: 

Everyone in turn presents their wrong doings, shows 
regret and makes a sincere vow from their heart to change. 

They then request that the assembly point out their 
unknown wrong doings for them to confess. 

This way of learning and correction helps everybody 
to advance.

3. Zen Master Hakuin Ekaku (1686-1769AD): Japanese 
Roshi who revived Rinzai School of Zen. Scroll calligrapher. 
His training methods integrated Zen and Koan practice. 
His two famous Koans are “What is the sound of one hand 
clapping?” and “Is that so?”

4. Rajagaha capital of Magadha.

5. Sixth Patriarch (Hui-neng the 6th and last of Zen 
Buddhism (638-713AD); also as Da-jian Hui-neng). He 
was considered to be the greatest Zen Master.

Born in Xinzhou, present day Xinxing in Guandong 
province, China. Of Lu family, fatherless early, said to 
have remained illiterate most of his life.



Hui-neng’s teachings focussed on inherent 
enlightenment, sudden awakening, the wisdom of 
emptiness and Zen. His emphasis was on realisation 
through direct experience rather than the study of 
sutras. His only work: “The Sutras Spoken by the Sixth 
Patriarch on the High Seat of the Treasure of the Law” 
is known as The Platform Sutra of Hui-neng (The term 
‘Sutra’ is reserved as a sermon of Buddha. Hui-neng is 
the only Patriarch whose talks are called ‘Sutras.).

Talk 3

1. Chinese Zen Master Pai-chang Huai-hai (724-
814AD): during Tang Dynasty. Dharma heir of Ma-zu 
Dao-yi established rules for Zen monastic discipline, one 
of them is “a day without work is a day without food.”

2. Treatise On The Ceasing Of Notions: an early 
Chinese Zen manuscript found at Dun Huang. (North 
western Gansu province, Western China). There are a 
number of Buddhist cave sites in Mogao which are noted 
for their Buddhist arts and manuscripts.

The author is unknown but attributed to Bodhidarma. 
The text is translated into English as “Dialogue on the 
Contemplation-Extinguished”.

3. In the book “The Precious Mirror In This World” 
Compiled by Master Djam-tu from Song Dynasty (1228-
1233AD) woodblock print. This story involves the Eight 
Immortals of Taoist belief.

As Lu-Dong bin 796AD was a historical Tang Dynasty 
Chinese scholar, poet and alchemist. 



A mix of saint and sinner (later immortalised) 
he gained his skills from an earlier Immortal: the 
mythological Zhong-Li quan who lived during the Han 
Dynasty (206BC-220AD) as a respected general against 
the Tibetans but was beaten forcing him to spiritual 
sanctuary and finding an elixir of long life. Known also 
as Zheng-yang Zu-shi: Master of the Cloud Chamber.

The story relates the meeting of Lu-Dong bin with 
Zen Master Húi-ji: a historical person scholar and poet. 
Disciple of Shi-shuang Chu-yuan and Le-tan Cheng-
gong of the Yun-men school. Founded Huan-long branch 
of Lin-ji Zen which widely influenced Chinese society for 
150 years and as the Japanese monk Myoan Esai studied 
there. It was the origin of Zen practice. 

4. Arya Varjracchedika Prajnaparamita, Mahayana 
Sutra: Varjra Cutters Perfection of Wisdom: or, Diamond 
Sutra.

This infers the power of the thunderbolt of wisdom that 
cuts and shapes a diamond and also shatters illusion. Also 
known as the Trisatika Prajnaparamita Sutra: 300 lines 
Perfection of Insight Sutra. The word paramita means 
“arrived at the other shore”. Bodhisattvas and ordinary 
persons as well, helping others in the world practise six 
paramitas or crossings.

Its major themes are anatman (no-self), the emptiness 
of all phenomena (though the term “Shunyata” itself 
does not appear in the text), the liberation of all beings 
without attachment. Also the importance of spreading 
and teaching the Diamond Sutra itself, to breakdown 
ignorance. How to experience reality as it is: that all 
phenomena is illusory.



5. King Sakra, devanam Indrah:

He is the ruler of the Trayastrimsa Heaven according 
to Buddhist cosmology. 

Like the other deities of the heaven, Sakra is long-
lived but mortal. 

He embodies the ideal of the King who protects and 
fosters the Buddhist Dharma.

6. Leng Yan Jing, Surangama Sutra:

This sutra was brought to China by the great Indian 
monk Paramartha about 717AD and translated by 
him into Chinese with the aid of Wang-yung, formerly 
a Minister of State. It is valued by Buddhists as in it 
Buddha describes the steps and the meditation to be 
taken to reach the Great Enlightenment.

7. Avatamsaka: Mahavaipulya Buddhavatamsaka 
sutra: HuanJing: Flower Garland Adornment Sutra:

Influential in East Asia Mahayanan, describes Inter-
penetrating realms influenced Chinese Huayin school. 
Diverse origin, 3rd to 4th century AD. Forty chapters: 
Interdependency of all phenomena (dharmas) and the 
progression to full enlightenment. Two chapters sutras 
in themselves.

8. Song of Enlightenment: By Yong-jia Xuan-jia (665-
713AD) known as “the overnight guest” for his first 
encounter with 6th Patriarch Hui-neng.



Talk 4 

1. Samanera Pandita (Sanskrit) the story is in 
Dhamapada Sutra (Verse 80) in young samanera’s 
achievement: The wise control themselves.

Also Pandita was a title in Buddhism awarded to scholars 
who have mastered the 5 sciences (pancavidyasthana; 
language, logic, medicine, fine arts/crafts, Spirituality) in 
which a learned person was well versed.

2. 42 Chapters Sutra: Often regarded as first Indian 
Buddhist translation into Chinese. Possibly 58-75AD. 
No proof of age, or authenticity. Used as introduction to 
basic Buddhist doctrines and beliefs.

3. Satipatthana Sutra, Four Foundations of 
Mindfulness:

Mental training used in modern Theravadan and 
Vipassana insight meditation. 

Under the eyes of a Zen school the four foundations 
are:

 a. Awareness of the body as a body, it is transitory, 
not I, me, mine.

 b. Awareness of feelings, both bodily sensations 
and emotions, come and go. Do not judge or identify with 
them.

 c. Awareness of mind or consciousness. The thoughts 
come and go and are insubstantial.



 d. Awareness of the inter-existence of things. They 
are temporary, without self essence and have no entity of 
their own.

4. Amitaba Sutra: Supposed translation by Tripitaka 
Master Kumarajiva from Sanskrit to Chinese. Evidence 
of Tibetan ideas, recounts Buddha’s accounts of Amitaba 
Buddha and his realm “Ultimate Bliss”. Used for Pure 
Land school.

Talk 5 

1. Mahaparinirvana Sutra or Parinirvana Sutra is the 
Sankrit title of a Buddhist text which translates to “the 
Discourse of the Great Parinirvana”. Not to be confused 
with the Pali text similarly titled “Parinibbana Sutta”. 
Mahaparinirvana Sutra expounds on Buddha-nature as 
equivalent to the Dharmakaya and being immanent in 
all sentient beings, i.e. all people possess the Buddha-
nature which is eternal. This sutra also contains stories 
of Buddha.






