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About Chan Master Guoru

Born in 1951 in Taiwan, Master Guoru was the first novice 
disciple and Dharma heir of Chan Master Shenyen, the founder 
of Dharma Drum Mountain in Taiwan. He used to be the director 
of the Chan Hall in Dharma Drum Mountain, assisting Master 
Shenyen in guiding meditation retreats. 

At age twelve, Master Guoru started to live and study with 
his grand master Dongchu at Chung-Hwa Institute of Buddhist 
Culture. In terms of formal education, Mater Guoru gained his 
bachelor degree in Chinese literature from National Taiwan 
Normal University and his master degree from University of 
Georgia in 1993. He also used to study at Eastern Buddhist 
Institute (now called Fo Guang Shan Tsung Lin University).

After the forceful and intensive training given by Master 
Shenyen, master Guoru’s realization was verified by the master 
himself, and Dharma transmission was thus received. After that, 
Master Guoru committed himself in the propagation of Chan 
teachings and has been teaching the Buddha Dharma in Mainland 
China, Taiwan, Malaysia, the US, Canada, and Europe. 

In addition to being a thoroughly schooled and compelling 
lecturer on the Buddha Dharma, Master Guoru is known for 
his method of combining the incense board with shouting to 
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intimidate practitioners with expedient means and methods. When 
shouting at practitioners and smacking them with the incense 
board, he forces them to experience a face-to-face confrontation 
with the moment (to be receptive to their states of mind when 
facing adversarial situations), at which there is no place to 
escape. Before every Chan retreat, Master Guoru always explains 
the purpose of using the incense board first and then promises to 
use it appropriately, on the spot, and without hesitation. 

When Master Shengyen passed away in 2009, Master 
Guoru continued Master Shenyen’s mission to promote Chinese 
Patriarch Chan. He has established Chan Grove in Taipei, which 
specializes in providing the teaching of Chinese Patriarch Chan. 
He leads all kinds of intensive retreats at Chan Grove, including 
Silent Illumination, Huatou, and Reciting Buddha’s Name. He 
also gives lectures on Buddhist sutras, treatises, and recorded 
sayings of ancient masters. Moreover, other Chan activities are 
held for beginners, such as Tea Chan and Photography Chan, etc, 
leading them to approach Chan in daily life.
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Introduction

This book is Chan Master Guoru’s explanation on < The 
Stimuli to Transend Patriarch Chan Barriers > written by Master 
Yunxi Zhuhong (“Lian Chi,” 1535-1615), one of the four most 
influential Buddhist masters in the Ming Dynasty. The book 
provides very practical guidance on Chan practice, especially 
through instructions from ancient Chan patriarchs. It gives 
detailed explanation on how to practice the Huatou method, a 
typical method adopted in Patriarch Chan approach. Stories of 
historical patriarchs’ spiritual cultivation path are also included, 
which will not only inspire today’s practitioners but also help 
them to have a glimpse of what they might encounter on the path. 

本書是果如法師對蓮池大師所著的《禪關策進》一書的

講解，蓮池大師是明末四大高僧之一。本書為禪修提供了非

常實際的指導，特別是通過彙集歷代祖師的開示，對如何修

習話頭禪這一祖師禪特色的禪法做了詳細的講解。書中還包

括許多歷代祖師勤苦修學的故事，不僅能激勵當代學人，也

幫助大家瞭解在修學路上會遇到的狀況。
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011Item I

Item I. Foreword by Master Guoru

This book is a compiling of my lectures given in several 
Chan retreats during 2007 and 2008 on <The Stimuli to 
Transcend the Patriarch Chan Barriers>, which is written by 
Zhuhong, another name “Lianchi.”

Yinxi Zhuhong (1535-1615) is one of the four greatest 
Buddhist masters in the late Ming Dynasty (1368-1644), later 
acknowledged as the eighth Patriarch of the Pure Land School. 
He has another popular name, Lianchi, and we will call him by 
this name in this book. The master was born in Hang County of 
Zhejiang Province and his lay surname is Shen. In his 81 years’ 
life, he lived a monastic life for the last 50 years. After receiving 
the full Mahayana monastic ordination, he travelled around China 
to visit great masters in search for the Dharma. In the capital city, 
he met Chan master Bianrong who instructed him to “discipline 
yourself, don’t crave for anything, focus on cultivating the way, 
and honestly recite the Buddha’s name”. Master Bianrong also 
taught him the teaching of Huayan School.

Later, he went to visit Chan Master Xiaoyan Debao to 
request instructions. Xiaoyan said: “Tut! You came from three 
thousand miles away to ask for my instruction. What kind of 
instruction do you think I have?” Master Lianchi was stunned by 
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012 A General Explanation on

the questioning and left right away. On his way back, the moment 
he heard the sound of a drum coming from a tower, he suddenly 
achieved great enlightenment. Then, he wrote a poem:

“Twenty years ago I started investigating the reality;
The encounter three thousand miles away was nothing 

special;
Both burning incense and throwing swords are just dreams;
It is a waste of time for Buddhas and demons to argue over 

right and wrong.”
In 1571, Master Lianchi arrived at the ruins of an 

abandoned monastery on Mt. Yunxi in Hangzhou. Despite the 
bad conditions of the temple, the surrounding scenery was 
gorgeous, so he decided to rebuild the monastery as a place to 
propagate the Buddha Dharma. At the beginning, with the help 
of local residents, only three shabby cottages were built. During 
that time, people were often attacked by tigers in the mountains. 
The master earnestly chanted sutras and mantras and performed 
Buddhist rites of Placating the Flaming-Mouth-Hungry Ghost 
(Chinese, Fangyankou). Soon tigers no longer disturbed people. 
In one of the following years, a nearby village was affected by 
a severe drought. The master went there and walked all over 
the farmland while chanting the Buddha’s name and beating a 
wooden fish (Chinese, Muyu). Rain fell wherever he passed. The 
local residents were so touched and grateful that they decided to 
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013Item I

help him rebuild the monastery.
Although Master Lianchi advocated investigating while 

reciting the Buddha’s name and conjoining practice of the Pure 
Land tradition and the Chan tradition, he mostly emphasized the 
Pure Land tradition. Also, he strongly recommended giving up 
killing and setting free captive animals. With the spread of his 
reputation, more and more monastics and lay people came to 
his monastery to practice. At the end of the Ming Dynasty, the 
monastery became the largest place where people can engage in 
reciting the Buddha’s name.

Master Lianchi was a proficient writer. In later years, his 
books were compiled into <The Complete Works of Master 
Lianchi>. Besides <The Stimuli to Transcend the Patriarch Chan 
Barriers>, some other books, such as < Essays in Jottings by 
a Bamboo Window>, <The Record of Self-Knowledge>, <An 
Article on No Killing and Releasing Lives>, <Vows to Go to the 
Western Pure Land>, <A Collection of Rebirths to the Western 
Pure Land>, <Commentary on the Amitabha Sutra> and so forth, 
were also included.

<The Stimuli to Transcend the Patriarch Chan Barriers> 
includes two Volumes. There are two Parts in the first Volume, 
which are <Excerpts of Instructions Given by Historical 
Patriarchs> and <Stories about Diligent Practices of Patriarchs>. 
In the second Volume, there is only one part, which is <A 
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Collection of Excerpts from Buddhist Sutras>.
In the Part of <Excerpts of Instructions Given by Historical 

Patriarchs> , there is a collection of 39 instructions from great 
Patriarchs, such as Huangbo Xiyun, Zhaozhou Congshen, Ehu 
Dayi, etc. while in the second Part < Stories about Diligent 
Practices of Patriarchs>, 24 short stories explain how these 
outstanding people engaged in cultivation regardless of 
hardships, such as sitting on a tree at the edge of a cliff, eating 
grass and resting on trees, self-pricking with a bradawl, and 
so on. In the second Volume < A Collection of Excerpts from 
Buddhist Sutras>, there are 47 excerpts from sutras such as 
<Mahaprajnaparamita Sutra>, <Avatamsaka Sutra>, <Suramgama 
Sutra>, <Amitabha Sutra>, <Maharatnakua Sutra>, <Sutra in 
Forty-two Sections>, <Agamas Sutra>, <The Collection of 
Master Yongjia>, etc.

The first Part mostly offers instructions on how to engage 
in Chan cultivation and each of these Patriarchs has his unique 
characteristics on how to approach and sustain the practice. You 
can take those fitting you well, but do not make self-centered 
discriminative comparisons on good or bad because in this way 
you will trap yourself in illusions.

My explanation on this book focuses on helping students 
to understand how to correctly engage in Chan practices. The 
second Part, < Stories about Diligent Practices of Patriarchs >, is 
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015Item I

my favorite . From it, we can have a glimpse of the journey which 
patriarchs had gone through. During the process of cultivation, 
sometimes we may become discouraged after putting in lots of 
effort. Then, looking at the stories of these vigorous patriarchs 
and making a comparison with our own situation, we can realize 
that there is still a long way for us to go; this can give us renewed 
inspiration and power to earnestly continue our cultivation.

Part three is the collection of excerpts from sutras which 
give verifications about the trustfulness and usefulness of the 
Chan practice. One example can be the argument over whether 
the Huatou investigating method was made up by the Chan 
School. We can find clear evidence in the excerpts of sutras 
to verify that this teaching was absolutely not made up by 
Patriarchs, so people can follow this method without worries. 
The Chan teaching has its authentic lineage, and all the great 
masters belonging to this school have attained deep experiences. 
For example, I learned from my master Patriarch Shengyan, and 
what he taught is the essence of all the Buddha Dharma passing 
down from the Buddha, Bodhisattvas, and Patriarchs through 
transmission and verification, which is not made up at all.

Genuine Chan cultivation is connected to the understanding 
of doctrinal teachings, and it also relies on an authentic master 
who provides the right guidance and can verify if the practice is 
in the right direction.
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Chan affirms that every sentient being has the intrinsic 
pure nature which is complete and perfect. From time without 
beginning, it has always been this way. We are actually right 
here and now perfect and the same as all Buddhas. Nothing 
needs to be acquired. But to really realize this, it requires our 
lifetime persistence and commitment. As said in an old poem: As 
the moon in the old times is still illuminating today, the beings 
of today are not inferior to those of the old times. At last, to 
encourage people to cultivate, I’d like to share with everyone a 
poem by Master Huangbo:

To be free from the defilement and toil is by no means easy;
It needs to employ tremendous effort.
If not piercing through the extreme cold,
How can the plum ripen with charming fragrance?

What are Gong’an and Huatou?
Since Gong’an and Huatou are frequently mentioned in 

the first two parts of the book <The Stimuli to Transcend the 
Patriarch Chan Barriers>, before giving explanation on this 
book, I’d like to briefly introduce what Gong’an is, what Huatou 
is, and how to practice with a Huatou.
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017Item I

Gong’an (Chinese, which means “public case;” Japanese, 
koan)

In the old times in China, people who passed the imperial 
civil service examination will be given an appointment in the 
regional government. Since their theoretical knowledge learned 
from Confucian classics and their life experiences were not 
enough for them to deal with the judicial disputes closely related 
to people’s daily life, they could not rely only on the support 
from private advisors but also needed to refer to judicial records, 
laws, and regulations. Similar cases which they could find in the 
judicial records could provide some references for them to give 
judgments. Such cases are called Gong’an.

In Chan tradition before the time of Master Huineng 
(638~713), the sixth Patriarch of Chan School, the practice 
toward enlightenment was mainly from studying Buddhist 
doctrines. Later patriarchs took only one case for disciples to 
investigate deeply to realize the ultimate truth. Kong’an in Chan 
Buddhism is a story in Buddhist scriptures or an anecdote in the 
records of masters which can be used as a case for practice.

Let’s take the story of “holding a flower and smiling” as an 
example. One day Shakyamuni Buddha stood on the podium, and 
King Brahma offered a golden lotus flower to the Buddha. The 
Buddha took the flower and showed it to the audience without 
uttering a word. Typically, before the Buddha gave a lecture, 

禪關策進講要.indd   17 2022/5/5   下午 07:13:12
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auspicious phenomena would occur, such as the Buddha radiating 
light or the ground shaking. It never happened that the Buddha 
just held something without saying a word. None of the audience 
understood the Buddha’s purpose. Only the ascetic monk 
Mahakasyapa cracked a smile. Then Shakyamuni Buddha said: 
“The supreme and wondrous Dharma has been transmitted.”

This is the story of the direct transmission of the Mind-
Dharma in Chan School. We can take this story as a case. Why 
does the flower-holding mean “the end of the mental path” and 
“the end of the verbal path,” which is beyond speculation and 
the doctrine?? The flower-holding itself is the revelation of the 
method for practice. If we take it as a case to investigate and 
study carefully for our practice, it is a Gong’an.

There are many Kong’ans in the Chan classics or 
recorded sayings. It is said that following the Buddha’s death, 
Mahakasyapa summoned the great arhats for a council to reach 
a consensus on the content of the Dharma and the Vinaya. 
Ananda was driven out of the council by Mahakasyapa since he 
had not reached the arhathood yet. Ananda used to believe that 
the Buddha would help him to attain enlightenment because he 
was the Buddha’s beloved younger cousin, but things turned out 
not as he had expected. After the Buddha’s death, he hoped that 
his senior Dharma brother Mahakasyapa would help him reach 
enlightenment, but Mahakasyapa did not even allow him to take 

禪關策進講要.indd   18 2022/5/5   下午 07:13:12



019Item I

part in the council. He was very sad and determined to rely on 
his own capacity. One day after training himself diligently till 
midnight, he decided to sit down to meditate. The moment when 
touching the floor, he attained sudden enlightenment.

Through practice you can get to the point where the mind 
does not cling to anything, and then you will be able to see your 
pure nature. Generally, the Buddhist path starts from taking 
refuge in three Jewels (Buddha, Dharma, and Sangha) to establish 
the right belief. But the Chan teaching tells us not to turn to 
Buddha, Dharma, and Sangha for help, and not to depend on 
Buddha, Dharma, and Sangha, even not to rely on our body and 
mind. Here is the story about Master Shenguang Huike (487~593), 
the Second Patriarch of Chan School in China, cutting his arm 
while seeking the Dharma from Bodhidharma, the First Patriarch. 
When Bodhidharma asked him: “What are you looking for?” 
He replied: “My mind is restless. Please help me to settle my 
mind.” Bodhidharma asked Huike to show him his mind. Having 
searched everywhere in vain, Huike stated that he was not able 
to find his mind. Then Bodhidharma said: “I have already settled 
your mind.” This story is also a Gong’an.

There are many Gong’ans and here is another example. 
Someone asked Master Zhaozhou (778~897): “Does a dog have 
Buddha nature?” Zhaozhou replied: “No.” Then the person 
continued to ask: “Why does a dog not have Buddha nature?” 
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Zhaozhou said: “Because it has consciousness, which is the 
mind.” The meaning is that a dog’s mind is a discriminative mind, 
so it does not have Buddha nature. This is another Gong’an.

Master Nanquan (748~834) killing a cat is still another 
Goan’an. In the old times, many people lived together in a 
monastery and there was always a concern that grains would 
be ruined by mice. According to Pratimoksha (basic code 
of monastic discipline), cats were not allowed to be kept in 
a monastery. But sometimes in order to protect grains, the 
monastics had to raise cats to scare away the mice.

One day at Nanquan’s monastery, the eastern and western 
halls were arguing over a cat. When Nanquan saw this, he held 
the cat up in one hand and a big knife in the other and said: “If 
you can say a Chan word, I won’t cut the cat. If you cannot speak 
any word, I will cut it.” The group was struck and had no reply. 
Nanquan then killed the cat. When Master Zhaozhou came back, 
Nanquan brought up the foregoing incident to Zhaozhou, asking 
him what he would have done if he had been present. Zhaozhou 
immediately took off his sandals, put them on his head and left. 
Nanquan said: “If you had been here, you could have saved the 
cat.”

There are many Gong’ans which are as complicated. We do 
not need to study all of them for our practice. The key episode 
or a sentence of a Gong’an is enough. For example, “Why did 
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Master Nanquan kill the cat?” or “Why the sandals were put on 
the head?”

Here is another example, someone asked Master Zhaozhou: 
“What is Buddha?” He replied: “The seeds of a cypress tree in 
the courtyard.” How come the seeds dropping from a cypress tree 
in the courtyard is Buddha? This sounds unreasonable, but it is 
the revelation of the real Buddha Dharma.

Master Mazu Daoyi often told his disciples that “the mind 
here and now is Buddha” and “Buddha is the mind.” People 
happily accepted the words “the mind is Buddha”, believing 
Buddha was everywhere. They took “the mind is Buddha” as a 
golden rule, mistakenly believing that the mind really existed 
and Buddha really existed as well. Then after some time, Master 
Mazu said “the mind is not Buddha.”

Huatou
All of these stories can be called Gong’an; they are all 

worth investigating wholeheartedly. The most simple, direct, and 
efficient sentence extracted from a Gong’an is called “Huatou.” 
Huatou practice is to put all thoughts, speculations, reasoning, 
and verbal expressions at rest, as often quoted in Chan School, — 
“the state that both the mental and verbal functioning come to an 
end.”

What is “the end of the mental functioning?” Mental 
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activities can be called mental functions. That mental functioning 
has ceased means that speculations and thinking are not allowed 
or the flow is stopped. The end of the verbal functioning 
means that it cannot be expressed by languages, words, or 
interpretations. This is what “Huatou” is about.

Although we cannot analyze or search for any answer to 
a Huatou, it can make our mind completely unified in a state of 
“nothing arising from the mind.” We used to have all kinds of 
forms and functions in our mind. Not until the moment of “nothing 
arising from the mind” can you understand what Huatou really is. 
A good Huatou cannot be penetrated through theoretical analysis 
or interpreted by thinking or speculation.

Investigating a Huatou
Someone asked a question: “What is the Dharma,” and the 

answer he got from the master is “three kilos of hemp.” Then 
what is the connection between the Dharma and three kilos of 
hemp? Or, the answer to “What is Buddha?” is “The weight of 
the robe I’m wearing is 7 kilos.” One more example, someone 
asked “What is Buddha,” and the answer is “Great radishes are 
produced in Zhenzhou county.” All of these answers cannot be 
understood through reasoning and analysis. At that time, you will 
be stunned because there must be some reasons for the masters 
to give such answers. Doubt sensation will arise if you don’t 
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understand, and then you will continue to investigate.
“What is the purpose of Patriarch Bodhidharma coming 

from the west?” “The purpose for the Patriarch coming from the 
west is the cup held in hand.” Why the cup held in hand is the 
purpose of Patriarch Bodhidharma coming from the west? Why? 
Just continue your doubt wholeheartedly until your body, mind, 
and all thoughts dissipate, and then something else reveals, which 
is the “illuminating mind.”

The more meaningless a Huatou is, the more it will prevent 
practitioners from reasoning; as a result, they have nothing to 
abide in or hold on to. Meanwhile, the practitioners fully trust 
their master and deeply believe that the answer represents the 
ultimate truth. At this point, all the practitioners need to do is 
investigate deeply on their own.

The doubt sensation aroused by the Huatou investigation 
is different from the doubt or suspicion of the correctness of an 
answer. If you have any suspicion about the master or don’t have 
great confidence in his teaching, it is not possible for you to learn 
from him. You must be sincerely convinced by the teaching and 
follow his instructions in a humble attitude. Since you don’t 
understand, you must summon all your energy to investigate. 
This is the genuine investigation of a Huatou.

Master Xuyun said: “Huatou (Chinese, the head of a 
sentence) is the state before a word is uttered or a thought is 
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conceived or arises.” This description needs to be experienced 
through practice. Actually, Huatou is the answer given by 
masters when you seek the Dharma from them. It is impossible to 
understand a Huatou through logic analysis. You cannot reject the 
Huatou; on the contrary, you have to fully accept it. You just stick 
to it in the mind and engage in it day and night. “What ultimately 
is it?” “Why?” Just continue to question in this way.

Most Huatous come from the Gong’an. A Goan’an is 
generally the interactions between disciples and masters while 
searching for the Dharma, which includes questions, answers, 
explanations, and practices. The purpose of a Gong’an study is 
to try to understand and absorb the essence of the Gong’an. With 
the passing of time, people just took the most important words 
out of the Gong’an and merely asked themselves: “Why,” instead 
of using the entire Gong’an.

In Modern times, people practiced together more and more 
often, so Huatou practice became standardized. As an expedient 
teaching approach, a master would designate a Huatou for his 
students to investigate. Typically, in the Chan Hall in the old 
times, the masters neither gave explanation on how to investigate 
nor mentioned how practitioners should face the changes of body 
and mind in the process of practice. There were no interviews 
during the practice. The students just practiced separately by 
themselves. They would go to meet the master when they 
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believed that the condition was ripe, and the master might or 
might not give them acknowledgement. This way of teaching has 
both pros and cons. The advantage is it is less likely to induce 
students to speculate on words and texts given by the master 
while the disadvantage is some people might have no idea how to 
practice.

Nowadays, most students in the Chan Hall are lay. The 
masters not only give detailed explanation on how to practice 
but also provide guidance to help them understand the changes 
of body and mind they may experience during the practice. In 
the contemporary world, people’s minds are more scattered and 
they are reluctant to take hardships when practicing. In the past, 
most practitioners were monastic. Once starting the practice in 
the Chan Hall, they would investigate day and night for several 
months. Some people might stay in the Chan Hall for three or five 
years, sometimes even several decades. Because life in the Chan 
Hall was simple and repetitive with only minimum distractions; 
such an environment was helpful for students to maintain steady 
practice. This is the biggest difference between today’s Chan 
Halls and those in the past.

The rules in the Chan Hall of the past were very strict, and 
the practitioners were determined to walk on the path of liberation 
from birth and death; therefore, they did not care much about 
the physical conditions. Some patriarchs practiced hard to the 
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point of spitting blood. Now very few people bear such vigorous 
attitudes and great determination to search for the Dharma. Most 
practitioners look for a peaceful and stable mind rather than the 
ultimate truth of the Dharma, so when even only little hardship is 
given to them in the Chan Hall, they feel it intolerable.

How to Investigate a Huatou
You must make great vows to reach enlightenment before 

starting your cultivation. Although down the path the intention 
to reach enlightenment should be abandoned, without such 
initial intention you will not have enough power to support your 
practice. Consequently, you won’t practice earnestly.

You must be clearly aware that the cycle of birth and death 
is horrible and thus understand that liberation is very important. 
You must have the great determination to reach liberation in 
this life. Only when you have such strong motivation can you 
dedicate all your effort and energy into the Huatou investigation. 
It will be very difficult for you to be associated with the ultimate 
reality if you have even little hesitation or distraction.

Just put all your energy and power into the practice at every 
moment, and ignore any physical and mental experiences or 
changes happening in the process. Only such attitudes can enable 
you to have some connections with the ultimate reality. Your 
practice will not be truly effective as long as you have a bit of 
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indulging in yourself. Any attachment to the self will become the 
fundamental root of birth and death, and this is not in accord with 
the essence of Chan. Everything should be thoroughly put down. 
You won’t be able to appreciate the beauty of life or understand 
what liberation is unless you really know what death is about.

In the early days of my monastic life, I was very diligent 
in my practice, prostrating, reciting Buddha’s name, reading 
sutras every day, and even burning incense on my arm to offer 
to the Buddha. But sometimes for no apparent reason I was in 
low spirits. Like falling into a “ghost cave on a black mountain,” 
I was out of control, just not able to bring up the energy and 
did not know what to do. After struggling for some time, things 
would change suddenly. The energy came back, and I repented 
for such behaviors and continued to practice. Quite often I had 
such emotional fluctuations, but the passion to search for the 
Dharma was present at the same time. I felt good while trying to 
achieve goals. However, when some severe difficulties occurred 
in my life, I would still sink into a helpless state. It seemed that 
neither Buddha nor the Dharma could save me. At that point I felt 
very discouraged and even hated myself. Now when I look back, 
I can clearly discern that all the ups and downs were caused by 
the discriminating mind, which was the reason why the harder I 
practiced, the deeper I sank.
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The Attitude for Huatou Investigation
At the beginning of Chan practice, we should have strong 

intention for achievements. In the course of the long-term 
cultivation, such intention will gradually fall off. Even the sense 
of doubt arising from a Huatou or Gong’an will turn very weak, 
but investigation still goes on.

Chan practice is a process of having direct and first-hand 
experiences. Any teaching from other people can only help you 
with some intellectual understanding, which is not your own 
experience. As an old saying goes: “Practice is like drinking 
water; only the drinker knows if it is warm or cold.” No matter 
how I describe the taste of the water, you won’t be able to know 
whether it is good or not unless you take a sip by yourself.

Some of my explanations are tools to help you with your 
practice, and they should not be taken as the ultimate guidelines. 
Chan must be practiced with your own experiences. Through 
experiences, you are able to make corrections. Day after day, 
again and again, the solid practice will put you in the condition of 
having genuine realization.

Direct experiences are the most valuable for practitioners 
of the Buddha Dharma. Don’t attach to the physical or mental 
discomfort, the hardship you experience in practice, or the idea 
that you have some karmas to eradicate. Just work hard with 
great determination, and you are quite in accord with the ultimate 
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reality.
The Buddha Dharma cannot be truly understood without 

solid cultivation. Theoretical understanding is not enough for 
you to safely navigate in the constantly changing world; you will 
certainly fail when facing real tests. Many Chan patriarchs in the 
history, such as Master Zhaozhou, Master Huangbo, and Master 
Xuyun, have clearly told this to us. I hope everyone can make up 
the mind to practice diligently for this great matter of birth and 
death. Tell yourself earnestly and with determination that you will 
work hard to reach enlightenment and penetrate into the ultimate 
reality of birth and death. Continue to practice without idleness 
and laxity.

Only solid practice can be effective, and the solidity comes 
from great determination and perseverance. Put all your life 
energy into Huatou investigation and the sense of doubt will arise 
when the condition is ripe.

Many people tend to distract themselves, and consequently 
their practice become intermittent. The distractions can be 
deluded thoughts, attachments, karmic forces, or frequent 
changing of Huatous, all of which will stop the Huatou 
investigation from continuation. You must raise the Huatou firmly 
and tightly, but don’t mistakenly believe that “raising the Huatou 
firmly” is a real entry into the “Gate of Chan” or it is something 
you can control. If you start to believe that there is something to 
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attach to, obtain, or even practice or grasp, this will become the 
biggest obstruction.

Only when you reach a certain point in the practice can you 
truly understand why we need to be fully committed in order to 
stay on the method. At the same time, we should be aware that 
there is nothing to attach to, to obtain, or to achieve. There is no 
contradiction here. When your conscious mind is still clinging, 
discriminating, and wandering, the mind is following the 
changing phenomena, so you are not able to stay on the method. 
It is quite common that people’s mind chases the external objects 
when they are in activities. When doing sitting meditation, they 
either have lots of wandering thoughts or sink into drowsiness or 
lethargy.

If the conscious mind cannot be unified and the mind 
traps itself in deluded thoughts, how can you experience the 
ultimate reality, the extinction of egocentric activities, or the 
unmoving mind? Not to mention seeing into the pure self-nature. 
It is absolutely impossible. If we believe that only paying full 
attention to the method, trying to grasp something and gain 
something, or reaching a certain state can be called real practice, 
such thoughts or complacency will prevent us from realizing the 
genuine enlightenment.

Chan is so wondrous that it is beyond expression or 
explanation by words. You have to practice honestly. Whatever 
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states you experience, the physical and mental changes will be in 
accord with the level of your practice. In the process, the masters 
will keep on reminding you not to attach to the changes of body 
and mind, to let go of it, and to continue moving forward. You 
need to understand what the mind really is so as to get an entry 
into the door of Chan. At the same time, do not dwell at the entry, 
knowing it is not the reality of your mind, and learn to get out of 
it. Don’t be trapped by words or states. After that, learn to get in 
and out to understand the wondrous functions of the mind. All of 
these cannot be easily expressed with words.

Everybody has to work hard until getting to a certain point 
in the practice, and then the master may give a further push by 
using a forceful guidance (“pincers and hammers” as called in 
the Chan tradition). Such a vigorous and explosive approach 
may cause the practitioner to “die a tragic death” and then 
wake up with a new life. That is the wonderful function of the 
forceful guidance. While you are practicing, if you still use your 
egocentric mind, raising all kinds of opinions on what is right or 
wrong, your practice is not in the right direction.

During the retreat, everyone should follow the schedule and 
pay all attention to the Huatou. The Huatou itself is meaningless, 
but it has the power to arouse the sense of questioning. However, 
when the questioning happens, never try to seek for an answer. 
Don’t try to understand or speculate through your conscious 
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mind, or to search clues from the Buddhist doctrines; otherwise, 
your practice will be in vain.

Although you need to use your wholehearted concentration 
on the Huatou, down the path the ultimate reality can only be 
realized when the consciousness and the connected body and 
mind have been dissolved. You must work hard because no matter 
how much or well I explain the Dharma for you or how many 
Buddhist sutras or recorded sayings you have read, those are 
not your direct experiences. Like the footprint of each step, only 
the solid practice moment after moment is your true experience. 
Neither the Tripitaka, the twelve divisions of the Buddhist canon, 
the recorded sayings and Kong’ans of historical Patriarchs, nor 
the guidance from any great master can make you awakened 
because enlightenment can only be “attained” from your first-
hand experience. As to whether you can reach enlightenment or 
not, that is another topic.

My master often told me: “Only ask if the direction is right. 
As long as the direction is right, keep going. Don’t care about 
gains or losses.” This is the attitude you should have for your 
practice.

The phases of Huatou Investigation
There are certain techniques for Huatou investigation. These 

were not openly discussed in the old days, but I will give you 
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some explanation now. Please do not keep what I say in your 
conscious mind or try to analyze it in the course of your practice. 
Such intention will be of no help. Just listen to what I say and 
then put it aside right away.

There are several phases in Huatou investigation. The first 
phase is to raise the Huatou. Since Huatou itself hasn’t a real 
meaning and because of distraction or dullness of your mind, 
you can easily lose it. Whenever your mind strays away from the 
Huatou, you have to bring it back again and again, and continue 
to raise the Huatou.

The second phase is to keep the Huatou. To keep it doesn’t 
mean verbally repeating it but means being mindful of it. In other 
words, you firmly focus your mind on the investigation of the 
Huatou without letting go of it, just like when a boy falls in love 
with a girl would do. When a boy sees a beautiful girl at the first 
sight, he cannot forget her from then on. Her voice and smiles 
often come back to his mind, which is the phase of raising the 
Huatou. Then her image is generated in his mind, and he will start 
looking for opportunities to be with her. Her charming smiles and 
profile stay in his mind even when they are not together. This is 
the phase of keeping the Huatou. The Huatou will be naturally 
present without raising it intentionally. No matter your eyes are 
open or close, the Huatou always stays with you.

At the raising phase, the Huatou can be easily lost. But if 
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you keep going, gradually you will be able to keep the Huatou 
firmly and mindfully so that at every moment it will follow you 
like a shadow. The Huatou is actually a sentence with no shape 
or meaning in it. How can you make it so powerful that you 
can immerse deeply into it like the strong magnetic attraction 
between lovers? That is indeed not easy. Everyone should put 
great effort into investigating to the bottom of the Huatou. The 
course from raising the Huatou to keeping it is a process which 
all practitioners must go through.

The third phase is to arouse the sense of doubt, which 
somehow functions like glue to constantly maintain the Huatou. 
It is critical to generate the sense of questioning, also called the 
sense of doubt. The stronger the doubt is, the less likely it will 
separate from the Huatou. The doubt will have only limited 
power if it is not regarded as indispensable; without this attitude 
the mindfulness of the Huatou cannot be sustained. “What 
ultimately is it? Why can the phase of deep questioning awaken 
people? Why can it make me enlightened? What really is it?” 
. . . . . With such intentional questioning, you can deepen the 
feeling of the questioning. When investigating the character “Wu 
(Chinese, nothing),” it is not easy to entail analysis or speculation 
because the word does not have a shape or a taste. If you just 
repeat continuously: “What is ‘Wu (nothing)’? What is ‘Wu 
(nothing)’, . . . . .” the practice may deviate to the automatism of 
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other methods, such as reciting the Buddha’s name or counting 
breaths. In order to make “Wu” powerful from the beginning, the 
sense of doubt has to be aroused.

Auxiliary techniques, such as analysis, can be used to 
generate the doubt. “What ultimately is it?” “Why is it this 
way?” But, do not further search for answers by saying things 
like: “I know, ‘Wu’ is dependent arising. ‘Wu’ refers to ‘form is 
emptiness.’ ‘Wu’ means….” Giving such answers is not the right 
approach. What you need is just arouse the sense of perplexity in 
your mind. “What is ‘Wu?’ Why does ‘Wu’ mean enlightenment? 
Why does ‘Wu’ mean purity? Why is ‘Wu’ like this? What 
ultimately is it?” Channel all the questions to generate the sense 
of doubt, but do not give any answer. This is very important. 
When we are trying to generate doubt, the effort should be put 
to the Huatou itself, not to the searching for an answer. Don’t 
say things like: “’Wu’ means there is no Buddha and no sentient 
being. Everything is like a dream and an illusion, as said in the 
Diamond Sutra that there is no mark of self, no mark of others, 
no mark of living beings, and no mark of a lifespan. Therefore, 
everything is ‘Wu.’” These are answers. Such answers or 
understanding are not right because they do not come from your 
own experiences. To generate the sense of doubt is to target at 
doubt itself. Why is it like this? Why can it make Buddhas and 
Patriarchs enlightened? Why can the true nature be seen? What 
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really is it? The doubt is just a feeling of something essential that 
needs to be known, must be known, but is not yet known.

My schoolmate used to tell me that durian (a tropical 
fruit) was delicious. Since I had never seen durian, I could only 
imagine how tasty it was. However, it was in vain to continue 
asking what it tasted like or what its color looked like, etc. No 
matter what conclusion I reached, it came from speculation and 
I still had no idea what durian really was. Likewise, in Chan 
cultivation, again it is speculation that makes us deviate from the 
correct way. In fact, all we need to do is keep the urgent feeling 
to discover: “What ultimately is it? Why is it this way?” Stay 
with such questions and continue to ask: “What is it? Why do I 
still not know? Where is it?”

During this asking process, we can switch our questioning 
to what we see. For example, when seeing a microphone, we can 
ask why microphone is “Wu;” we can ask why a human being 
is “Wu” when we see a person; or ask I indeed see it but why it 
is “Wu?” We should not change questions too often; otherwise, 
our mind will cling to external things. Such techniques can help 
enhance the sense of doubt, but these are temporary tools that 
can be employed at the beginning when needed. Once the doubt 
gradually grows, such aids should be left behind.

The fourth phase is the coarse thought. When the sense 
of doubt is hovering in our mind, it becomes a crude thought, 

禪關策進講要.indd   36 2022/5/5   下午 07:13:13



037Item I

a thought with forms. For example, when raising the question 
“What is ‘Wu’,” the thought of “What ultimately is it? Why is it 
this way?” will arise. There is a voice in the mind, an intention 
to discover, a notion of the question, and an image of the written 
words of the question. As long as the intention, the notion, and 
the image are still functioning; the form of the thought is coarse, 
which is called the coarse thought.

The fifth phase is the refined thought. When the thought gets 
refined and subtle, the Huatou “what is “Wu?” gradually fades, 
including its written words, spoken words, and the notion itself. 
At this time, we cannot say that the thought has disappeared since 
it seems still there. We are still aware of it, and it is no longer 
necessary to raise the Huatou intentionally. We also clearly know 
that we are still practicing. This is the refined thought. With 
further practice, the refined thought will become “thought of 
no thought,” which means that the sense of doubt will not be as 
strong as that in the past. We may feel that we are not questioning 
anymore, but actually the doubt has become one with us.

The sixth phase is the formation of doubt mass. When 
the doubt is unified with our body and mind, we have reached 
the state which patriarchs experienced in their practice. At the 
beginning, a small doubt will arise and lose intermittently. The 
pieces of doubt will gradually integrate into a doubt mass, which 
is still a thought. When the mind is unified with the doubt mass, 
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it is about the time for us to leave our body and mind behind.
What does “leaving the body and mind behind” mean? 

It means that when the doubt becomes subtle and refined, it is 
not aroused by a thought; our body and mind are mixed with 
the sense of doubt at this time. In such a state, we might not be 
able to distinguish directions and might lose awareness of our 
body and mind. We can call ourself a living corpse. We do not 
have discriminations of the external world but can respond to 
it. Compared with a corpse, we can breathe, but unlike ordinary 
people, we are merged with the doubt, have much fewer clingings 
to the outside world, and look quite numb.

When we reach the state of following the thought or “thought 
of no thought,” it means the doubt mass has already been formed. 
With the practice going on, eventually we will come out from 
the doubt mass. At that time, we will feel totally at ease when 
facing the phenomenal world. We can function well in daily life 
with a clear mind while the doubt is still there. At this phase, the 
doubt mass has not been shattered and it still takes time for us 
to continue this doubt cultivation. How long the cultivation will 
take is unknown; it depends on the causes and conditions and our 
merits.

It definitely takes some time to reach this state, and in 
the process of cultivation we will go through many physical 
and metal experiences. Our body and mind will undergo many 
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changes, and many situations may occur when we reach the phase 
of “thought of no thought.” We need to be aware of that, but there 
is no need to be afraid.

The process of Huatou investigation is similar to that of 
the Samatha-Vipassana (calming and contemplation) practice. 
When our body and mind leave the Realm of Desire and reach 
the Four Meditative Levels of the Form Realm in Samatha-
Vipassana practice, each of us may have different physical and 
mental experiences. Some people have a very scattered mind at 
the beginning of Chan cultivation, so they feel hard, stuffy, hot, 
or frustrated. When the mind calms down gradually, they may 
feel their body and mind seemingly fading, with only the breath 
coming in and out. And the body feels relaxed, at ease, and 
joyful. All of these experiences may happen.

Some people may experience the movement of energy or 
Qi. Some may cry or scream with lots of inexpressible emotions 
coming up for no reason. The crying is not about sadness, and 
the laughing is not from happiness. They may have no idea 
why it happens and even don’t know how to handle that. Such a 
situation may not occur to everybody. Some people may stay in a 
state for a longer time while others shorter, and some people may 
have other experiences.

All these experiences are actually physical and mental 
sensations and perceptions which occur in the absorption 
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meditation; however, since Huatou investigation is the 
simultaneous cultivation of Samadi and Prajna, the same 
experiences also occur to us. During the practice, the body and 
mind go through different experiences. Don’t be afraid when 
this happens; we just need to be aware of that. If we are not sure 
what is going on, consult the masters. Anyway, when the state of 
“thought of no thought” is reached, we have really entered the 
stage of investigating the Huatou.

The seventh phase is to investigate the Huatou. Investigation 
means to look deep into something. From raising a Huatou 
to keeping it, the notion of questioning still exists. Before the 
phase of investigating the Huatou is reached, which is the state 
of “thought of no thought,” we feel there is always something 
remaining and will not go away no matter what you are doing 
but we cannot tell what it is. We are still watching it subtly and 
clearly, yet it is not the state of no mind and no method. The 
notion of it somehow still exists, but not as coarse as before. 
At this point, we may gradually experience this state: “At the 
beginning of the investigation, there seemed to be something, but 
now there seems to be nothing.”

A saying from some master in history can be used to 
describe such a feeling: “When one is using the mind, the mind is 
actually not being used.” We feel something is being used and we 
are working hard, but all forms of our effort gradually dissipate. 
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At the beginning, we know that we need to work hard, to grasp 
the method, and to attain some experiences. Now all of these 
attempts gradually fade away, turning into a sense of emptiness, 
but it is not as the emptiness when we are sinking in lethargy. We 
are getting more relieved and less attached, with a mind growing 
clearer and more stable. The external world looks peaceful and in 
harmony.

But we still have the sense of not knowing and are unable 
to reach the sudden understanding. The Huatou is inseparably 
unified with our body and mind, and it is during this phase 
that the practice is effective. How long will such a state last? 
It depends. During this period, many situations may arise, 
especially when we reach a deeper level. We may hear unknown 
subtle sounds or see some light. We may feel soft and peaceful 
when our body touches the ground. Anyway, everything is 
completely different from the ordinary life.

Don’t take these as our supernatural powers because they 
are just manifestations of the changes of body and mind. Such 
illusory phenomena maybe wondrous and amazing, but we 
must not attach to them. When it happens, we don’t need to 
deliberately make it disappear. Just clearly watch it and be aware 
of it, but our mind remains unmoving. Such experiences naturally 
disappear after some time. Once they disappear, just abandon 
them; keep working with the Huatou in a unified state.
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Continue with such practice until the form of body and 
mind turns truly unobtainable. It does not mean that our body is 
empty and our mind totally disappears. That is not the case. It 
is a sudden moment when our body and mind have nowhere to 
hold on to and no function to apply. Then the understanding of 
the reality of all phenomena will be manifested! How wonderful 
that all phenomena are as they are, complete and perfect with no 
inherent nature. It is an amazing feeling that “all the previous 
opinions, judgments, and understanding have gone away.”

The eighth phase is watching the Huatou. Huatou 
investigation is indeed a great approach which enables us to 
directly experience the true nature of our life. “Seeing the self-
nature” can be reached in a comparatively short period of time 
as long as we continue our practice in the right direction. It is 
misunderstanding that the practice is completed after “seeing 
the self-nature.” Chan patriarchs said: “To establish the right 
view is more important than the practice.” The meaning is that 
in Chan, the first priority is to penetrate into the reality. Once 
the right view is established, the practice will be taken step by 
step until the insight and the practice correspond, which requires 
continuous effort.

It is important to know that these eight phases are not meant 
to describe a set of fixed stages that all of us must experience. 
Huatou investigation is highly individualized and cannot be 
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rigidly defined. However, this explanation can provide basic 
understanding of the process and some guidance for us to know 
whether our practice is correct or not.

The Genuine Practice
For people at the present time, to cultivate Chan with 

perseverance is not easy. Even for those who have established the 
right view, it is still uncertain if they can practice constantly. In 
the Hinayana tradition, people commonly use Samatha-Vipassana 
methods. It is a gradual approach including methods like the 
Four Noble Truths, the Five Approaches to Meditation, the Four 
Bases of Mindfulness, the Meditation on Impurity, the Breath 
Counting Meditation, and so forth. The distinguishing feature of 
this approach is that practitioners firmly seize the method until 
wisdom is gradually developed corresponding to the level of their 
practice, and consequently the relevant afflictions are removed. 
In this gradual approach, certain effort will generate certain 
reward, and solid foundation can be built up step by step in the 
course. When the practitioners see into their true self-nature, 
their afflictions are dissolved at the same time. In the process, a 
practitioner’s mind and his practice both turn stable gradually.

Patriarchal Chan is quite a different approach. In the old 
times, people often practiced together in a monastery, so they 
did not have many distractions from the external world. Once 
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enlightenment was realized, they could continue to cultivate so as 
to accord their practice with the insight. Nevertheless, things are 
quite different in the contemporary world. At the present time, 
even if some people are able to attain certain experiences through 
the practice in several retreats, they may not be able to continue 
the cultivation afterwards because the experience is not deep and 
complete. In this case, “wild Chan” may easily occur. Although 
the practitioner has established the right insight into the true self-
nature, the afflictions and force of habits have not been dissolved; 
therefore, they can still be easily trapped by defilements. 
Fortunately, because right views and genuine insights have 
already been established, the practitioner will not step back to 
non-ultimate views.

People often ask me which approach is better. Actually, 
both of them are needed in practice. Today’s Patriarchal Chan 
practitioners have the misunderstanding that the practice is only 
in the Chan Hall and the mind is naturally illuminated after 
seeing the self-nature . This is not right. The Chan practice should 
be in daily life, and the cultivation must be continued outside of 
the Chan Hall. The Huatou should not be interrupted.

You must practice diligently no matter in or out of the Chan 
Hall, and the practice is not limited to sitting meditation. As long 
as our mind can be in accord with the true nature, we will be in 
tranquility with no affliction arising. In such a state, not only the 
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Samatha-Vipassana is functioning, but the doubt is also playing 
its role. This is the unification of Patriarch Chan and Tathagata 
Chan approaches, which is the genuine Chan cultivation.

Huatou practice is beyond raising a question. Actually, the 
Huatou is just a tool to cut off the mental activities of reasoning, 
analysis, and speculation so as to firmly focus the conscious 
mind on the intense doubt; the moment when the conscious mind 
totally ceases to work, we will be able to realize the true nature of 
our life.

The Huatou should be raised, kept, and investigated at any 
moment. Even after the enlightenment is realized, we still need to 
constantly watch the Huatou. But at this point, the Huatou seems 
vaguer as if it is not there anymore.

As the analogy given by my master goes: “When a mom 
has her first kid, being nervous and concerned whenever the baby 
is crying, she intends to give her full attention to the baby. After 
having several kids, she will be able to handle the crying calmly.” 
This is called watch the Huatou.

Huatou practice is a similar approach. We tightly hold the 
Huatou, raising and keeping it with lots of effort at the beginning. 
Further down the path, we will be able to watch the Huatou at 
ease and make use of it at our will without conscious effort to 
hold on to it.

In Huatou practice, we need to be clear that different 
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techniques or approaches should be adopted when we reach 
different levels. As to where we are in the process, we can consult 
the masters.
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Item II.  Preface By Master Yunxi 
Zhuhong

As the Supreme Way has neither inside nor outside, neither 
entry nor exit, how come there are barriers on the path? In the 
process of cultivation, students can be in a state of illusion or 
awakening, the great masters have to play the role as the guard 
of an entrance, closing the door and strictly checking the pass so 
as to stop the stowaways. It has been widely known that passing 
the scrutiny from the masters is not easy. Soon after I left home 
(means a person leaves the secular life and becomes a monastic), 
I got a book called <An Outline of the Chan Patriarchs>, 
which is the recorded stories told by ancient patriarchs on 
hardships and challenges they had gone through in their spiritual 
journey, the utmost effort they had put into their practice, and 
how sudden enlightenment was finally realized. Because of the 
great admiration for them, I was inspired and plucked up great 
determination to follow their steps. Later I found out that this 
book was not available in other places. After further reading 
the recorded sayings and biographies, I extracted more stories 
of both monastics and lay persons who had realized genuine 
enlightenment and compiled those stories into a book, renaming 
the book as <The Stimuli to Transcend the Patriarch Chan 
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Barriers>. I read the book at any time, putting it on my table 
when staying home and in my bag while travelling. It can always 
give me incentive, reignite my power, and forcefully whip me to 
strive forward. Someone may argue: “This book is for those who 
have not passed the barriers. As to people who have entered the 
gate, there is no need to look back at the past.” It may be the 
case, but there is one barrier after another on the path of Chan 
cultivation. As the story of Meng Chuangjun, a feudal prince, in 
the time of Warring States (5th century BC- 221 BC) shows, he 
successfully escaped out of the Hangu Barrier, a main entrance 
of the Hangu city, and was back to his home under the help of his 
subordinates imitating a cockcrow. (note: Meng Changjun was 
captured by the hostile country and he planned to escape. One of 
his subordinates imitated a cockcrow in the early morning so that 
all the cocks started crowing, which made the entrance guards 
mistakenly believe that it was the time to open the gate of the 
Hangu Barrier. They opened the entrance and Meng Changjun 
successfully ran away.) He was safe in that moment, but it was 
arrogance if he was content with what he had achieved. Likewise, 
as a Chan practitioner, there are more peaks ahead for you to 
climb over. Having this book in your hand, it will stimulate you to 
always keep the determination alive and to surmount the barriers 
one after another until the last one. At that point you can have a 
meal or take a rest at your will.
Yunxi Zhuhong, Written in Spring of Wanli Imperial Year 28 (AC. 1600)
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There are three barriers on the path of Chan cultivation, 
which refers to the three levels after achieving enlightenment. 
Once walking on the path, we must be clear about how to 
practice, especially about what method and approach should be 
adopted and how to move forward correctly. Don’t be a blind 
practitioner!

The so-called “barrier” literarily means an obstacle or the 
entrance of an ancient city wall. Actually, there is no “inside” 
or “outside” on the path toward enlightenment, and of course 
there is no entrance or exit. The difference between illusion and 
awakening is all about whether you can establish the right insight 
and have direct experiences of the ultimate reality.

Seeing the nature is by no means easy, requiring tremendous 
effort in a long period. It is common that some people may 
take the experience of a unified mind or sense of tranquility as 
illumination of the mind and seeing the nature (Chinese, Mingxin 
Jianxing). Only great masters can provide verifications on 
whether a student has truly awakened, so we analogously call the 
masters guards of the city wall barrier.

While reading the book <An Outline of the Chan 
Patriarchs>, Master Lianchi admired greatly the Chan patriarchs 
for their vigorous effort and final enlightenment on the path of 
spiritual cultivation. In order to motivate himself, he further 
read some Chan recorded sayings, extracted more stories and 
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instructions from masters who had genuine experiences and 
were truly awakened, and compiled them together with some 
related excerpts from Buddhist sutras into a book. The result of 
the compiling was renamed as <The Stimuli to Transcend the 
Patriarch Chan Barriers>.

In the process of Chan practice, there certainly will be time 
when we are discouraged or frustrated and cannot find anybody 
for help. Then, reading a book comprised of short inspiring 
stories will be quite effective to calm our mind, let go of the 
anxiety, and bring back the energy.

There was a great master in Tibetan Buddhism called 
Milarepa. His biography tells the story of his life and the 
unbelievable tough experiences in his spiritual journey, which 
deeply touched and motivated numerous practitioners across the 
world. < The Stimuli to Transcend the Patriarch Chan Barriers > 
can be a similar incentive to people who have committed to Chan 
cultivation and are determined to be liberated from the cycle of 
birth and death. Through my explanation on this book, I hope to 
give some help to students, enabling them to maneuver against 
the wave and storm along the journey. Or, at the point when they 
feel defeated, lose confidence, or intend to give up when facing 
severe challenges, this book can provide inspiration to them, as 
a whip on a sturdy steed to stimulate it to gallop at full speed 
regardless of any difficulty.
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The barriers set by Chan masters are not meant to create 
obstacles or troubles for us. On the contrary, they are there to 
offer help. Because it is not uncommon for people to mistakenly 
believe that they have seen the true nature while actually they 
haven’t. The great masters have to use expedient teaching 
approaches according to the situations and karmic potential of 
each person. For example, at some point the master may say that 
the Way is right here and everyone has it intrinsically, while at 
another point they may say that all phenomena are ultimately 
empty and nothing can be obtained. The purpose is to strictly 
safeguard the key of the barrier so that verifications can only be 
given to those who have truly awakened.
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Item III. Main Body

Part One:  Instructions Given by Historical 
Patriarchs

Part One is not about profound doctrinal principles, but 
about the essential practice methods. To be concise, only key 
points of the instructions from patriarchs are excerpted so 
that it is easy to read at any time and serve as a motivator for 
practitioners. The same approach is also adopted in the other 
two parts.

Part One is the collection of easily understood instructions 
from historical patriarchs, focusing on the most crucial guidance 
on Chan practice. If you can get the essence, it may help you turn 
around and get out of a dead corner. All the instructions are the 
highlight and you can read them whenever you are struggling 
over obstacles or in low spirits. The experiences of the patriarchs 
will give you some clues or inspirations.

1.  The Instruction by Master Huangbo Xiyun (? ~855, 
the Tang Dynasty) from Jun Zhou County

If you are not able to realize the ultimate enlightenment 
through Chan investigation, you will definitely be in panic (when 
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the last moment of your life is coming). For those who have not 
seriously practiced the method of the mind, they may tease a 
practitioner by asking: “Is this necessary?” So here is a question 
for you: “If suddenly you are not able to breathe, how are you 
going to face the situation?” Only the genuine skill developed 
through uninterrupted practice can help you not be in panic or 
in fear at the moment of dying. It is too late to dig a well with 
both your hands and feet when you are already dehydrated and 
exhausted by thirst. You will be in real suffering and panic if you 
have no idea what method can be used when death is close. Some 
people can talk about the words of patriarchs very well, but they 
don’t have any genuine experiences. Then those words will be 
useless when they face death. They cheat people with words, but 
actually they are cheating themselves. I strongly suggest that you 
engage in real investigation and practice diligently when you are 
still in good health.

It is not difficult to have a breakthrough over the 
Patriarch Chan barriers because difficulties came from lack 
of determination and perseverance and from constantly saying 
that the practice is difficult. Here is a Gong’an. Someone asked 
Master Zhaoahou: “Does a dog have Buddha-nature?” Zhaozhou 
replied: “No (Wu).” If you are a real earnest and courageous 
practitioner, you will investigate wholeheartedly the character 
“Wu” all the time while walking, standing, sitting, lying down, 
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eating, getting dressed, or going to the toilet. As time goes by, 
your life will be unified with “Wu.” When the proper causes and 
conditions arrive, your mind will open to sudden understanding 
of the ultimate principle of the Buddha Dharma. You will not only 
stop following the tongues of those old monks but will also be 
able to speak out loudly: “Since Patriarch Bodhidharma came 
to the East Land, rolling waves were blown up with no winds; 
Mahakasyapa smiled while the Buddha holding the follower, and 
then dramas were performed one after another in this peaceful 
world.” Censures from thousands of saints will not bother me, 
let alone those from the King Yama (In East Asia and Buddhist 
mythology, Yama, King of hell, is said to judge the dead and 
preside under the Hell Realm). Don’t be suspicious of such an 
incredible thing. You will get it once you are really determined to 
achieve it.

With Solid Practice, Demons Cannot Affect You
December 30 in the Chinese lunar calendar is the time when 

a year ends. In the old days, it was the time for creditors to claim 
their money from debtors. In a Chan Gong’an, December 30 is 
often used as an analogy to indicate the end of our life. Master 
Huangbo said: “If you don’t practice diligently to have certain 
genuine enlightenment when you are in good health, you will be 
in fear and panic at the end of your life.”
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Some people may go around, claiming that: “There is no 
difference amongst mind, Buddha and sentient beings. Affliction 
is Bodhi, and birth and death is Nirvana. Since everything is 
thusness, is it necessary to practice meditation and put so much 
effort into investigating a Huatou?” What they said sounds 
reasonable, and it seems that they are free and at ease in daily 
life. However, when the last moment of their life is coming and 
they feel alarmed for the future, the words that used to come out 
from their lips easily are completely useless for settling their 
suffering body and frenzied mind. Some other people may start 
practicing a method when told that it is good, but they soon 
change their mind upon hearing of another good method. It seems 
that they are busy learning at different places and trying different 
approaches, but none of the methods will work for them at the 
vital moment in the end. We must persevere with one method 
in our practice day after day so that the ripening of our skill can 
really help us at that particular moment.

A master sometimes uses forceful means to push his 
students to investigate a Huatou or may test the understanding of 
the students in the Chan Hall. At that time, the students may have 
all kinds of responses. When seeing other people’s reactions, 
some may try to figure out what they mean. Furthermore, they 
may imitate those people’s actions and take them as their own 
experiences. For example, in the Chan retreats led by my master, 
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in order to test students’ level, sometimes he held an incense 
board in front of the students and asked: “What is this?” At that 
point, one student grabbed the incense board from my master’s 
hand and threw it away. If another student emulates such a 
behavior, of course it is meaningless to him because it does not 
come from his own experiences.

Chan investigation is quite easy. We just need to determine 
to practice honestly. Have faith in ourselves. Don’t keep saying: 
“It is too hard. I cannot do that. . . .” As long as we can devote 
ourselves to investigating the Huatou with all our life energy, we 
will definitely penetrate the reality of all phenomena one day.

Master Huangbo Xiyun picked up a Gong’an: “One day, 
someone asked Master Zhaozhou Congshen: ‘Does a dog have 
Buddha nature?’ Zhaozhou replied: ‘No (Wu).’” The Buddhist 
scripture tells us that: “All sentient beings are endowed with the 
same wisdom and virtues as those of the Buddha.” So, a dog, as 
a sentient being, should have Buddha nature as well. Why did 
Zhaozhou say “Wu?” You can just investigate the character “Wu,” 
or you can also ask yourself: “Zhaozhou said that the dogs don’t 
have Buddha nature. Why? If dogs don’t have Buddha nature, 
do I have it or not?” Then the Huatou becomes more powerful 
since it is linked to “I.” You may also wonder: “Does a dog 
have Buddha nature? Who is right, Zhaozhou or the Buddha? 
If the Buddha is wrong, why does Buddhist scripture say it 

禪關策進講要.indd   57 2022/5/5   下午 07:13:13



058 A General Explanation on

differently? Who is right? Who is wrong?” If the answer is both 
yes and no, then — what is it ultimately? You must investigate 
wholeheartedly, but do not give a direct answer such as: “I know 
that right is right and wrong is also right, because it shows in 
the scripture that having and not having the Buddha nature are 
both right.” Giving such a direct answer is not the right way to 
investigate a Huatou. You must investigate with urge coming 
from the deepest part of your heart.

Sometimes the investigation of the Huatou appears to be 
boring since the sense of doubt or perplexity does not arise. To 
avoid getting stuck in this situation, you can link the Huatou to 
questions that are more connected with your life. For example, 
if the doubt does not arise while investigating “Does a dog have 
the Buddha nature?” You can ask: “Do I have the Buddha nature? 
Why yes? Why no?” The point here is to stay with the question 
and not to further speculate the next question “What is the 
Buddha nature?” Because such linkage will make you use your 
consciousness and interpret it through Buddhist scriptures. One 
scripture tells you yes while another scripture may tell you that 
all phenomena are as illusory as a dream. Eventually, you may 
come up with an answer that yes and no are both right. None of 
these answers are from your own experiences.

In a Huatou investigation, you should use your mind-nature 
to gain experiences and enlightenment instead of speculating 
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from Buddhist scriptures. You should keep the character “Wu” in 
your mind at all time: “What is ‘Wu?’ What is ‘Wu?’...”

When a student’s practice is deepened to the extent of 
reaching the unification with his Huatou in the Chan Hall, he may 
appear as motionless as a wooden image or a walking corpse. 
His eyes stare blankly straightforward and will eat one bite after 
another until getting full without awareness of the taste of the 
food. He becomes fully merged with the mass of doubt to the 
point of even not knowing where he is or how the surroundings 
look like. Don’t be scared if you have such experiences or 
when you see other people in such a condition. Actually, the 
practitioner’s mind is in clarity; it is just that his or her strong 
inclination to discriminate in favor of or against internal and 
external objects is gradually fading away.

K e e p  p r a c t i c i n g  i n  t h i s  w a y  a n d  i n v e s t i g a t i n g 
wholeheartedly even while going to the toilet. The sense of doubt 
will gradually be unified with the body and mind. At this point, 
you start to be in good spirits and can function clearly in daily 
activities while the mind is not scattered and does not cling to 
internal or external objects. This sense of doubt is different from 
the doubt or perplexity aroused at the beginning when you keep 
questioning “What is it? What really is it?” Although you do 
not yet realize what the reality is, the Huatou has already been 
integrated with your body and mind.
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After continuously investigating and watching the Huatou 
for a certain period of time, the sense of doubt will be fully 
unified with the body and mind. The doubt will be present even if 
you do not raise it intentionally; it will be just like a natural part 
of your existence or like your breath. You do not need to remind 
yourself to breathe when in good health. The mind is clear that 
there is still a doubt to be solved, but it is also clear that it is not 
necessary to raise the Huatou or generate the doubt intentionally.

The genuine sudden enlightenment can be experienced when 
the proper causes and conditions is mature. It is the “Eureka!” 
moment. No matter what the patriarchs used to say, such as “The 
mind is Buddha,” or “Neither the mind, nor the Buddha,” you 
will not be affected and will stop following the tongues of the old 
monks. Not only won’t King Yama make you in panic, but even 
the censures from thousands of saints will not bother you at all. 
Just as the Chan saying goes: “Smash Buddhas when Buddhas 
come, and smash demons when demons come.”

Comments from Master Lianchi
This instruction given by Master Huangbo is the origin 

of the Gong’an or Huatou investigation in later generations. 
However, the Huatou is not necessarily connected with the 
character “Wu.” Any of the words, such as “all phenomena,” 
“Mount Sumeru,” “death,” “cremation,” or “investigation while 

禪關策進講要.indd   60 2022/5/5   下午 07:13:13



061Item III

reciting Buddha’s name,” and so forth, can be a Huatou. As long 
as you firmly stay on the Huatou you choose and set achieving 
enlightenment as your ultimate goal, the enlightenment attained 
will be the same even though the Huatou is different.

I used to investigate “What is the original state before given 
birth by parents?” Someone may investigate a Huatou like “Who 
is reciting Buddha’s name?” or “Who is dragging the corpse 
around?” These are all acceptable. Later on, my master taught his 
students to investigate the character “Wu” because other Huatous 
may easily induce speculations. For example, the Huatou “What 
is the original state before given birth by parents?” comprises 
twelve Chinese characters. The associated questions may come 
up like “When was the time before my birth? What was my 
previous life about? What about life before the previous one? 
What is it after death? Is there going to be rebirth after death?” 
Such Huatous may evoke some associated speculations or make 
people search for reasonable answers. However, it is not easy to 
evoke speculation with “Wu” as the Huatou. At the beginning of 
the practice, to link a Huatou with our own life can be helpful 
to make the Huatou effective, such as “Who am I ultimately?” 
“Who is this ’I’ after death? ” “Who is this ”I” before birth,” etc. 
Such linkage should be abandoned when the sense of doubt has 
been aroused because it may bring about associated speculations, 
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which is the opposite to the fundamental purpose of the Huatou 
investigation.

2.  The Instruction by Master Zhaozhou Congshen 
(778~897, the Tang Dynasty)

Just hold on to one Huatou and investigate it continuously 
for twenty or thirty years; I promise that if you still cannot have 
any genuine realization, you can come here and behead me. I 
myself have had no distractions for forty years, except while 
eating meals twice a day.

Why Is Having Two Meals a Distraction?
The monastics generally eat two meals a day, breakfast 

and lunch, and they don’t eat in the evening. If one has to eat in 
the evening for physical reasons, the meal is called “medicine 
meal.” In China, porridge is the typical breakfast while rice and 
vegetables are for lunch, so “porridge and rice” refers to the two 
meals of the day.

Why did Zhaozhou say that having meals was his 
distraction? How about other everyday activities, such as 
having a shower, walking, defecating, drinking tea, reciting 
sutras, making prostrations, and teaching students? Were these 
distractions? Why was having meals his only distraction? Was it 
because his meditating skills were not good enough? This can be 
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a good Huatou.

3.  The Instruction by Master Xuansha Shibei (835-908, 
the Tang Dynasty)

Only those who have sharp type of wisdom can quickly 
realize the Ultimate Principle. As to people with dull karmic 
roots, they must engage in vigorous and enduring practice day 
and night with a mournful urgency as if their parents are on 
the edge of passing away. Chan Master’s forceful guidance and 
verification are also necessary for them to get some genuine 
realization.

No Pain, No Gain
As we know from the <Altar-Sutra>, Patriarch Huineng was 

enlightened at the moment when he heard a sentence from the 
<Diamond Sutra>: “You should dwell nowhere when giving rise 
to a thought.” Most people don’t have such sharp karmic roots. 
Therefore, on the path of cultivation, they must be willing to bear 
all kinds of hardships at first. While sitting on a cushion, they 
may suffer not only from the leg pain but also from the struggling 
over where to put their effort. However, “don’t know what to 
do” is actually the best situation for practice because “knowing 
what to do” means there is a “self” involved, which means there 
is still attachment. So, just let go of the struggling, and things 
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will work out if you are patient enough. Just constantly keep the 
momentum, ignoring fatigue or laxity at all time, and maintain 
the moment-by-moment practice.

Before penetrating the matter of birth and death, you need to 
feel the urgency to cultivate yourself because you are in a pitiful 
situation due to lacking understanding. You can ponder: “As 
days go by, I still don’t understand. What am I going to do?” You 
need to give yourself some push. Only two kinds of people don’t 
need such a self-incentive: those with sharp karmic roots who 
can quickly achieve realization and those who are apathetic and 
insensible to the hope of awakening from the dream of birth and 
death.

At the time when my physical condition was still good, 
although I have strong conviction of the greatness of the 
Buddha’s teachings, my practice could still be easily distracted 
because the matter of birth and death was not so urgent. Since a 
tumor was found in my brain when I was in my twenties, I could 
not stop asking myself: “Well, I’m going to die at any moment, 
but I have no idea how to handle the matter of death. What am 
I going to do?” Such a feeling overwhelmed the fear of death 
because I even had no idea what death was really about. The 
ignorance put me in fear and helplessness.

When I was still a novice monk at about eleven or twelve, 
I sometimes screamed in my dream: “I don’t want to die!” I 
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only knew that people would die sooner or later at that time. 
Later in my twenties, I was very sick and my physical condition 
started getting worse, so I became more and more anxious. As 
a Buddhist saying goes: “How rare it is to attain the human 
form and to hear the Buddha Dharma!” I got the chance to 
have this form, but unfortunately it would not last long. The 
worst thing was I had not attained the ultimate realization yet. 
During that time Master Zhuyun was leading intensive retreats 
on mindfulness of the Buddha’s name, so I took part in them. In 
that seven days’ practice, my mind gradually calmed down but 
the sense of “unknown” continued to exist because I still did not 
have a genuine insight. I knew that there was the Pure Land in 
the west, so I fully devoted myself to being reborn there. Later, I 
started to practice with my master, Shengyan, who helped me to 
get some genuine understanding, and finally got to the reality that 
birth and death were merely a dream. This dream was an illusion 
like bubbles and shadows.

Put Yourself in Hardships Before Awakening
As master Lianchi said: “You must engage in vigorous 

and enduring practice day and night with a mournful urgency 
as if your parents are on the edge of passing away.” During the 
practice, you need to feel deeply pitiful for yourself, just like 
in the situation where your parents are on the edge of dying. 
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Because at that moment all the great things are no longer 
important and all the good food becomes tasteless. You will 
lose the momentum to crave for the enjoyment, and no longer 
attach to the outward entertainments, just staying in that arduous 
situation and not being distracted by any objects. Only such 
effort combined with the forceful push and guidance from masters 
may enable you to achieve some realization.

If you don’t truly work hard on Chan cultivation, it is not 
possible for you to achieve anything. Only your diligent practice 
with the tough training given by great masters can be really 
effective. When you read instructions from the patriarchs, please 
ask yourself if you have put enough effort into the practice. If you 
don’t put in your effort wholeheartedly, the chance for realization 
will be rare.

In order to give effective help, sometimes the masters 
have to be as tough to the students as cruel monsters and push 
the students to a miserable or even intolerable situation. In my 
master’s retreats, we did lots of sitting meditation. At that time, 
I already had hemiplegia, so my legs were way above the floor 
while sitting, but my master still insisted that I cross my legs. 
Then my legs would swell big to a point that they could not even 
be touched or massaged after a sitting session, and I would be 
in dying pain incapable of walking. According to my master’s 
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rules, even in such a painful situation, I had to finish each sitting 
session and was not allowed to move before the chime was 
knocked. If my master saw any of my movements, he would 
hit me with the incense board without mercy. Now I don’t hit 
students much, not because I don’t want to fulfill my duties but 
because people would escape and refuse to practice if I hit them. 
This is actually not good for them. Why? Aversion of hardships 
is caused by a strong attachment to the body, and impatience is 
due to lacking faith in the Dharma. When you are scolded by 
the master, all kinds of negative thinking can be evoked, such 
as arrogance, discontent, and so forth; the only thing missing is 
determination to be diligent. Such an attitude cannot produce a 
fruitful result. Do you understand?

You have to bear pain until the suffering caused by the pain 
is subdued. Then you can stop “practicing legs,” and the master 
will teach you the proper method. Leg practice is not helpful for 
the Chan cultivation because your legs won’t be better than those 
of a wooden statue no matter how hard you train them. The point 
is to subdue the sense of suffering with tolerance. It is not real 
compassion to let students release their legs when they cannot 
bear the pain.

I still remember vividly how tough my master was. He 
scolded and hit us all the time. We could even be shouted when 
we meditated well, and the bad words he used were so insulting 
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that we felt totally intolerable at the beginning. He was the 
master and we had to accept everything. With time passing by, 
we could gradually perceive the great compassion from him 
when he scolded us because every word directly pointed to our 
physical and mental obstructions. Once the sense of gratitude 
was aroused, we were motivated to make corrections and work 
harder; consequently, we were more in accordance with the right 
direction. With further practice, my mind could remain unmoved 
in face of his shouting because the barrier had been surpassed, 
and the discrimination in favor of or against external things was 
dissolving. Most students felt greatly benefited when my master 
was very strict. He is getting softer now, and of course the effect 
is much less.

Lots of my early students had great experiences from my 
brutal training. Their mind can stay calm and at ease even now 
because they have gone through all the hardships and clearly 
know that the fierce shouting and hitting from the master were 
not unreasonable, but to offer help. With the genuine experiences 
attained in the process, they feel deep and long-lasting gratitude 
to the master, and they will never go back to their former state 
even if they do not receive further Chan training.

A sincere Chan practitioner will also suffer from karmic 
obstructions, but with faith in the Buddha Dharma, he can find 
proper ways to counter impediments. However, for those who do 
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not have firm practice experiences, afflictions arise when karmic 
obstructions come up. People in the present time are generally 
better educated than those in the past, but they have less tolerance 
to hardships, less respect to teachers, less sincerity to the Way, 
and stronger sense of ego. They tend to be easily offended or 
hurt, so realization of the supreme wisdom becomes much more 
difficult.

The training approach in Chan tradition is not about hitting 
or shouting at students at the beginning of their practice. Such 
forceful guidance will only be applied when students have 
reached certain level or attained certain experiences so that they 
have the capacity to undertake the fierce teaching approach. Such 
guidance can be very effective if given at the right time.

It is often said that a great master should have both 
the Bodhisattva’s compassion and the Dharma protector’s 
surrendering power. If the master is soft-hearted to students from 
the very beginning, the students’ karmic obstructions created 
from the time without beginning are very difficult to be subdued; 
then their practice will fluctuate and the cultivation will be 
shallow. In contrast, though the forceful hitting from the master 
is apparently pushing the student to a dead corner, actually the 
student won’t die there and will be able to find a way to turn 
around after some time, which will enable him to attain some true 
insight of the Dharma.
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Don’t be afraid of hardships or obstacles. The patriarchs 
have told us right approaches in their instructions, and we should 
be grateful for the invaluable legacy they left for us. Although 
our monastery is not big and the facilities are simple, we have the 
Dharma and I will always be here to offer you help. As long as 
you practice honestly, you will be able to attain some realization 
when causes and conditions are mature. But if you do not practice 
hard enough, you cannot get it even if it is put right in front of 
you.

4.  The Instruction by Master Erhu Dayi (744~818, the 
Tang Dynasty)

Don’t only abide in leaving behind the form and having a 
dead state of mind, which is the most serious sickness in Chan 
practice. Instead, you need to immediately pick up the sharp 
sword (Huatou) to investigate what the ultimate purpose of 
Patriarch Bodhidharma coming from the west is. Widely open 
your eyes and raise your eyebrows, constantly watch it and ask: 
“Who is it?” If you just sit there in tranquility without working 
hard, when can you realize the emptiness of mind?

The Most Serious Chan Sickness
“Leaving behind the form and having a dead state of mind” 

refers to a state in which people in sitting meditation have no 
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thoughts arising from the mind and their awareness and clarity 
are lost at the same time. It is called lethargy or “black mountain 
ghost cave” in Chan practice. In that state, the meditator’s 
consciousness ceased to function to the point that he is not even 
able to distinguish good from evil. In seated meditation, you must 
maintain the awareness to perceive physical and mental changes 
at any moment, clearly know how to counteract drowsiness or 
gather the scattered mind, and clearly notice the state of practice 
and what is happening in the external environment, yet not 
attaching to anything.

Master Erhu used a sharp sword as an analogy for the 
illuminating wisdom, which can cut off all the false thoughts and 
views; investigating the Huatou such as “What is the ultimate 
purpose of Bodhidharma coming from the west?” itself is such 
a sword of wisdom. When drowsiness arises, open your eyes 
widely and put all your physical and mental energy into the 
Huatou investigation. Keep investigating “Who is it? Where is 
the pure self-nature? What is it?”

5.  The Instruction by Master Yongming Yanshou (904-
975, end of the Tang Dynasty to the Five Dynasties)

To enter the gate of the Supreme Way is nothing special 
as long as you can purify athe karmic seeds planted in the 
consciousness from contacts of sensory organs with their 
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corresponding objects in countless eons. If you can remove your 
mundane affection and attachments, cut off illusory cravings, 
and keep your mind as motionless as wood and stone when 
encountering the external situations of lust and desire, then 
the pure Dharma body will be naturally actualized even if your 
Dharma eye has not yet been opened . If causes and conditions 
for you to meet a genuine master are ripe, you should humbly 
and diligently study with the master. Even if the ultimate 
enlightenment cannot be attained through the study, for sure the 
real Dharma, the seed of the Supreme Way, has been “planted” 
in your mind through your ears, and you will not fall into the 
lower realms in the following rebirths and will be able to obtain 
the human form life after life. When the condition is mature, 
sudden awakening can be attained upon hearing the Dharma.

Starting from Removing Attachments and Cutting off Illusory 
Cravings

When I was a little boy I used to see Buddhist renunciants 
sitting with crossed legs and closed eyes like a Buddha, so I 
imitated their way of sitting in the rituals of chanting Buddha’s 
name and I could even remain sitting when it was time for 
walking recitation. There were always some old people in the 
rituals who had difficulty crossing their legs, so they would 
praise me: “Good boy! You are doing great!” Actually, although 
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my body was in the sitting posture, my mind was absolutely 
somewhere else. Sitting there for a very long time had nothing 
to do with Chan cultivation because my mind was not in 
accord. In sitting meditation, you must put down everything and 
fully devote yourself to the Huatou investigation without any 
distracted thought. Raise your sharp sword, which is the Huatou, 
whenever you discern any scattering thought, and then all the 
illusory cravings can be dissolved and the karmic seeds planted in 
the consciousness through contacts of the sense organs with their 
corresponding objects in countless eons will be automatically 
purified.

If you can continue to fully immerse your mind in the 
doubt and raise the Huatou no matter what physical and mental 
conditions occur, there is no need to use any other method to 
cultivate your mind because all illusory thoughts, attachments, or 
emotions caused by the worldly phenomena, such as happiness, 
anger, sadness, or joy, are just attachments of your mind moment 
by moment; as long as you put everything down, ignore it, not 
speculate on it, not concern what it was in the past and what 
it will be in the future, and just pay all your attention to the 
investigation of the Huatou, all the illusory and distractive 
thoughts will disappear naturally. As a result, the clarity of your 
mind will gradually grow.

When there is an opportunity to encounter a genuine master, 
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you must make a sincere commitment to get close to him and 
study with him diligently. It is common that beginners with no 
knowledge about the Buddha Dharma have great benefits at their 
very first retreat and even achieve greater improvement than 
experienced practitioners. You don’t need to make comparisons 
or envy them because this is coming from their karmic capability 
established through the practice in innumerable past lives. 
Furthermore, the accomplishment in Chan cultivation is different 
from the acquiring of worldly knowledge or practical skills. For 
those with a simple mind and less attachment and can easily put 
things down, their practice is generally more effective.

One with a simpler mind has less defilement, so he can 
directly follow the instructions and investigate without much 
suspicion. Such a person is probably not able to teach people 
after his awakening, but his mind can be always in harmony 
and at ease. If someone asks him questions about the Buddha 
Dharma, maybe he cannot give much explanation; however, he 
himself is truly benefited from the practice. I hope all of you can 
make this vow: “Because of the extremely auspicious causes and 
conditions, I am able to meet this Supreme Dharma; so, I fully 
commit myself to the earnest practice.”

I always have deep and heartfelt gratitude to my master. 
If he had not taught me this Dharma gate, my life would be in 
a pathetic situation. Although as a tonsured monk I had read 

禪關策進講要.indd   74 2022/5/5   下午 07:13:13



075Item III

lots of books and had studied the Buddhist doctrines, I would 
have no idea how to settle my mind and how to be at ease in 
life. I hope all of you never stop exerting your effort to practice. 
Whether you can attain accomplishments or not is up to your 
attitudes toward the practice. Please follow the instructions given 
by the great masters: “Cast aside the myriads of conditions and 
discriminations; investigate honestly and wholeheartedly.”

6.  The Instruction by Master Honglong Sixinxin 
(1043~1114, the Song Dynasty)

All of you, followers of the Supreme Way! It is a rare chance 
to attain the human form and hear the Buddha Dharma. If one 
does not liberate this human form in this very life, in which life 
one intends to liberate it? Do you want to investigate Chan? 
First, you must let go. What to let go? Let go of the attachment 
to the four elements (earth, water, fire, and wind) and the five 
skandhas (form, sensation, perception, mental formation, 
and consciousness), let go of the karmic seeds planted in the 
consciousness accumulated since countless eons, and then 
investigate thoroughly with a great hero’s vigor until one day 
the mind-flower suddenly lights up, illuminating all lands in 
all universes. At that time, wondrous functions will arise from 
the mind. The earth can be transformed into gold, and water 
in rivers can be changed into milk. How wonderful life will be 
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then! Don’t just read the doctrines and talk about Chan and the 
Way theoretically. Chan and the Way are not in books. Even if 
you have read the Tripitaka and all the classics of the ancient 
philosophers, those texts and words are of no use at the moment 
when you are dying.

Put Down the Attachment to the Four Elements, Five 
Skandhas, and the Physical Body

You need to cherish your physical body, value the 
chance to practice the Buddha Dharma, and maintain the great 
determination and effort in the practice. The first priority in 
Chan investigation is to let go of the attachment to body and 
mind and to conquer fear of pain and death because they are 
the biggest obstructions in Chan cultivation. Furthermore, you 
also need to let go of karmic consciousness, opinions, and 
discriminations accumulated from innumerable eons in the past. 
People always have lots of scattered thoughts during sitting 
meditations, speculating on the meaning of the Huatou or trying 
to figure out answers. Take the Huatou “What is ‘Wu’?” as an 
example. They may think “Wu” is dependent arising; “Wu” is 
described in the Heart Sutra as “form is emptiness and emptiness 
is form”; “Wu” is our pure nature. . . . Such speculations are 
karmic consciousness. We must put all these down and honestly 
investigate the Huatou: “What is it?” Don’t search for answers 
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or theoretical verifications. With the investigation going on, a 
sudden realization will be attained one day.

Chan and the supreme Way are beyond words and texts. 
Even though you may have read the Tripitaka, the commentaries 
to the doctrines by patriarchs, and the classics of all the ancient 
philosophers and have thus attained some understanding and 
experiences, the theoretical understanding is actually not 
equivalent to the realization of the ultimate reality. When death is 
coming, at that moment they won’t help you at all.

In the late 1960s, I was a student in the Eastern Buddhist 
College of Fo Guang Shan. One of our classmates from Malaysia 
told us that the most delicious fruit was durians, and it was 
believed to be the king of fruits. There was no durian in Taiwan 
and no picture was available at that time, so we asked him how 
a durian looked and tasted. He gave us lots of explanation which 
incurred lots of imagination. After being graduated from the 
college, I got the opportunity to visit Malaysia. The durian I 
saw and tasted was absolutely different from the image created 
in my mind based on my classmate’s description. Why? My 
understanding was theoretical. There is a big gap between 
understanding from words and texts and that from actual 
experiences.
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Comments from Master Lianchi
Don’t defame the studying of doctrinal teachings after 

hearing this instruction from Master Huanglong. This is a 
reminder for those who have the attachment to words and texts 
but do not put principles into practice. This is not said to people 
who do not even study doctrinal teachings.

Please do not have the misconception that studying doctrines 
is meaningless. On the contrary, we will be greatly benefited if 
our practice can follow the right view as taught in the doctrines. 
We need it to go further in experiencing the true self-nature 
through cultivation in Chan. The great masters told us to put 
aside doctrinal teachings and intellectual understanding so as to 
prevent us from mistakenly taking the theoretical understanding 
as our true experiences.

When we are a full-time student under a master’s guidance, 
we can completely engage ourselves in practicing the method and 
put down everything else, as our physical and mental conditions 
will be taken care of by the master. If we don’t have the causes 
and conditions to commit to a full-time practice, then doctrinal 
study will be very helpful to counteract cravings and defiled 
thoughts, which can arise easily. Don’t be misled by master 
Huanglong’s instruction and overlook doctrinal study, which is 
the defamation of the Dharma. Such an instruction is a reminder 
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for those word-chasers who think that boundless wisdom can 
be developed by in-depth reading of sutras and treatises without 
putting the principles into practice. It is not said to those who are 
reluctant to study doctrines.

7.  The Instruction by Master Dongshan Yan (1024~1104, 
the Song Dynasty) to His Disciple on a Study Tour

Stick the words of “birth and death” on your forehead as 
something extremely important that needs to be solved. If you 
just live your life the same way as most people do, then when 
you are approaching death and King Yama comes to claim the 
debt you owe him and ask you to pay the cost of your food in 
this life, please don’t criticize me by saying that I did not teach 
you properly. In cultivation, you should carefully observe the 
effectiveness and the correctness of your practice at every 
moment. There are some students who become drowsy right 
after sitting on the cushion for meditation, and their minds start 
to wander around right after waking up. When the sitting is 
finished, they cannot refrain themselves from talking. With such 
an attitude, nothing can be accomplished even after the Maitreya 
Buddha’s appearance (in a very long time). You must firmly and 
vigorously raise the Huatou and investigate it day and night, 
instead of sitting there with a sinking mind without awareness 
like a dead person. If the scattered thoughts entangle you, let 
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them go without using any effort and stand up for a walk. Then 
sit back to your cushion and continue to raise your Huatou with 
the eyes open, fists tightly held, and the back upright and keep 
investigating. Soon you will have a cooling sensation like a big 
spoon of cold water poured into a pot of boiling soup. If you 
practice in this way, you will surely have a genuine awakening 
sooner or later.

Stick a Note of Birth and Death on the Forehead
This instruction was given by Master Dongshan Yan to his 

disciple before the disciple was leaving for a study tour. Master 
Dongshan said: “In your journey, you must seriously investigate 
what birth and death is and how to be liberated from it. During 
the group practice, if instead of earnest investigation you just 
follow regular routines — getting up upon hearing the sound 
of the waking board, working when the bell rings, following 
everybody to prostrate or take part in rituals, and so forth, all 
these rigid activities will not really help you. When you are 
approaching death and you cannot pass the test from King Yama, 
you should not blame your master for not teaching you how to 
practice properly because right now I am telling you that you 
need to stick the words of birth and death on your forehead and 
keep practicing diligently.”

This instruction given by the patriarch is not only for his 
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disciple but also for us. Have you stuck the words of birth and 
death on your forehead? If not, what are you doing here in the 
Chan Hall? The food here is not better than that at your home, 
and you have to sit still all day with your back in pain. What 
is the purpose for such suffering? Therefore, you must stick 
the words of birth and death on your forehead, make a vow to 
practice hard, and strictly follow the guidance of the masters 
without any slacking off. Only when you practice with such 
attitudes will you have some genuine realization. If you just 
follow the schedule and sit, massage, walk, eat, and listen to 
lectures without vigorously doing the investigation, you actually 
live your life blindly day after day, which is a waste of time.

You need to be aware of the condition of your practice at 
every moment and must constantly investigate the Huatou. When 
the practice seemingly goes well, you should clearly know how 
to continue to put your effort properly. When you get stuck as 
if there is a copper wall or iron cliff hindering you with worries 
and physical obstructions arising, at that time you should know 
how to adjust your practice. Is the Huatou still there when you 
are massaging, walking, drinking water, or going to the toilet? 
The Huatou can be easily lost when you are in motion, and you 
should be aware of that clearly. I don’t allow you to talk in the 
retreat because when you start doing that, the clear awareness 
will immediately disappear and the Huatou will be thousands of 
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miles away from you. Even worse, such behaviors will bother 
other people. So please discipline yourself and remain silent 
unless you need a private interview. It is very important to stay 
on the right track of the cultivation path.

During the cultivating process, you must bring up all 
your energy and commit yourself to the investigation without 
interruption. Keep going in this way till the point that you 
become an inseparable entity with the Huatou at every single 
moment. Don’t sit in lethargy with a blank mind; under such a 
condition, the method does not work at all. If the defiled thoughts 
arise, the intention to suppress the thoughts will engender more 
thoughts. So, don’t try to reject defiled thoughts or continue to 
push yourself hard for the investigation. You can slightly raise 
the Huatou, watch it, stay with it, or even release your legs and 
stand up for some exercise. After some rest to clear up your 
mind, you can go back to the meditation cushion and continue 
your wholehearted investigation. This is just a temporary method 
which can help you drop the entangling scattered thoughts and 
get some cooling sensation. The scattered thoughts can only be 
truly removed when a real sense of questioning arises, and the 
Huatou investigation reaches the point of forming a big mass of 
doubt sensation. With such moment after moment enduring effort, 
one day you will be able to realize the true self-nature and allow 
the inherent illuminating mind to manifest completely.
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8. The General Instruction from Master Foji Yianzhen
One hundred percent confidence and faith entail one 

hundred percent deep questioning sensation, and one hundred 
percent deep questioning sensation will conduce to one hundred 
percent enlightenment. Thoroughly abandon what you have 
learned and heard, your false views, misconceptions, the great 
sayings, wonderful words, the Way of Chan, the Buddha Dharma, 
your pride and arrogance, and so forth. Sit with your back 
upright, using your entire being on the Gong’an investigation 
day and night until your sense of direction is lost and you look 
like a breathing corpse. The mind will be transformed gradually 
then while clear awareness of sensations remains. At one point, 
thoughts disappear and the flow of conscious activities stops. 
Suddenly, the mind together with all the universe is shattered with 
a liberating realization that nothing actually needs to be acquired 
from outside the mind. How wonderful life will be at that time!

Be Fully Confident in the Patriarchal Chan
In monasteries, a Chan master usually gives three kinds 

of lectures: general instructions, interviews and discourses in 
the main hall. During a Chan retreat, if students have special 
questions regarding their practice, they can request a private 
interview to consult the master. This is the interview. When 
there was no Chan Hall in the monasteries in the ancient times, 
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typically after the morning and evening services, monastics 
would gather together in the lecture hall and the master would 
have a talk to guide their practice. This is called the general 
instruction, which is a routine of the monastic life. Discourses in 
the main hall are somewhat special. When a Buddhist ritual to 
deliver beings in all Realms is held, in which usually many lay 
persons take part and provide donations, and if someone offers 
a big donation in the ritual, the abbot will give a discourse in 
the main hall for all the participants. In that case, there are lay 
persons taking part in the lecture.

We must have great faith in the Patriarchal Chan’s Sudden 
Approach and be deeply confident that it will liberate us from the 
suffering of birth and death. If a person has any suspicion of the 
approach, his practice will not be very effective. Furthermore, 
the practitioner should also have faith in the guidance given 
by the master and fully believe that the instructions will bring 
him to genuine realization. However, regarding the Huatou 
investigation, the practitioner had better raise the greatest sense 
of doubt following what is said in a Chan saying: “The greater 
and more profound the questioning, the deeper the enlightenment; 
the smaller the questioning, the shallower the enlightenment; and 
no questioning, no enlightenment.”

In the course of cultivation, we should put aside all the 
knowledge and theoretical understanding obtained from seeing, 
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hearing, perceiving, and learning. However, we should keep on 
raising the Gong’an which we still don’t understand and use it as 
a Huatou. Make the vow to penetrate through it and put all your 
energy into the investigation day and night until we get to the 
point where we look like a numb idiot and even lose the sense of 
direction. Actually, the practitioner’s mind is quite clear in this 
state. He can function normally while eating, sleeping, etc. He 
can be aware of the sensations such as warm or cold, but his mind 
has been interfused with the environment, no longer attaching to 
or discriminating the external things.

All thoughts, discriminations, or conscious thinking have 
disappeared, and nothing is left in the mind. When the right 
circumstances occur, suddenly all the previous opinions and 
judgments will be shattered by the liberating realization that we 
are intrinsically perfect and complete and nothing needs to be 
obtained outside of this mind.

9.  Master Dahui Zonggao (1089~1163, the Song Dynasty) 
Answering a Question

In the present time, there are many so-called masters. Some 
teach students “to rest” during the sitting meditation like a 
“dead monkey.” Some tell students to “pay all attention to the 
silent illumination with an unmoving mind when the sense organs 
encounter the corresponding objects.” Some teach students just 
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to sit and let go of everything.” All these methods will lead to 
the Chan sickness. If a practitioner engages in such a way, he is 
wasting time and cannot reach any genuine realization. As long 
as you can pay whole attention to one object (Huatou), sooner 
or later you will get to the genuine realization. When the causes 
and conditions are mature, you will have the sudden awakening. 
Summon your scattered mind, which is craving for and chasing 
after worldly defilements, and turn it around to Prajna wisdom; 
then with your entire being, keep investigating the Huatou. Even 
if the person is not able to ultimately enlighten himself in this life, 
he will definitely not be held back by evil karmas when dying, 
and the Prajna wisdom will manifest in his future lives. This will 
happen for sure. Don’t be suspicious of it.

Raise the Huatou at every single moment. When defiled 
thoughts arise, it is not necessary to reject or suppress them 
with intentional effort. Just keep the Huatou no matter you are 
walking or sitting. If the Huatou becomes tasteless, this is a good 
situation and you should continue your cultivation. There will 
be an explosive moment when the mind suddenly opens up like a 
flower, illuminating the lands in ten directions. Then the lands of 
Buddhas can manifest on the tip of a hair, and the Dharma wheel 
can be turned while you are sitting on a particle of dust.

禪關策進講要.indd   86 2022/5/5   下午 07:13:14



087Item III

When Causes and Conditions Are Ripe, Enlightenment 
Comes

“Dead monkey” refers to a state of blankness or stupor 
without any liveliness; “to rest” means to empty the mind and not 
to have any thought in meditation. “Put all the attention to the 
silent illumination with an unmoving mind when the sense organs 
encounter the corresponding external objects” emphasizes not 
letting the mind chase what is seen, heard, sensed, and so forth; 
instead, the practitioner should be aware of any movement of the 
mind and be aware that all the phenomena they see, hear, and so 
forth are just “as they are.”

As explained in the Perfect Enlightenment Sutra, there 
are four Chan ailments or mistaken ways of seeking perfection 
— fabricating effort, cessation of all mental formations, no 
interference, annihilation of all desires. “Pay all the attention 
to the silent illumination” is the ailment of fabricating effort, 
“letting go of everything” is no interference; “to rest like a dead 
monkey” is annihilation of all desires. All these methods have 
some defects. If a practitioner follows these ways to practice, the 
supreme enlightenment cannot be realized.

Master Dahuei Zonggao told us to focus the mind on one 
object and not to rest in blankness or dullness. We do not need to 
make effort to contemplate or illuminate, either. We just keep the 
Huatou and investigate decisively until the great mass of doubt is 

禪關策進講要.indd   87 2022/5/5   下午 07:13:14



088 A General Explanation on

formed; sooner or later the sudden enlightenment will be attained.

If the Ultimate Realization Cannot Be Reached in This Life, 
the Benefit from Practice Will Pass Down to Future Lives

“Summon our scattered and craving mind and focus on 
the Huatou investigation. Even if the perfect enlightenment 
cannot be reached in this life, at the moment of death, we will 
not be dragged away by evil karmas, and the Prajna Wisdom 
will manifest in our future lives.” This is absolutely true. Don’t 
be skeptical of it. The practitioner must completely let go of 
attachments to the body, mind, and all worldly things through 
Huatou practice. Then, the Huatou will deeply imprint into the 
mind. The person will have the karmic inclination in future lives 
to engage in such a practice again. Because the mind is unified 
with Prajna instead of worldly troubles, the person will be free 
from the bondage of evil karmas when dying.

Taking Care of the Huatou in the Four Kinds of Deportments
Raise the Huatou at any moment and don’t even try to 

battle against defiled thoughts when they arise. Instead, just go 
back to the Huatou and take care of it during the four kinds of 
deportments — walking, standing, sitting, and lying down. It is a 
good situation if the Huatou becomes tasteless. We just continue 
the investigation, and when the time matures, we will naturally 
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attain enlightenment.
Raise the Huatou whenever we drop it. The Huatou will 

gradually become a coarse thought coming in and out; then the 
thought will turn more and more subtle; and then it will grow 
vaguer and vaguer. Later on, you will get to the point where it 
will become the thought of no thought and a great mass of doubt 
is formed. If scattered thoughts arise, don’t compound another 
thought such as: “Hey, having a scattered thought is not good 
and I need to stop it.” Don’t look for other methods to counteract 
it, either. Just keep watching the Huatou moment after moment 
twenty-four hours a day until the Huatou becomes tasteless and 
meaningless like a gum being chewed for a long time. Some 
people may become frustrated in such a state and even intend to 
give up the practice because they are getting bored. They may 
question what the point of the investigation is since everything is 
“Wu.” Actually, this is a good situation, and you need to continue 
to practice.

We need to put lots of intentional effort in the Huatou 
investigation at the beginning. However, when we reach a certain 
level where we have had some experiences and some control of 
the Huatou, it is a deviation from the reality of all phenomena 
if we still have a strong desire to obtain something, learn 
something, seriously cultivate some methods, or think that there 
is some wisdom that we have attained.
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When we go further to the level of feeling tasteless and 
vague, everything will become remote and seemingly nothing 
is there to be obtained anymore. We should not stop; we need to 
continue the practice. The mind with the thought of nothing to 
obtain, pursue, or apply will calm down slowly and gradually. 
We should certainly not give up at the tasteless stage; otherwise, 
we will have a setback with our practice. It is very important to 
ignore this situation; just keep watching the Huatou and steadily 
continue the investigation. Continue our practice under any 
situation and do not be affected by our emotions.

A Mind that Opens like a Flower and Is Enlightened
At this point, it seems that there is nothing in the mind, 

but actually this “nothingness” itself is still a sensation. Both 
the mind and the Dharma have nowhere to settle. Continue to 
practice patiently under such sense of nothingness, and there will 
be some physical and mental changes happening gradually. Many 
people mistakenly believe that such changes are enlightened 
experiences, but that is misconception. Just continue the Huatou 
investigation at the tasteless stage, and finally the mind will open 
like a flower and be illuminated.

Whether the experience is “a mind that opens like a flower 
and is illuminated” has to be verified by a genuine Chan master 
because the state of the student might just be the unification 
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of body and mind. A truly enlightened person can illuminate 
the pure self-nature and be clearly aware that Dharma realms 
in ten directions manifest in both the sensory organs and their 
corresponding objects moment after moment without departing 
from our body and mind. He is also aware that all dharmas 
(phenomena) in the universe do not depart from the mind and the 
external environment, and everything is complete and perfect. 
The lands of Buddhas can manifest on the tip of a hair, and the 
Dharma Wheel can be turned while one is sitting on a particle 
of dust. One can truly experience the endless Dharma Realms as 
described in the Avatamsaka Sutra (Flower Adornment Sutra).

If the practitioner only sees into the self-nature after “a 
mind that opens like a flower and is illuminated,” the wondrous 
functions are yet to play the role. Although the practitioner is 
able to experience “the lands of Buddhas can manifest on the tip 
of a hair,” he has to wait until the wondrous functions arise so as 
to “turn the Dharma Wheel while sitting on a particle of dust.” 
Otherwise, he has just the experience of such a state without 
being able to manifest it.

Comments from Master Lianchi
Master Dahui Zhonggao said: “In cultivation, other people 

may think of developing Prajna after reaching Samaahi, but for 
me, the Prajna is before Samadhi. When the great mass of doubt 
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sensation explodes in Huatou practice, the body and mind will 
naturally settle and be at ease.

Body and Mind in Harmony after the Great Mass of Doubt 
Shattered

Samadhi or meditative concentration is the tranquility and 
unification of body and mind, and the mind can remain unmoved 
under any circumstances. After the explosion of the great mass 
of doubt, does the practitioner still need to use methods such as 
sitting with legs crossed, counting breaths, or cultivating insight? 
No, it is not necessary to use these methods to cast off body and 
mind layer by layer and then gain Prajna after reaching Samadhi.

In spiritual cultivation, Samadhi and Prajna must be 
conjointly cultivated. If one attains Prajna without the power 
of Samadhi, the Prajna is called “wild wisdom,” meaning the 
wisdom is not rooted in solid foundation. On the other hand, 
some practitioners mistakenly take concentration and harmony of 
body and mind as the experience of enlightenment; they believe 
that everything is thusness with no differences. As a result, they 
are not able to observe their physical and metal activities with the 
illuminous wisdom.

If the cultivation approach is to develop Samadhi first and 
then Prajna, the skill will be achieved from the settling of body 
and mind first; once the Prajna is also developed, the practitioner 
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is able to remain constantly unmoved by external situations. 
In contrast, if one takes the approach of cultivating Prajna first 
and then Samadhi, then when the concentration practice is not 
solidly applied, the Prajna will be like the light of a candle in the 
wind, which is without much power and can be put off by strong 
winds or swings in breezes. With such an approach, even if some 
wisdom has been attained, one might still have problems. So, 
it’s better that the achievement of concentration and wisdom be 
balanced.

On the other hand, for those who have reached Samadhi 
but yet to actualize the wisdom, they may have the inclination to 
abide in some of the four meditative concentrations in the four 
Form Realms or in the four Formless Realms and thus are not 
able to experience the fundamental reality of all phenomena. 
Another possibility is that the wisdom they have attained is 
not the supreme wisdom attained through Patriarchal Chan 
cultivation. It might be just the experience of the empty nature of 
dependent arising, and the experience of the supreme wisdom of 
the Dharma Realms with the insight of “form is emptiness and 
emptiness is form” is still missing. Thus, they are two different 
levels of wisdom.

10. The Instruction by Master Mengshan Yi
At the age of twenty, I already knew that there was such a 
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thing (self-nature or Buddhahood) and had sought the Dharma 
from seventeen or eighteen masters until I was thirty-two. I 
followed them to practice but did not reach realization. Later, I 
learned from Master Wanshan to investigate “Wu.” I was told 
to stay alert twenty-four hours a day without any interruption, 
like a cat staring at a mouse or a hen hatching eggs. The 
commitment should be constant and unshakable before reaching 
the ultimate realization, just as a rat persistently gnawing at the 
wood board of a coffin. He told me that as long as I could follow 
this instruction, I would definitely awaken. Therefore, I deeply 
investigated ceaselessly for eighteen days as he instructed. 
On an occasion after drinking tea, I suddenly understood why 
“Mahakasyapa smiled while Buddha was holding a flower.” I felt 
blissed and requested verification from three or four masters, but 
most of them did not say anything; only one told me to use the 
Sagaramudra-Samadhi (Ocean Symbol Samadhi) and put aside 
everything else. I believed what he said. After two years, in the 
fifth year of the Imperial Jingding (1264), I was in Chongqing 
city in Sichuan Province. In June, I suffered from malignant 
dysentery, which was so serious that I had to go to the toilet 
over a hundred times a day. In such a critical condition, all 
the methods I had learned in the past failed to work, including 
Sagaramudra-Samadhi. I could not talk or move, just waiting for 
death. All the karmic impediments and their connected sufferings 
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arose at that moment, which drove me to desperate fear and agony. 
Then, I summoned all the remaining energy to prepare myself 
for the coming of death. After sitting on a cushion and lighting 
the incense, I prayed in silence to the Three Jewels (Buddha, 
Dharma and Sangha) and the heavenly deities, repenting all my 
evil karmas in the past and making the vow: “if this is the end of 
my life, relying on the force of Prajna, I wish to have the rebirth 
as a human being in the next life and leave home as early as 
possible. If I can recover, I will leave home immediately so as 
to realize enlightenment myself and deliver later practitioners.” 
After making the vow, I raised the Huatou “Wu” and watched 
it inwardly. I felt some movements from the viscera for three or 
four times soon. I ignored them and continued to sit in stillness 
for a long time even without any little movements of my eyelids. 
More time passed, and the sensation of the body disappeared and 
only the Huatou investigation continued. Finally, I got up at the 
end of the day and had already partially recovered; again I went 
back to sit until four in the morning, and at that time I was fully 
recovered with the body and mind in lightness and at ease. In 
August, I went to Jiangling and left home there. One year later, 
I started a study tour alone. One day while cooking, I had the 
inspiration that the realization could only be reached through 
non-interrupted practice (as the rice had to be cooked steadily 
until it was ready).
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Then, I went to study with Master Huanglong Guitang. 
When the demon of drowsiness came for the first time during 
a sitting meditation, I summoned up all my energy. So, it was 
quickly driven away, and so did the second time. When it came 
for the third time, I got up to prostrate for a while and then went 
back to sit on the cushion again. I set up such an approach as my 
strategy. In order to further defeat the demon, I started to use a 
small pillow for sleeping and later to take my arm as the pillow, 
and finally I did not even lie down to sleep. After two or three 
nights, I became so tired that it felt like my feet were floating, 
not able to walk firmly on the ground. Suddenly, dark clouds 
opened up in front of my eyes, and a refreshed light sensation 
pervaded throughout my body like I just finished taking a shower. 
The great mass of doubt was getting even bigger, and the flow of 
investigation was uninterrupted, coming up without my making 
any effort. Neither the five desires nor the eight winds could get 
an entry into it. My mind was as clear as a silver bowl containing 
snow, as clear as the autumn sky after strong winds stop blowing. 
With the awareness that the state was good and I should not stay 
in such a good state, I left for Zhejiang Province.

The hardship of the travelling made the state of my practice 
retrogressed. After I arrived at Master Chengtian Guchan’s place 
and resumed my practice, I vowed not to leave this place before 
truly awakened. My practice level recovered in about one month, 
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but I started to have skin ulcers all over my body. Without any 
concern of my life and all the physical problems, I continued the 
practice intensively, which turned out to be very effective. I could 
sustain my practice while I was in sickness. I went out to take 
part in a dinner-offering one day; watching the Huatou while 
walking, I passed by the dinner place without even being aware 
of that. So, I knew I could maintain my practice in motion. At that 
point, my mind was like the bright moon seen on water with its 
reflection always intact and lively no matter in torrents or surging 
waves. On the sixth of March, while investigating “Wu” in a 
sitting meditation, the chief monk came in to light the incense. 
When I heard the sound of the incense box opening, suddenly 
I knew who I was and understood what kind of a trick Master 
Zhaozhou was playing. Then I made a poem:

Pushing yourself to the dead end of the path;
Seeing that the nature of waves is water;
Eminent Old Zhaozhou,
He is nothing special.
In autumn, I went to Lin’an to meet the following masters: 

Xueyan, Tuigeng, Shikeng, and Xuzhou. Master Xuzhou suggested 
that I go to meet Master Wanshan. When I met him, Master 
Wanshan asked me: “’Light illuminating the rivers and lands 
in silence,’ is this verse made by scholar Zhangzhou?” When I 
was just about to open my mouth and utter a word, the master 
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shouted at me and asked me to get out. From then on, I was in 
a non-discriminative state no matter sitting, walking, or eating. 
After six months, in the spring of the second year, I went out to 
the city. While climbing up the stone steps, all doubts and sense 
of the unknown in my mind thoroughly dissolved like ice melting. 
I totally lost the awareness of my body and its movements then. I 
went back to meet Master Wanshan again; as soon as I heard him 
asking me the same question, I stepped forward and overthrew 
his bed. At that time, all the obscure and unclear Kong’ans I 
had read in the past were understood. You Dharma followers! 
My life would have been wasted if I had not been deadly sick 
in Chongqing. The most important thing on the path is to meet 
a genuine master, and once the master was met, students in the 
past time would closely follow the master to practice day and 
night with great determination and diligence so as to thoroughly 
penetrate this matter.

Fully Immersed in a Huatou
When Master Mengshan Yi was twenty years old, he already 

knew that the ultimate mind is Buddha, and the self-nature is 
perfect and complete. This understanding is essential for the 
cultivation. If one doesn’t have the right view that all sentient 
beings have (by nature) the Buddhahood, all the effort in practice 
can be blindly limited to physical and mental experiences. By 
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thirty-two, he had already studied with seventeen or eighteen 
masters, each of whom taught him one method. However, after 
twelve years’ practice, he still had not attained the enlightenment. 
Then, he went to study with Master Wanshan to investigate the 
Kong’an of “Wu.” In twenty-four hours of the day, he was fully 
devoted and stayed alert to investigate like a cat staring at a 
mouse or a hen hatching eggs. “Alert” here means clarity, not in 
drowsiness or with deluded thoughts.

I never saw a cat catching a rat, but I did see a cat catching 
a bird while working in the garden when I was a novice monk. 
There was a sparrow on the ground looking for worms to eat. A 
cat was crouching nearby in stillness for a long time. Without 
perception of any danger, the bird was getting more and more 
relaxed. The fur of the cat gradually stood up. Raising its tail 
and arching its back, suddenly the cat threw itself at the sparrow 
and bit it. Since a cat can wait in stillness for the right time to 
catch something for ten or twenty minutes, “cats catching rats” is 
often used as an analogy to the single-minded attention in Chan 
investigation. When a hen starts to hatch eggs, it ends up eating 
and drinking very little, which makes it lose weight. If one takes 
the hen away from its eggs, it quickly goes back. The hen hatches 
the eggs devotedly day and night, moving the eggs with its beak 
so that the eggs are evenly heated. The hen never breaks the egg 
shell before the chicken inside is mature. “The hen hatching 
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eggs” means that Chan investigation should not be stopped in the 
whole process.

In a Huatou investigation, don’t raise questions such as 
“when will I be awakened? When can I keep the Huatou steadily? 
When will the doubt expand to a mass?” All of such questions are 
illusory thoughts. What you need to do is practice honestly, and 
you will be quite on the track when the scattered thoughts do not 
arise any more. Before the explosion of the doubt, you must be 
as persistent as a mouse gnawing at the wood board of a coffin. 
The mouse can find a part on the coffin where the wood texture is 
easier to bite, and then it will gnaw at it dedicatedly until having 
a big hole for it to get in and out. With the same principle, one 
should not often change a Huatou. Instead, he should hold on 
to one Huatou to investigate uninterruptedly, and the pure self-
nature will definitely manifest one day.

Master Mengshan Yi followed the instruction to investigate 
the Gong’an of “Wu.” After non-stop practice for eighteen days, 
he was suddenly awakened while drinking tea. Don’t have the 
misconception that he could attain enlightenment with only 
eighteen days’ practice. Actually, it was the result of the past 
twelve years’ effort and the final intensive sprout.

One old monk told Master Mengshan Yi “only to use the 
Sagaramudra-Samadhi (Ocean Symbol Samadhi) to verity.” What 
is “ocean symbol Samadhi?” Waves on the surface of an ocean 
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have different shapes, but the nature of all the waves is nothing 
but water. In other words, our conscious mind does not depart 
from and is the same as the pure nature. The old monk also told 
Master Mengshan Yi to put aside everything else, which means 
that Master Mengshan Yi had accomplished the enlightenment, 
and Master Mengshan Yi believed in what he said.

Not Departing from the Huatou Even in Sickness
The real trial arrived two years later. In June of that 

year, the fifth year of imperial Jingding, Master Mengshan Yi 
suffered from malignant dysentery. It was so serious that he had 
to go to the toilet over a hundred times a day. Dysentery is a 
risky disease without any effective treatment. The patient is in 
extreme weakness and may die. All the karmic impediments and 
suffering arose at that time. Trying his best to put together all the 
remaining energy, he sat on a cushion and burned some incense. 
After paying reverence to the Three Jewels and heavenly deities 
and repented all his evil karmas and deeds of the past, he made a 
vow: “If this is the end of my life, relying on the force of Prajna, 
I wish to be reborn as a human being in the next life and ‘leave 
home’ as soon as possible. If I can recover, I will leave home 
immediately to realize the enlightenment as soon as possible and 
deliver later practitioners.”

After making the vow, he raised “Wu” again and focused the 
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illumination inward to watch the Huatou. The practice at the time 
was different from the practice before. Previously he engaged in 
the investigation with intentional effort to raise the Huatou and 
still needed to seek guidance from the master. Now that he had 
some genuine experiences, the practice became effortless. He 
could just watch the Huatou at ease.

He felt movements in his internal organs soon. Those who 
do not have such an experience may wonder how it can happen. 
Those who are not very healthy are likely to experience lots of 
physical changes in the course of the practice. Especially when 
qi, the vital energy, starts to circulate, chronic problems in their 
viscera will be gradually rid of and the internal secretion will 
turn normal. Consequently, the overall physical condition will be 
improved. There are many such cases. One of my lay disciples 
had a car accident. She used to work at a cigarette factory where 
she had lots of nicotine inhalation, so even the best antibiotics 
were not effective to her and the infection of her wound was 
getting worse. She ignored the problem and immersed herself 
completely in the Dharma practice. Amazingly, she was fully 
recovered soon.

I myself had such experiences as well. When I was in my 
twenties, a tumor was found in my brain. The doctor told me 
that it should be taken out with surgery. At that time, the most 
successful case of brain surgery was that the patient remained 
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paralyzed on a wheelchair for the rest of his life. Besides, I could 
not afford the surgery cost even if I wanted to do it. As a novice 
monk, I had no one to rely on, so I would rather die than become 
handicapped. Without any choice, I had to let it be, so my 
condition was getting worse. Later on, I took part in an intensive 
retreat led my Master Zhuyun on the mindfulness of Buddha’s 
name. Through devotedly prostrating and reciting the Buddha’s 
name, my karmic obstructions were reduced and I was getting 
better, although not fully recovered. Later, my grand master 
passed away, so my master came back to Taiwan from the US, 
and I started to take part in retreats led by him. During the sitting 
meditation one day, I suddenly had severe viscera vibration.

The viscera vibration was so intensive that I was shocked, 
wondering how this could happen or if there was anything wrong. 
My master was right beside me and his words came up to my 
mind: “If death is coming, let it come. There is no point attaching 
to this mortal flesh.” That sounded right. I would rather die in the 
Chan Hall than on a bed. The vital energy was circulating up to 
the brain and I suddenly heard a sound. Then, a strong sense of 
warmth pervaded my body. Since then, not only was I able to sit 
well without too much leg pain, but the method also started to 
become effective.

I went to see a doctor after that viscera vibration and he was 
incredulous that my condition was not deteriorating. The doctor 
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suggested that I have a biopsy check, but I could not afford it. He 
then prescribed some medicine for me and my thinking was that 
I would die anyway when the time was due. I did not pay much 
attention to my physical problems ever since. Nearly forty years 
has passed, and I’m still alive.

If you fear the suffering after death, you’d better come to the 
seven-day Chan retreat, rather than waiting for your descendants 
to perform the seven-day praying ceremony to deliver you after 
you pass away. Participation in a Chan retreat is the best way to 
remove karmic obstructions and accumulate merits. The more 
you practice, the more you reduce your karmic obstructions. At 
the dying moment, the Prajna or supreme wisdom will help you 
be liberated.

Once significant transformation happened to my body 
and mind, my practice became more effective. In the past, the 
practice was very challenging to me because of severe physical 
impediments. There was too much pain and discomfort. With 
only ten or twenty minutes of standing, I would become very tired 
and had to lie down for a rest, let alone doing sitting meditation. 
A few minutes of lying would cause further sore and pain, so I 
had to stand up again. I had to use wood stick or wood sword 
to hit my body everyday with consequential bruises coming up 
everywhere. Once I was leading a forty-nine days’ Chan retreat 
in Dharma Drum Mountain, during the retreat, I used an iron 
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hammer to hit myself until my body became bruised and swollen. 
One of my Dharma brothers was shocked and asked me why I did 
that. I told him that this was my karmic obstruction. The hitting 
could improve the circulation of vital energy; otherwise, I was 
not able to sustain the long day of working because significant 
physical strength was required to lead a retreat. He was very 
concerned and said: “Such severe hitting may break your blood 
vessels, which can block your blood circulation. Since you have 
brain tumor, it may cause cerebral hemorrhage.” At that time, I 
only cared about my responsibilities in the Chan Hall and did not 
have much concern about this mortal flesh. It was more important 
to pluck up energy and strength to teach students. Unexpectedly, 
the hitting was very helpful to my physical condition. I used to 
have lots of hard swollen masses on my body; they became soft 
with the hitting.

As long as one musters great determination to practice, 
karmic obstructions can be removed no matter how deep they are 
and merits will be gradually accumulated as well. Also, afflictions 
of the practitioner and his family will be lessened.

Master Menshan Yi was not afraid of the shaking of the 
internal organs and continued his sitting meditation without 
releasing his legs. If one can persist at such a moment, the body 
will be transformed. If one stops, it will be very difficult to have 
such an experience again because it can only occur when body 
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and mind reach certain unified state without any defiled thoughts 
at that very moment. If practitioners are not able to take this 
opportunity to have a breakthrough, such a state will disappear 
soon. Once disappearing, the state will not come back again 
easily. Even if it comes back, due to the previous experience, the 
practitioner may hesitate again and make the state disappear one 
more time. When under such conditions, one just needs to be 
aware of and observe the movement of the organs without any 
interference.

Master Mengshan Yi continued to watch the Huatou, and 
soon even his eyelids stopped moving. After a longer period 
of time, he felt that his body disappeared. He was badly sick 
with pain in the stomach and lots of physical discomfort. Even 
under such a condition, he could reach the state where the sense 
of body disappeared and only the Huatou continued. This is 
very important because the Huatou has to be in a steady flow. 
He stopped the sitting meditation at night. At that time, he had 
already partially recovered. After rest, he went back to the sitting 
meditation until around four o’clock the second morning and was 
fully recovered from his sickness then.

Consistent Practice without Interruption
A dying person fully recovered in one day by investigating 

a Huatou. Following his vow, he was ordained in Jiangling and 
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then dwelled there. After one year, he left to have a study tour. 
One day in a monastery, while he was cooking he found out that 
if one stopped adding firewood when the rice was half done, the 
rice could never be well cooked. If one kept on opening the pot 
cover while cooking rice, one could never get the rice cooked 
well, either. He got the inspiration that the practice had to be 
continued without interruption. This is very important. I often 
tell you not to break your practice into pieces. If your state is 
good in a sitting meditation but defiled thoughts arise as soon 
as you get up, your practice is not sustained. You must continue 
the investigation without any interruption. Just as forging the 
iron, you should not stop the forging when the iron is still hot; 
otherwise, you will fail.

Then Master Mengshen Yi went to study with Master 
Huanglong Guitang. The first time when he practiced in the 
Chan Hall, he was getting drowsy. By bringing up his energy, 
he quickly drove the drowsiness away. Because of karmic 
obstructions, we are sleepy easily when we are not able to use the 
method very well. When the method starts to be effective, we can 
be in good spirits without much physical or mental discomfort, 
even when sitting all day long. When we are in drowsiness, 
even if we manage to bring up the energy, the drowsiness comes 
back very soon. This is quite normal. Under such conditions, we 
should continue to put in effort and never give up even though 
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none of the methods can overcome the sleepiness. The practice of 
Huatou investigation requires effort for several decades, and it is 
by no means easy to maintain the practice. Master Mengshan Yi 
defeated the demon of drowsiness for the first and second times. 
However, when it came for the third time, he could not regain the 
energy in the sitting meditation. So, he got up to prostrate.

Unless you are in deep sleepiness, you should not get up to 
prostrate. When in sitting, the body and mind are in calmness; 
the Huatou is easier to be maintained and circulation of energy 
is better, which is helpful to generate the vital energy. While 
in motion, such as doing prostrations, it is more difficult to 
watch the Huatou and the effectiveness of the practice is thus 
undermined. Of course, for practitioners who can steadily 
maintain the Huatou very well, no matter in stillness or motion, 
making prostrations will not be a problem.

Master Mengshan Yi took this approach as his strategy to 
counteract drowsiness. He also used a small pillow or his arm as 
a pillow in order not to sleep too much. Finally, he could sleep 
without lying down.

Practicing day and night without much sleep, he became 
very tired. His mind had no attachments and seemingly 
disappeared. When there is no mind to be used, it is the right time 
to “use” the mind. For those whose practice is not solid enough, 
they may lose control at such a moment due to deep drowsiness. 
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Master Mengshan Yi was different. Although he was tired and 
felt that his feet were floating, he still kept the alertness with his 
mind in clarity.

Suddenly the black cloud in front of his eyes was opened 
with all the unknown disappearing. It was just like when the sun 
was shining. His body and mind felt light and at ease as if coming 
out from a shower. The mass of doubt was getting more and more 
powerful, and the Huatou could be maintained effortlessly.

A long-time practice is required before one can reach such a 
state. You need to fully devote yourself to one Huatou, taking care 
of it like a cat catching a mouse or a hen hatching eggs without 
any distractions. Don’t speculate on what is going to happen. 
When deluded thoughts arise, be aware of them and immediately 
return to the Huatou again. Only with such a commitment to the 
Huatou investigation day and night can the great mass of doubt 
be generated and become powerful.

You may have the experience that the Huatou is sometimes 
powerful and sometimes weak. There are several reasons for this 
situation. Firstly, when you are physically weak, the power of 
Huatou will be reduced. Secondly, you may have strong physical 
and mental reactions in a sitting meditation, which makes you 
feel uncomfortable and struggle to handle the situation, and 
then the Huatou is lost. Thirdly, you may be able to reach the 
unification of body and mind in a sitting meditation. However, 
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once you get up to have a rest or to do other things, your mind 
starts to cling to things again; consequently, the state reached in 
the previous sessions of practice is lost. Persistent and steady 
practice for a long time is a must before the Huatou investigation 
can be formed into a mass. You must fully commit yourself to the 
practice; don’t be absent-minded or sporadic.

In Huatou Investigation, the Doubt Must Be Generated
At the beginning of the investigation, we need to raise 

the Huatou intentionally and then generate the doubt. Once the 
doubt is generated, it will become more and more powerful; 
consequently, the wandering thoughts will disappear. If our mind 
focused on the Huatou without the sense of doubt, the practice 
is similar to that of breath-counting, contemplation on a certain 
object, or silent illumination. In those kinds of practices, the mind 
focuses on an object. Although these methods can calm the mind, 
the defect is that the mind may attach to the object.

The doubt is tasteless and meaningless. When you are 
completely absorbed in the ‘doubt,’ the doubt does not have 
much functioning and it will not incur any body and mind 
reaction. In contrast, for those who practice silent illumination, 
they will feel that their body and mind are calm and at ease 
with blissful sensation, and everything seems very clear and 
peaceful. However, you won’t have such experience in Huatou 
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investigation. Since your mind is completely absorbed in the 
Huatou, which is tasteless, meaningless, and indiscriminative, 
your perception of the external world and your own body and 
mind will turn vaguer and vaguer.

If you practice samatha-vipassana, your body and mind 
may have some extraordinary experiences, and you will be very 
clear about the perceptions of your body and mind. However, 
in Huatou investigation, the practitioner will have an empty 
sensation. The mind is in doubt; although it has sensations, 
it is not discriminative; and it is not drowsy, clear, or at ease. 
Sometimes you may feel a little frustrated while sometimes 
feeling that nothing is happening. Sometimes you may have 
wandering thoughts, but they flow away like clouds. Anyway, the 
experience can be so tasteless that you may even not be sure if 
you are still doing the practice. At this stage you should continue 
your practice but don’t intentionally raise the Huatou again. Just 
watch the doubt effortlessly and keep going.

The mind is at ease and is clear about what is happening 
in the outside world, but the mind neither discriminate nor 
attach to any phenomena. You know you are going to the sitting 
meditation after getting up in the morning, and you know you 
are going to bed when you hear the board clapping at night. 
Everything is clear, but if you ask yourself what you did during 
the day, it is hard for you to tell it because your mind does not 
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attach to anything. Such kind of clearness is different from the 
clearness before your practice, because in the past your mind has 
discriminations and attachments but now everything happens and 
then passes away. You are very clear about the state of your body 
and mind, which is beyond any wandering thoughts. This stage 
will last for quite a long time.

Neither Moved by the Five Desires nor Blown Away by the 
Eight Winds

The physical and mental experiences in the Huatou 
investigation are different from those in the four meditative 
concentrations in the Form Realm attained from Samatha-
Vipassana practice. In Samatha-Vipassana practice, sensations of 
joy or bliss arise with the deepening of the meditative absorption, 
and the practitioner can clearly be aware of that. In the Huatou 
practice, only when the great doubt has been generated and the 
Huatou is maintained steadily and subtly can one start to have 
the experience similar to those in the four levels of meditative 
concentration. At this point, everything will be dropped off; there 
are no defiled thoughts arising and the mind doesn’t function 
intentionally, which is actually the state of true investigation. At 
this moment, the mind will not be moved by anything, neither 
five desires nor six sense objects, including fortune, sex, fame, 
food, sleep, sight, sound, smell, taste, touch, and mind; the mind 
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will not be moved by the eight winds as well, which include gain, 
loss, defamation, eulogy, praise, ridicule, sorrow, and joy. The 
eyes can see and the ears can hear, but the mind does not have 
any attaching or discriminating thoughts. That is a wondrous 
experience!

In such a state, the mind is in clear awareness without 
any bondage, and it can go back to the Huatou immediately no 
matter what is happening. For example, if there is a sudden or 
continuous sound, one can clearly hear it, but the mind is able to 
go back to the method right away instead of clinging to the sound. 
No matter how noisy the environment is, one can clearly know it 
but will not be disturbed; it is not necessary to intentionally raise 
the mind to counter the situation, such as asking if the sound 
itself is empty by nature. The sound comes and flows away, and 
the mind responds to it naturally.

The mind and the method are completely unified at this 
point, which is as clear as the autumn sky. Master Mengshan Yi 
knew that he should not abide in such a state of clarity, so he left 
to Zhejiang Province for further studies. The hardships of the trip 
lowered his practice level and the clarity state disappeared.

After arriving at Chengtian Monastery, the practice place of 
Master Guchan, he resumed his practice with the great vow that 
he would never leave that place before his ultimate realization. 
After practicing diligently for over one month, the clarity state 
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and the sense of great doubt came back. Such intensive practice 
could cause the vital energy to go up, which may entail high 
heat that made it easy to have sores. I had such an experience, 
too. Once in a Buddhist Assembly in Dharma Drum Mountain, I 
planned to finish reading forty chapters of Avatamsaka Sutra in 
six days, but I ended up finishing eighty-one chapters, reading all 
day long except when having meals. Because of the effort, I had 
sores all over my body.

In the past, I usually needed to spend quite a long time to 
finish reading the long Avatamsaka Sutra; never have I finished it 
in such a short period. Although it was quite tough, I was greatly 
benefited since it enabled me to have deeper understanding of 
the ultimate doctrinal meaning. My eyes were aching but I was 
in great joy, immersing in the world of Avatamsaka without any 
feeling of fatigue at all. At the end of the Dharma Assembly, I felt 
a big heat and found a boil on my head, caused by the uprising of 
the vital energy.

In the Huatou practice, we need to bring up the energy and 
sometimes high heat comes up easily. In the monastery in the 
old times, the living conditions were very basic. People at that 
time were not able to take a bath frequently and also did not have 
enough knowledge to enjoy good standards of hygiene, so having 
boils or bites by lice were very common.

Master Mengshan Yi had boils all over his body but he 
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did not care about that. This was quite hard because usually the 
boils were very painful and were especially discomfortable when 
mingled with pus and blood. Master Mengshan Yi focused on his 
practice wholeheartedly without any concern of his body, and the 
practice was thus getting more effective.

In Chan, we often ask a question: “If you can practice well 
in the Chan Hall, can you stay on the method while working? 
If you are doing well in working, how about sleeping? If you 
are okay in sleeping, how about in sickness? If you can practice 
in sickness, how about at the moment of dying?” If the answer 
is no, then go ahead with your investigation seriously so as to 
pass the tests one after another. Otherwise, you won’t be able to 
pay King Yama the money you owe him for the food you have 
consumed in this life. Lay people usually make money to buy 
their food but the renunciants rely on donation for their living. 
The renunciants should be more cautious of the claiming from 
King Yama. Actually, both lay people and renunciants have to 
face King Yama. All practitioners have to ask themselves if they 
can maintain their practice in sickness or not.

Amidst Shading Willows and Blooming Flowers, another 
Village Appears

In the past, it was common for lay persons to offer 
vegetarian feasts to the monastics, and the monastics should 
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accept the offering. The place to have the feast could be in the 
monastery or at home of the host. When a lay person offered the 
feast at his home, they would set up the time with the monastery 
in advance. The monastery would send clergies to walk to the 
home of the host to receive the offering. The clergies would leave 
the monastery after breakfast and walk down the mountain to 
have the feast.

One day, Master Mengshan Yi left the monastery to receive 
the offering. He continued engaging in the Huatou while walking 
and passed the home of the host without even noticing it. 
Because of the single-minded concentration, he could maintain 
the practice in movements while his mind was as clear and lively 
as the bright moon without taints or distractions. Here “lively” 
is very important. Don’t end up with a dead mind under the 
Huatou. Many people may become numb and dull in the Huatou 
investigation at the beginning of the practice. If such a situation 
continues, it means that they are not making any progress.

Master Mengshan Yi said that on the sixth of March, while 
investigating “Wu” during a sitting meditation, the chief monk 
came in to light the incense. There are usually many positions 
in a monastery. The head of the monastery is the abbot, and 
the chief monk is second to the abbot, who usually has great 
accomplishments in his learning, reputation, practice, and 
observing of precepts. The chief monk can give Dharma talks 
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on behalf of the abbot. The incenses were in a box, and when 
the box was opened, it emitted a sound. Mengshan Yi described 
his experience as such: “When I heard the sound, suddenly I 
knew who I am.” The sound was probably low to the chief monk 
but was loud to Master Mengshan Yi. The lively state of the 
Huatou investigation suddenly shattered, and he automatically 
understood who he really was. No longer cheated by the tricks 
Master Zhaozhou used to play, he composed a poem:

Pushing yourself to the dead end of the path;
Seeing that the nature of waves is water;
Eminent old Zhaozhou,
He is nothing special.
“Dead end of the path” means on the path of Chan 

cultivation, you have to reach a point where as a verse of a poem 
described “the hills and streams end and there seems no road 
beyond; then amidst shading willows and blooming flowers, 
another village appears.” “Push yourself to the dead end of the 
path” means not to engage in your habitual conscious thinking 
but go straightforward on the path until you have no way to go. 
Do not make turns or change directions when you encounter 
obstacles. Just go straight forward no matter what will be 
confronted on the path and disregard any distractions. Only when 
you reach the dead end of the path will you be able to realize 
that “the nature of waves is water.” The wave will never stop if 
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the wind is blowing. In order to penetrate through the nature of 
waves, you have to vigorously engage in your practice to stop 
the wind, which means to cut off all conscious activities. The 
affliction itself is Bodhi at the very moment when you stop the 
wind, and all the phenomena are Tathagata in purity. “Eminent 
old Zhaozhou; he is nothing special.” Great Master Zhaozhou 
admired by everybody is actually nothing special after I have 
seen through the tricks he played.

Light Illuminating the Rivers and Lands in Silence
After the awaking, he left to further visit other masters. In 

the autumn of that year at Lin’an, Master Mengshan Yi visited 
Master Xueyan, Master Tuigeng, Master Shikeng, and Master 
Xuzhou. Master Xuzhou suggested that he go back to meet 
Master Wanshan. Once meeting each other, Master Wanshan 
asked him: “Light illuminating the rivers and lands in silence. Is 
this verse from scholar Zhangzhou?” The moment he was about 
to respond, Master Wanshan shouted at him and chased him out.

You can investigate this situation: “The reason why you 
asked me questions was to expect an answer. You drove me 
out even before I started to talk and without knowing what my 
answer would be.” Why? People who have truly seen into the 
original nature can turn around here. Only those who have turned 
around can have the insight of the real purpose or function of the 
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trick. After shouted by Master Wanshan, Master Mengshan Yi 
left. He needed to investigate thoroughly on what had happened. 
Actually, there is always an entry to the Dharma, but one should 
not abide there once getting into the entrance. On the contrary, 
one should get out of it so as to let the wondrous and spontaneous 
functions of the wisdom arise, which is the genuine “seeing the 
Buddha-nature and illuminating the mind”. Otherwise, if one 
gets the entrance and stays in the experience of body and mind in 
emptiness, purity, and peace, this is not enough because one has 
not turned around and got out. There is profound wisdom here 
requiring one to experience by oneself. If I explain it for you, it 
will be meaningless.

From then on, he was in a non-discriminative state no 
matter sitting, walking, or eating, with Samadhi and Prajna 
conjointly cultivated. If our practice is not solid enough, after 
seeing the self-nature and temporarily illuminating the mind, 
discriminative thoughts can easily come back once the power 
of meditative concentration deteriorates. Great masters have 
very deep and solid practice so that they can maintain their state 
because the Samadhi and Prajna are interfused after seeing the 
true nature. Their mind can be truly non-discriminative under any 
circumstances.

Six months later, in the spring of the second year, Master 
Mengshan Yi went out to the city one day. While climbing up the 
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stone steps on his way back, all doubts and the sense of unknown 
in his mind dissolved suddenly like the melting of ice, and the 
awareness of the body walking was totally lost. This state seemed 
similar to what happened on his way to receiving the feast. 
However, there were actually some differences. The level now 
was the cultivation after awakening, so deeper enlightenment was 
attained after previous awakening.

He went back to meet Master Wanshan again. He heard him 
ask the same question again: “Light illuminating the rivers and 
lands in silence. Is this verse from scholar Zhangzhou?” Right 
before Master Wanshan shouted at him, Master Mengshan Yi 
went forward and overthrew his bed. What does this action mean? 
It was truly an enlightened person’s behavior. At that time, he had 
achieved the state of “seeing the Buddha-nature,” getting in and 
out freely and at ease. All the obscure and unclear Kong’ans were 
fully understood then.

The Genuine Master
Later, Master Mengshan Yi proclaimed in his Dharma talk: 

“My life would have been wasted if I had not been deadly sick 
in Chongqing. The most important thing on the path is to meet 
a genuine master; once meeting him, one should closely follow 
the master to practice day and night with great determination and 
diligence so as to thoroughly penetrate through this matter (of 
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birth and death).”
This is very true. People who do not truly have the right 

view may give a casual remark to a practitioner: “You are 
enlightened! Congratulations!” A real verification by no means 
can be given by a seal made of bean curd. (Note: verification 
means “sealing or stamping.” It refers to the official seal used 
by an emperor or magistrate to put a formal approval on a 
document. In Chan, we speak of seals made of pure gold or seals 
made of bean curd to indicate if a person’s practice is qualified or 
unqualified.)

Through Master Mengshan Yi’s cultivation experiences, we 
can understand that from making the initial resolve to step on the 
path, one should throw his whole being into the practice without 
any fear of hardships or physical problems. There are different 
levels of enlightenment, so a practitioner should not have the 
false view that the complete enlightenment can be reached at 
once. Continuous cultivation and lots of effort are still required 
after the initial enlightenment. It is not ultimate if one can get in 
but cannot get out. After Master Mengshan Yi reached his second 
level of enlightenment, he went to meet Master Wanshan. When 
Master Wanshan tested him with a question, he was still trying to 
give an answer coming from his conscious mind, which means 
that he was still trapped by the immediate phenomena. Master 
Wanshan shouted at him and drove him out. The moment he fully 
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penetrated into the fundamental reality, he was aware that any 
word was actually redundant.

The question from Master Wanshan became redundant, so 
Master Mengshan Yi just went ahead and overthrew his bed. Such 
a behavior was a manifestation of the mind-to-mind transmission 
between a master and his disciple. If a master and his disciple 
truly understand each other, they can express such understanding 
in any way. However, if the practitioner stays on the experience 
of seeing the Buddha-nature but cannot get out or turn around, 
his practice is still in a dead state.

Many of my students have attained the first-level experience, 
but they cannot turn around. They still need to continue the 
practice so as to get out and make the wondrous and spontaneous 
function of wisdom arise. When you are able to use the method 
freely, you should bear in mind that genuine practice is long-term 
cultivation; you should also foster and investigate in daily life. In 
this way, you can gradually attain the spiritual growth.

Comments from Master Lianchi
People tend to retrogress when they suffer from physical 

sickness, but this old master practiced even more intensively 
while in sickness, which finally made him achieve the great 
accomplishment. This was not by accident! All Chan practitioners 
should inspire themselves to develop such spirit when they are 

禪關策進講要.indd   122 2022/5/5   下午 07:13:15



123Item III

suffering.

Resolving to Pursue the Way despite Sickness
When people are sick, they tend to take care of the body and 

suspend the practice. They may think of resuming the practice 
after recovery; however, such suspension can be everlasting. I 
myself badly suffered from physical problems when I was young. 
Because deep remorse was aroused by the stern scolding from 
my master, I determined to cast aside this mortal flesh. After 
that, I started to have the sense of urgency for mind cultivation, 
so the practice became more and more effective. As far as mind 
cultivation is concerned, the younger the better. A young student 
is more energetic and does not have as much fear of obstacles 
or death while old people typically have less energy and less 
incentive to make changes. Now, I’m getting old. If I started 
my practice now, it will be very difficult to achieve anything. 
Actually, it is better for one to experience some difficulty or 
illness at young age because when death comes near, one tends 
to be more incented to concentrate on the practice; otherwise, he 
may believe that he still has lots of time or he can practice in the 
future when he is less busy. This is indeed a bad attitude.

The deadly disease pushed Master Mengshan Yi to make 
a great vow. When you are in a desperate situation, it may push 
you to have the very last try. You should not wait until your last 
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minute to make up your resolve because it might be too late. 
Master Mengshan Yi had accumulated great skills from his 
previous practice so that under such a critical situation, he was 
able to summon his remaining energy to make a vow. For us, we 
might be defeated even by an ordinary diarrhea. Don’t wait until 
you are dying to start your practice. Some experiences of your 
own suffering or seeing other people suffering should inspire 
you to practice. Those who feel the strong urgency to penetrate 
through the reality of birth and death never slack off, and the 
practice only becomes effective when one has sufficient self-
motivation. Everyone has to face his own matter of birth and 
death one day. No matter what other people do, no matter they 
are relaxing or having a rest, you need to discipline yourself 
not to be self-indulgent and never be defeated by suffering from 
sickness.

Master Mengshan Yi practiced diligently in severe sickness 
and finally accomplished the ultimate reality. To achieve such 
an accomplishment is by no means easy. It is impossible to be 
awakened or greatly benefited in a short period of practice. Your 
entire energy should be put forth in the practice so as to instill the 
seeds of non-stopping diligence into your eighth consciousness. 
As a result, the benefit can be long-lasting. It is of no use if your 
body is sitting in the Chan Hall while your mind is wandering 
around or in drowsiness. You must pluck up great determination 
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to strive forward.
When you are sick, Master Mengshan Yi’s experience 

can be an incentive for you to be persistent in practice and not 
to become lazy. If a practitioner can truly get the benefit from 
Chan cultivation, his body and mind can always be in harmony 
and at ease under any situation. Although afflictions or scattered 
thoughts may also arise and the sitting meditation may not 
always work well, most of the time he can have a clear mind and 
be at ease. Furthermore, with the properly established right view, 
one will neither have the annihilated view on all phenomena nor 
hesitate or retrogress on the path. He will clearly know where he 
needs to improve and continue to practice with effort, following 
those great masters.

It is not easy to obtain the form of a human and even more 
difficult to hear the Buddha Dharma; it is especially precious to be 
able to practice the Patriarchal Chan, which is a part of Mahayana 
Buddhism. All of us are able to see and experience the intrinsic 
pure and complete nature as long as we can practice vigorously 
and properly. For sure, there will be the moment for all of us to 
be fully free and at ease. Don’t let such a great Dharma gate to 
slip away from us. In the past, only Buddhist clergies could have 
access to such great Buddha Dharma. Most of them were males 
because it was not easy for females to be ordained and there was 
no monastery for females. Now the institution of Sangha has 
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been dramatically changed, and more females than males go to 
the monastery to practice. Females are generally more diligent, 
more accomplished, and more supportive to the propagation of 
the Dharma. The orthodox Buddhist teaching still exists in this 
age, and the realization relies only on our honest effort.

11.  The Instruction by Master Su’an Tian from 
Yangzhou

In the present times, fewer people are solidly determined in 
Chan investigation. Once picking up a Huatou, practitioners are 
easily entangled with two demons — drowsiness and scattering; 
they do not know that actually the sense of doubt itself is the cure 
for the two demons. The deeper one’s faith and confidence are, 
the bigger the doubt is. Drowsiness and defiled thoughts will 
disappear when the doubt is strong.

Sense of Doubt is the Cure for Drowsiness and Defiled 
Thoughts

Practitioners should believe in the existence of the pure 
nature and it can be realized ultimately; they should also believe 
that enlightenment can be obtained with wholehearted practice 
in Huatou investigation and the sense of doubt will become 
more and more solid and turn into a big mass. If firm confidence 
cannot arise, the Huatou cannot be maintained. Consequently, 
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the Hauatou stays for a while and then disappears. With such 
constant appearing and disappearing, even a lifetime investigation 
will be in vain. Don’t just repeat the Huatou like reciting the 
Buddha’s name or counting breaths or the practice of Samatha-
Vipassana, sitting there in quiescence, which may easily conduce 
to drowsiness or the arising of defiled thoughts. Huatou practice 
is to investigate what a Huatou really is. There is a strong sense 
of urgency or anxiety to understand, to know, and to associate; 
it is a sense of something important you still don’t know but 
urgently need to know.

As soon as you are aware of the drowsiness and defiled 
thoughts, just ignore them and immediately raise the Huatou. 
Release your legs if they are painful. Take a walk or prostrate 
if you are tired. The doubt should be continued to a point that 
the question is fully interfused with your whole being. The 
drowsiness and defiled thoughts will not easily occur after the 
sense of doubt arises.

At the beginning of Huatou investigation, the practice is 
coarse. One has to cultivate with his entire attention, upright 
the back, open eyes widely and forcefully ask himself: “What 
ultimately is it? What is ‘Wu’?” Although you cannot look for 
an answer coming from your conscious thinking, you may feel 
the circulation of vital energy or have some physical discomfort 
during the questioning. If such a situation happens, you can relax 
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a little bit. This kind of forceful questioning is not the best way 
for the practice but is an expedient for those who have difficulty 
mastering the technique of the investigation. Once on track, such 
a rigid way should be dropped since it may cause the practitioner 
to feel high heat and thirst; his eyes may turn red, or he may have 
difficulty falling asleep.

According to my experience, the forceful questioning can 
help maintain the sense of doubt and keep it there. You can 
continue such forceful asking until the doubt becomes powerful 
and continuous. Then the questioning “What ultimately is ‘Wu’?” 
can be asked at longer intervals; the mind can be immediately 
interfused with the doubt upon questioning. When you go further 
until the mass of doubt arises, the perception of the Huatou will 
be vaguer, and you will be fully immersed in the doubt. This is a 
deeper level of the practice.

You can be clearly aware of the changing process of your 
mind in Huatou practice. You may need to make use of sitting 
meditation to maintain the sense of doubt at the beginning, but 
later you will be able to keep the doubt in motion or immediately 
return to the doubt when you lose it. Anyway, the doubt should 
be raised at any moment until it becomes a single thought of 
questioning; it then turns from a coarse thought to a subtle 
thought and finally becomes the thought of no thought.

When the thought is in your mind and you are clearly aware 
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that you are tied up by this very thought while practicing, this is 
the right mindfulness. If you become drowsy or fall in lethargy 
in the sitting meditation and do not know how to counteract, it 
means you have lost the right mindfulness. At the beginning of 
Huatou investigation, you should be clearly aware that you are 
investigating, but the situation will change when you reach the 
state of no thought. You need to be very clear about the process 
in the practice.

12.  The General  Instruction by Master Baiyun 
Wuliangcang from Chuzhou
At any time of the day, walk with the Huatou, stand with the 

Huatou, sit with the Huatou, and lie down with the Huatou. Your 
mind is like a chestnut covered by the shell with sharp thorns 
all over it, which cannot be swallowed by illusions, five desires 
(fortune, sex, fame, food, and sleep), or three poisons (craving, 
aversion, deluded thoughts). You are thoroughly immersed in the 
doubt no matter walking, standing, sitting, or lying. You stay in 
dullness and numbness all day long. When you catch a sight of 
something or hear a sound under the condition, a great explosion 
will take place immediately.

Practice Honestly
In Chan cultivation, it is very important to be guided by 
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a master who can provide appropriate instructions or guidance 
according to the situation of the student. I experienced lots of 
difficulties and hardships during my practice; I barely knew how 
I was able to survive. However, after reading the stories of the 
patriarchs, I realized that my path was much easier than those of 
the patriarchs and how fortunate I was to be able to get benefits 
from the Buddha Dharma under the guidance of my master.

Before awakening, one’s body and mind should be wrapped 
up by the sense of doubt, like the shell of a chestnut fruit which 
is full of hard thorns and cannot be swallowed by sight, sound, 
smell, taste, touch, thoughts, craving, aversion, and illusion. 
When my practice reached such a state, neither did I attach to any 
external environment nor did I care about whether the external 
things existed or not. No images or marks were left no matter 
what I saw. I was in clarity all the time without any clinging 
to or binding by anything, just immersed in the great mass of 
doubt no matter walking, standing, sitting, or lying. It was a very 
interesting and amazing experience.

The sensation of body and mind becomes vague when the 
practitioner is fully interfused with the sense of doubt. This is just 
a state of clarity in quiescence and peace, and the Huatou still 
needs to be raised: “What is ‘Wu’? What ultimately is ‘Wu’?” 
The forceful questioning should be continued but not as fierce as 
that in the past. People can have lots of different experiences in 
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the state of clarity. No matter what kind of experience occurs, just 
watch it but neither attach to nor abide in it. Instead, the question 
must be raised immediately to enhance the sense of doubt: “What 
is ‘Wu’?”

At this stage, one may seem dull and numb, and his eyes will 
not move around. When eating meals, he will not discriminate the 
taste or the dishes. If someone asks him: “Did you have breakfast 
this morning?” He probably needs to think about it for a while 
because he did not pay real attention to the meal. All of such 
experiences are part of the process of practice, and they disappear 
if one’s mind becomes scattered again. When the body and mind 
are in quiescence and harmony, one eats and sleeps much less 
but can still be in a good physical and mental condition. The 
deeper the practice is, the better his health becomes. At that time, 
any situation can become the factor to make the enlightenment 
happen.

When the doubt has expanded to a great mass and one is 
fully absorbed in it but is not able to get out, a few words from 
the master may help the practitioner to break the shell. It is the 
most prestigious role of the master because such help should only 
be given at the right time. Sometimes one has to wait for this 
opportunity for a very long time. However, it may take several 
decades to get the right causes and conditions for the explosion 
of the doubt to happen; practitioners may even have setbacks 
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with the level of their practice. If it happens that a practitioner 
reaches that point in the Chan Hall, a forceful guidance from the 
master may immediately entail a shattering explosion, causing 
the body and mind to be entirely cast off. To summarize, with the 
solid and honest practice, one can definitely be enlightened when 
conditions are ripe.

13.  Master Siming Yonggangruan Answering a Letter 
from a Student
Great doubt has to be generated in the practice. Your 

doubt still cannot last for one or half a month at this moment. If 
the genuine doubt becomes unshakable right there, you will no 
longer be afraid of any illusion. Just go ahead with the vigorous 
and determined practice, looking like someone in numbness all 
day long. When the right moment arrives, the turtle will be there 
in a jar for you to capture.

What Ultimately Is “Wu?”
This is not an instruction but an excerpt from Master 

Siming Yongruangang’s reply to a letter from his student. If 
the Huatou practitioner is abiding in the state of clarity with no 
scattered thoughts arising, in Chan such a state is analogous 
to “a ghost guarding his own corpse” or falling into the “black 
mountain ghost cave” or “soaking the stone in cold water,” 
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which means it will never conduce to realization. You need to 
be always clear about the level of your practice: “Am I still in 
the scatteredness? Or in lethargy?” Huatou investigation is not 
about attaining meditative concentration or about whether one 
still has vexations or not. The method needs to be used no matter 
when you are in drowsiness, illusion, anxiety, or restlessness. 
“What ultimately is it? What ultimately is it?” It doesn’t matter 
if the mind is wandering to somewhere else during the process 
of the questioning. Just bring it back and continue to ask the 
question. You don’t need to have a settled mind, the experience 
of meditative concentration, any particular kind of sensation, or 
even the theoretical knowledge of the Buddha Dharma for the 
practice. What really matters is to seriously generate the doubt: 
“What is it? What ultimately is it?”

For example, in the investigation of the Huatou “Wu,” if 
the doubt cannot be raised by asking “Wu,” one can study the 
Kong’an of “Wu,” which can be helpful to bring out the sense 
of doubt. “Someone asked Master Zhaozhou ‘Does a dog have 
Buddha’s nature?’ and Zhaozhou replied: ‘No.’” In order to 
generate the doubt, you may think this way: “The Buddha said 
that all sentient beings are endowed with perfect wisdom of the 
Tathagata. How come the dog does not have Buddha’s nature? 
If the dog does not have Buddha’s nature, do I have it? What is 
Buddha’s nature? Why is ‘Wu’?” Such thinking itself is doubt, 
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and the sense of doubt will arise by further questioning, but do 
not try to seek any answer.

The questioning should be continued after the sense of 
doubt arises: “Why? What is ‘Wu?’ What indeed is ‘Wu?’” You 
should pay your full attention to the question but never try to give 
an answer. “What ultimately is it?” It is something I don’t know, 
but I really want to know. What is it?

Departing from Consciousness and Ending the Verbal Path
Do not use knowledge or speculation, such as I’m comprised 

of four elements and five skandhas, I was given birth by my 
parents, or use other doctrinal teachings; these are the analyzing 
methods used by gradual approaches. In Patriarchal Chan 
practice, the body and mind are guided to a focused point by the 
Huatou and the doubt until all conscious activities completely 
stop; at that time, one reaches the state of no mind and touches 
the essence of Chan.

Chan is a transmission apart from the doctrinal teaching. 
Chan practice is to depart from the consciousness with the 
extinction of all mental activities and ending of the verbal path. 
You just need to raise a Huatou to generate the doubt, which is 
a great doubt closely related to your life and death. You should 
try to make the doubt sustainable. It is by no means easy to be 
achieved in a short time, but at least you should do your best to 
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maintain the Huatou steadily.
After the doubt has truly arisen, one’s mind can be clearly 

aware that the doubt is vaguely there, discursive thoughts does 
not come up anymore, and the body and mind are in harmony and 
tranquility. In this state, one may have all kinds of experiences. 
Someone may hear the voice of a Buddha speaking the Dharma 
or have the perception of the boundless universe. Sometimes 
one may see the mountains, rivers, and lands right in front of his 
eyes. The practitioner should be very careful not to attach to such 
experiences because they are just states of mind caused by the 
unification of body and mind, which has nothing to do with the 
ultimate purpose of Chan investigation.

Once you have stepped on the right track of the practice, 
your mind remains unmoved even if Tai Mountain is collapsing 
right in front of you. You will be very clear about what is 
happening but continue to do what you are supposed to do. Your 
mind will be fundamentally different from that of the past, with 
no discrimination, craving, or clinging. The mind will function 
when you need it but will not have any attachment afterwards. 
The body and mind are totally free and at ease. It is a pity that 
you are not yet able to experience such a state. How wonderful 
the Buddha Dharma is, and how marvelous the practice is! It 
is such a pity if one cannot have some genuine experiences. 
Everyone is endowed with the pure nature, the Buddha’s nature, 
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and liberated wisdom, which is exactly the same as the Buddha’s. 
If we cannot have it manifested and utilized but suffer deeply 
from illusions and afflictions, how pathetic our life is!

Fierce Determination and Perseverant Practice
I can ensure that the Huatou method can bring genuine 

benefits to you. When the time arrives, you will no longer suffer 
from any confusion or illusion. As long as you can raise fierce 
determination to persist in the cultivation and stay with the 
Huatou moment after moment, sooner or later you will see the 
true nature.

The instructions from patriarchs compiled in this book are 
not to increase your theoretical knowledge but to tell you the 
proper way to proceed with the practice. You should clearly know 
how to practice, timely correct your mistakes once you identify 
them, and follow instructions from the patriarchs. The directions 
in which the patriarchs developed and methods they used can 
give you great inspiration. If you rely only on your own effort 
without proper guidance from masters, you may go astray when 
confronting obstacles. It can be extremely difficult to turn back 
after deviating to the wrong path.
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14.  The General Instruction by Master Xueyanqin from 
Yuanzhou
Time does not wait for people, and the next life will come 

in a blink of an eye. Why not investigate thoroughly and look 
deeply into it (the matter of birth and death) when you are still 
strong and in good health? How fortunate we are to be able to 
live on this famous mountain with great water, a place under the 
protection of deities, a place with transmission of patriarchs’ 
teaching, with bright and clean practice halls, clean gruel and 
rice, and a sufficient heating system and water for bath. If you 
are not determined to penetrate through the fundamental truth, 
it means that you have given up on taking care of yourself; you 
are indeed a deeply defiled person with dull karmic roots. If you 
have no idea how to proceed, why don’t you consult the masters? 
You need to seek the Dharma from at least five masters. They may 
tell you this or that in difference. You need to keep their words in 
your mind and investigate the meanings again and again. What 
ultimately does that mean?

Investigate Again and Again
If you think that “looking deeply into it” is to search for 

answers from the doctrines or to have your body and mind 
resonating with the teaching of the master, this is misconception. 
You must investigate “Why is it?” The key point is to ask “Why” 
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again and again. What ultimately is it? Why is it like this? Try 
hard to generate the doubt and investigate.

I left home and was tonsured at five. As the attendant of the 
chief monk, I got the chance to know the existence of the ultimate 
reality by hearing his talks with guests, and I deeply believed in 
that. I started to learn sitting meditation. I became an ordained 
monk at sixteen. I started my study tour at eighteen and first went 
to practice with Master Yuan in his monastery in Shuanglin. 
From then on, I never stepped out of the monastery from day to 
night. Even when I went to the dormitory or the service area, I 
held my hands in front of my chest so as not to look around and 
my vision was within three feet in front.

At the beginning, I investigated the Huatou “Wu.” One 
day, I withdrew and reflected on the Buddha nature before a 
thought arose. Frozen at that very moment, my mind turned 
completely still with extreme clarity. A day passed in a flash, 
and I did not even hear the sound of bell and drum (signals for 
monastery activities). At nineteen, I went to Lingyin Monastery. 
I received a letter from Master Chuzhou there. He told me: “The 
experiences of your practice are as useless as stagnant water. 
Your application of the method is interrupted when you shift 
between stillness and activities. In Chan investigation, the doubt 
has to be aroused. Small doubt entails small enlightenment, and 
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big doubt entails big enlightenment.” His instruction was right 
at that point, so I changed my Huatou to investigate “dried shit.” 
Although I went all out to investigate the Huatou and generate 
the doubt, I was always defeated by either drowsiness or 
discursive thoughts. I was not able to maintain a clear state even 
for a short while.

I moved to Jingci Monastery to practice sitting mediation 
together with seven Dharma brothers later. We packed our 
quilts and decided not to lie down to sleep. There was a senior 
monk named Xiu who practiced outside the monastery. He sat 
on the cushion like a piece of iron every day. While walking, 
he opened his eyes and hung down his arms like an iron stick. 
It was impossible to go near him and have a talk with him. I 
kept practicing without lying down to sleep for two years and 
had gone through extreme sleepiness and drowsiness. Finally, 
I decided to abandon such a way of cultivation. I was fully 
rejuvenated two months later. I realized that the ultimate reality 
could not be attained by giving up sleep. Sound sleep at midnight 
was important to maintain strength and good spirits.

I met Xiu in the corridor and got the opportunity to talk 
to him one day. I asked him: “You always stayed away from 
me when I intended to talk to you last year. Why?” He replied: 
“As a genuine practitioner who is cultivating the Way, how can 
one think about talking to others before one has accumulated 
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some genuine skills in the practice?” I further asked: “I cannot 
defeat drowsiness and scattering.” He said: “You did not 
practice fiercely enough. If you sit on a high cushion with your 
back upright and put forth your entire energy into the Huatou 
investigation, how can drowsiness and discursive thoughts ever 
manifest?” I followed his admonishment. Both the body and the 
mind were forgotten soon, and I was in clarity for three days and 
nights without even blinking my eyes.

At noon time of the third day, I bumped into Xiu again while 
I was walking at the main gate of the monastery practicing the 
same method I used during sitting meditation. He asked me: 
“What are you doing here?” I answered: “To cultivate the Way.” 
He asked further: “What is the Way in your definition?” I could 
not answer him while the sense of doubt turned even greater. 
Just as I intended to go back to the Chan Hall to sit, I met the 
chief monk and he said to me: “Open your eyes widely to see 
‘What ultimately is it?’” Being reminded of the same question, 
I wanted to do nothing but go back to the Chan Hall. As soon 
as I sat down on the cushion, suddenly everything shattered like 
the ground thoroughly collapsing, which was an inexpressive 
experience and could not be compared to anything else in the 
world. I stood up to look for Xiu. As soon as Xiu saw me, he 
immediately said “congratulations!” He held my hands to take 
a walk along the dyke of the west lake planted with willow trees. 
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Looking up at the sky and down at the ground, I realized then no 
matter what phenomena I saw or heard, those in the past I used 
to be averse or those afflicted me were all the natural outflow 
from my wondrous and illuminous true nature. My mind remained 
unmoved for more than half a month.

Unfortunately, I did not meet a great master with sharp 
skillful means. I was not supposed to bind myself to the stage of 
insight, which was an impediment to the right view. The clarity 
state was interrupted when I fell asleep. I could understand a 
Kong’an if it had some clues but was not able to understand 
the more abstruse ones; they were still like “silver mountains 
and iron walls” to me. Although I got the transmission from my 
master, Wuzhun, and later became an abbot, for many years 
there was not a single word or phrase from him which could hit 
the knot in my mind. There was also no verse from doctrines or 
recorded sayings that could cure the sickness. It had stuck in my 
chest for ten years.

While walking in the Buddha Hall of the Tianmu Monastery 
one day, lifting my eyes I caught a sight of an old cypress tree. 
When the image appeared in my eyes, suddenly all the previous 
states and the obstructions stuck in my mind shattered; I felt like 
a person coming out from a dark room to a place with bright 
sunshine. From then on, I had no more doubt about birth, death, 
Buddha, and patriarchs.
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Unbroken Application of the Method between Motion and 
Stillness

There are three barriers in Chan. Transcending the first 
barrier means to see the true self-nature or penetrate the ultimate 
reality of all phenomena (the psycho-physical constituents). We 
can explain all phenomena from three aspects: nature, form, and 
function. Transcending the first barrier is to see the nature of all 
phenomena, but the mind has not yet been illuminated at this 
point. Once the second barrier is broken through, one can truly 
understand that the form of all phenomena is in the mind, which 
encompasses all things in the universe. When the final barrier 
is broken through, one can apply the wondrous functions of 
all phenomena, meaning one will have all the skillful means to 
deliver sentient beings from suffering, such as the ten Paramitas: 
giving, observing precepts, patience, exertion, meditative 
concentration, wisdom, expedient means, vow, power, and 
intelligence; these are the genuine and marvelous functions.

From the experiences of Master Xueyan, we can tell that the 
first priority in Chan cultivation is to pluck up great determination 
to investigate the Hautaou wholeheartedly regardless of any 
difficulty. You need to keep the unbroken application of the 
method, which means that the method should be applied both in 
sitting meditation and in all other activities without interruption. 
Furthermore, you should also be able to endure hardships and 
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keep going with perseverance under any difficult situations. Chan 
cultivation is a very long journey requiring committed effort. 
Don’t take small accomplishments as the ultimate awakening, 
because the body and mind need to be cast off layer by layer and 
partial realization is by no means ultimate.

We can see from this instruction by Master Xueyan that 
each of his enlightened experience was different, and each was 
attained through a very long period of practice. He had some 
initial taste of Chan through committed investigation of “Wu” 
at Master Yuan’s place when he was eighteen. In nineteen, 
he received a letter from Zhuzhou to investigate “dried shit.” 
After the doubt arose, he not only lost the power of meditative 
concentration attained in previous practice but was even not able 
to defeat drowsiness and discursive thoughts. He went to Jingci 
Monastery where he applied a forceful practice. After two years 
of effort without lying down, he got an encouraging advice from a 
senior monk to “adjust your cushion to ensure that you sit upright 
and put forth the entire energy into the Huatou investigation.” 
Following this advice, he finally defeated drowsiness and 
distractions. Three days and nights later, he was in deep clarity 
with his body and mind at ease in brightness and harmony.

Great Doubt Entails Great Enlightenment
In the afternoon of the third day, in a state of deeply unified 
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mind he encountered the senior monk Xiu. Xiu asked him: 
“What is called the Way?” He could not answer it because of a 
strong sense of doubt inside; he just wanted to go back to the 
Chan Hall to meditate. On his way back, he met the chief monk. 
The chief monk told him to open his eyes widely to see and ask: 
“What ultimately is it?” At that time, he had reached the clarity 
state where motion and stillness cancelled each other and the 
mental obstructions dissolved. Being trapped in the harmonized 
sensation of body and mind, he was still not able to get out from 
the form of unification. Therefore, when pushed by the forceful 
questioning from two masters, he could not make the immediate 
turnaround to respond. With the expanding sense of doubt, he just 
wanted to go back to continue his meditation.

Getting into the Chan Hall, the doubt was about to explode 
after being forcefully pushed by the two masters. The moment 
he touched the cushion, the little movement of the cushion 
pulled him out of the state of concentrated quiescence and 
brightness, which conduced to the big explosion. He was truly 
enlightened; he had got out of the extinctive and peaceful state 
in which neither phenomena nor thoughts arose. Leaving behind 
all the attachments, he was able to transcend the previous state. 
His mind was very clear about “what it is,” but it could not be 
expressed with words or languages. Nor could it be compared to 
anything in the world.
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He immediately went to meet Xiu. Knowing that he had 
turned around, Xiu congratulated him. Xiu took him for a walk 
on the willow dyke along the West Lake to see the outside world. 
Everything was marvelous, no matter the beautiful scenery of the 
West Lake he saw with his eyes or the laughter from visitors he 
heard with his ears. In the past, worrying about being distracted, 
he had to keep his eyes focused on his nose and keep his nose 
pointing at the center of the chest so as to securely guard the six 
sensory organs not to grasp on things. Now in the walk with Xiu, 
he realized that all the phenomena in the external environment 
were natural outflows from his wondrous and luminous true 
mind. When a person arrives at this point, afflictions are 
themselves Bodhi, and there is no duality of “like and dislike” or 
“need and needlessness.” Everything is right there. Everything is 
just thusness.

Genuine Practice after Enlightenment
Enlightenment or seeing the Buddha-nature means that the 

person has seen the ultimate reality, the nature of emptiness, the 
nature of afflictions, and so on. Although the ultimate reality 
has been understood and experienced, it does not mean that 
one has the power to completely function in accord with the 
ultimate truth. The afflictions and habits generated in the past still 
exist. Actually, the practice after enlightenment is the genuine 
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practice. The attachment of body and mind has been dissolved; 
the duality views such as kind vs evil, good vs bad, or cravings 
for the supreme accomplishment have been dropped off. At this 
point, the person is able to practice with a straightforward mind, 
a mind with nothing to obtain, without any aversion or dislike; 
everything is wonderful and perfect.

If one stops practicing after the enlightenment, the 
accumulated skills will be degraded. First, the power of 
meditative concentration will lose gradually, so the mind which 
used to be focused and at ease under the concentration power 
starts to fluctuate or is likely to be affected by the external 
environment. With further deterioration, the insightful wisdom 
will be gradually blocked. Without meditative concentration and 
wisdom, it is impossible for the practitioner to liberate himself 
from the cycle of Samsara.

However, for persons who have seen the true nature of all 
phenomena, they have already established strong capability to 
use their liberated insight. As long as they restart the practice, 
they will quickly resume the resonation with concentration; this 
will allow them not to be entangled with afflictions although their 
daily behaviors may not be always perfect. On the other hand, for 
practitioners who have not seen the Buddha-nature, the stopping 
of their practice will bring them back to illusions, ignorance, and 
fear. “Seeing the Buddha-nature and attaining the Buddhahood” 
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refers to seeing the pure nature or the self-intrinsic Buddhahood; 
it is by no means the ultimate actualization of the complete and 
perfect Buddhahood with both merit and wisdom authentically 
realized through practice.

It was such a pity that Master Xueyan did not meet a great 
master after enlightenment. He was not able to have the genuine 
attainment of the capabilities or skillful means to deliver sentient 
beings and the wondrous functions of all phenomena. He had 
been trapped at the level of seeing the self-nature for ten years. 
However, he never gave up his effort to continue investigating 
even after receiving the duly approval from Master Wuzhun. With 
the coming of unexpected causes and conditions, he realized the 
ultimate and complete enlightenment at a sight of an old cypress.

Chan Cultivation is a Lifelong Journey
After I gained some realization during the practice with my 

master, I never stopped my cultivation. I often read Knog’ans 
and never gave up when encountering things which I could not 
understand. There were always causes and conditions which 
helped me turn around; therefore, I could get the key points of 
what the patriarchs said and no longer be confused by those 
Knog’ans.

A great master can give appropriate help to the student 
when he encounters physical and mental problems. If the student 
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is immersed in the state of brightness and harmony of body and 
mind, the master can help him step out and guide him to practice 
toward the supreme enlightenment. So, it is by no means easy to 
be a great master.

You have to  put  for th  l i fe long effor t  to  achieve 
accomplishments on the path of Chan cultivation. You should 
never be satisfied only with attaining some experiences or have 
the false view that your practice has been completed. In order to 
reach ultimate realization, you must continue your practice after 
gaining some enlightenment so as to attain deeper and deeper 
enlightenment, from small to big to the supreme enlightenment.

15.  The Instruction by Master Gaofeng Yuanmiao from 
Tianmu Mountain (1238~1295, the Song Dynasty)
In order to actualize enlightenment, you should establish the 

strong sense of urgency. As soon as the sense of urgency comes 
up, the genuine doubt will arise. Continue the questioning until 
the doubt can stay effortlessly day and night, from fragmentation 
to an unshakable doubt mass which cannot be dispelled and 
is clear in front of you. At this point, the method starts to work 
effectively, and you should secure the right mindfulness of the 
doubt without any distractions. When you reach the state of 
walking without knowing you’re walking, sitting without knowing 
you’re sitting, or losing the awareness of the cold, hot, thirsty, or 

禪關策進講要.indd   148 2022/5/5   下午 07:13:15



149Item III

hungry state, this means you are at the doorstep of enlightenment. 
It seems within reach at any moment. You should not attach to 
such a state; instead, you should continue the diligent practice. 
Meanwhile, you should neither expect the realization nor let 
yourself sink into a passive state like “let it be.” It is important to 
firmly stick to the right mindfulness and take actualization as the 
final goal.

At that time, the troops comprised of eighty-four thousand 
demons are waiting right at the doors of your six sensory organs. 
They cause troubles, and you may have all kinds of amazing, 
special, good, or bad experiences which actually come out from 
your own mind. If you have any attachment to such experiences, 
you will drop into the trap prepared by the demons and fall under 
their control. You may speak demonic words or have demonic 
behaviors; as a result, the right cause to manifest the Prajna 
(the supreme wisdom) will be severed forever, and the seed of 
Bodhi will never sprout. Don’t stir your mind and keep watching 
the doubt like a ghost guarding his own corpse. There will be 
the moment when the doubt mass suddenly bursts into a world-
shaking explosion.

Huatou, Doubt, your Body and Mind Are One
The “right mindfulness” in Chan investigation means that 

there is no other thought except the doubt. Under such a state, 
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the power of meditative concentration is quite strong. Although 
one has the sensation of the external environment, his mind stays 
focused and in clarity moment after moment. One eats when he 
is hungry but will not have any discrimination of the food such 
as like, dislike, good, or bad, and he will stop eating when he 
is full. The mind is clear and at ease, but such a state is just a 
phenomenon of the inner clarity, a sensation of the doubt mass, 
which should not be falsely taken as enlightenment. Actually, the 
practitioner is still in the situation of unknown, and he has neither 
penetrated “What ultimately it is” nor actualized enlightenment.

“What is ‘Wu’? What is ‘Wu’?” Keep raising the Huatou 
until the “doubt” seems not existent, but the function of the doubt 
keeps your body and mind truly immersed in it. At this point, you 
don’t need to raise the Huatou with effort but can just watch it. 
When the existence of the Huatou seems vague, your mind is in 
clarity and peace. It does not have any scattered thought, but you 
should not attach to such a quiescent state. Instead, you should 
firmly keep the right mindfulness and take the actualization as the 
main goal. Meanwhile, you should not expect when or how the 
actualization will happen.

Before the doubt mass has formed, the “demonic state” 
comes and goes in a flash because it actually comes from the 
practitioner’s illusory thoughts. When the doubt has been 
unified with body and mind and becomes a mass, things will be 
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different. At that time, you will have extraordinary experiences 
and sensations such as the body and mind being boundless, 
free, clearly opening, and so forth. You will no longer have any 
afflictions! You may hear all kinds of slight sounds effortlessly 
such as a needle dropping on the floor, the sound of your own 
subtle breathing, the breathing of people next to you, the sound 
of your heart beating, the blood flowing in your vessels, or the 
circulation of your vital energy, and so forth.

Some people may see infinite light. More amazingly, the 
sceneries of mountains and rivers will come out from their mind, 
whether they have seen them before or not. They may hear 
delightful sounds or the Buddha speaking the Dharma to them. 
Some supreme meanings of the Buddha Dharma may naturally 
flow out from their mind, which are even more complete and 
deeper than all the Tripitaka they have read. All of these are good 
experiences, but they are just the physical and mental perceptions 
when practitioners are in states of the four Meditation Heavens of 
the Form Realm and the four Formless Realms.

All Experiences are Illusory Dependent-Arising
Should one lack the right understanding of the doctrinal 

teachings or the meanings of emptiness and dependent-arising, 
he may think that such incredible phenomena are the authentic 
experiences attained from his practice level by level, and he 
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may attach to such experiences. If one advances toward this 
direction and takes such experiences as genuine, he may pursue 
the obtainment of supernatural powers or deviate to outer paths. 
He will never see the reality of all phenomena. Although such 
a practitioner can steadily keep inner tranquility in this life, he 
will be reborn in the Form Realm in next life, which is absolutely 
the opposite of what Chan cultivation is about. Once reaching 
this state, one should stick to the ultimate goal of actualizing 
enlightenment, rather than attaching to these experiences. He 
should keep on reminding himself “all with forms are empty 
and false, and all phenomena are dependent-arising.” Let the 
experiences come and go, and nothing should be attached to. With 
only “Wu” in the mind, he can get out from such experiences and 
go back to clarity and quietness soon. He will see everything as 
real and unobstructed; in this state, the Huatou certainly should 
continue being watched.

Such experiences come and go again and again. Those who 
are in this state are in the joy of the mystic trance all the time. 
They may attach to the bliss of Dhyana-Samadhi derived from 
meditative concentration, which is so amazing that the body and 
mind are forgotten and afflictions disappear. How wonderful 
and free are all of these! The body is redundant, and life seems 
empty, false, and unreal. These people may gradually turn cynical 
and deviate from the right direction. The harder they practice, 
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the more withdrawn they become. People with such experiences 
should remind themselves not to fall into such a state.

The demonic troop will arrive if the mind has something 
or somewhere to abide in. When the body and mind attach 
to experiences but one does not know how to drop them, the 
demonic troop will take the opportunity to cause troubles. 
Situations no matter good or bad may come up as one wishes 
them to be, which may gradually stimulate his desire to get 
supernatural powers. One must know that all of such experiences 
are the natural process of the practice, and a Chan practitioner 
should never attach to them.

If one is caught by the demonic troop, meaning one is 
attaching to the bliss of the body and mind, it will be very hard to 
realize the liberated insight of emptiness and dependent-arising. 
His purpose for practice will be to obtain, seek, and get, or for the 
changes of his body and mind. People at this demonic level will 
also help others, but their help is from the self-consciousness, 
which is very difficult to discern by ordinary people. Actually, 
many people probably will regard these people as great masters. 
For Buddhist cultivation, it is very important to establish the right 
view and be guided by genuine masters. If one practices blindly, 
it is very likely for him to go astray. Once stepping out of the 
right direction, the more a practitioner seems to accomplish in the 
practice, the more he will get harmed by demons.
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When such physical and mental experiences happen, it is 
crucial to ignore them and keep asking yourself “What is ‘Wu’? 
What is ‘Wu’?” Let experiences arise and perish naturally. Just 
experience the process without clinging or attachment, and 
keep the mind fully unified with the doubt. When causes and 
conditions are ripe, a sudden explosion will make you awaken.

The description given by Master Gaofeng Miao in the 
process of Chan investigation is very specific and vivid. You must 
remember not to take the state of physical and mental clarity and 
brightness as the experience of awakening. When the entire space 
eventually crashes, that’s the time you see the self-nature.

I left home and was tonsured at fifteen. After ordained as 
a full monk at twenty, I went to Jingci Monastery. I set a time 
limit of three years to fully devote myself to the Chan practice. 
I learned from Master Duanqiao at the beginning, and he 
asked me to investigate: “Where did I come before birth, and 
where will I go after death?” This Huatou has two opposite 
questioning points, so my mind could not achieve the one-pointed 
concentration. Later, I met Master Xueyan and he asked me to 
investigate “Wu” in the way of a person travelling a long journey 
who must strive forward day by day. He requested that I report 
the experience of my practice to him every day so as to check my 
progress. From my reports, he believed that I was on the right 
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track, so he stopped asking about my condition. From then on, 
whenever I went into his room, he would immediately question: 
“Who is dragging this corpse?” and then beat me out.

I studied with Master Jingshan Guiting later. One day, I 
dreamed about the question: “All things return to one, but where 
does one return to?” The doubt was suddenly generated from that 
moment to a point I totally lost the sense of direction. Six days 
later, when reciting sutras with the Buddhist assembly in the main 
hall and upon raising my head, I suddenly saw a gatha next to 
the portrait of the Fifth Patriarch Yan. The last two verses of the 
gatha said: “In the thirty-six thousand days of the one hundred 
years, this is ultimately the matter which repeatedly arises and 
perishes.” The previous questioning of “Who is dragging this 
corpse?” was shattered suddenly, and I felt like being struck to 
death. I woke up with a sensation of lightness just as the burden 
of over a hundred kilos was put down. I was twenty-four at that 
time, right on the deadline of my three years’ time limit. I was 
asked by the old monk later: “Can you be the master in amidst of 
chaotic trivia during the day?” I replied: “Yes.” He continued to 
ask: “Can you be the master during a dream?” I said: “Yes.” He 
asked further: “Where is the master when you are asleep but have 
no dream?” I was wordless and did not know how to respond. 
Then the monk told me: “From now on, don’t use any effort to 
study the doctrines or to do any investigation. Just eat when you 
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are hungry and sleep when you are tired.” Since then, wherever 
I woke up from sleep, I would bring up the energy to ask myself: 
“Where was the master in this sleep?” I vowed that in the rest 
of my life, I must penetrate this question using a single-minded 
investigation. Five years passed, when I was sleeping while still 
immersed in the doubt one day, my Dharma brother who lived 
in the same dormitory accidentally pushed his pillow and the 
pillow fell on the floor. Pierced by the sound, the doubt suddenly 
exploded. As if I was set free from a big web, all the teachings 
and ambiguous Gonga’ans from the patriarchs were now clearly 
understood, regardless of the differences among them. From then 
on, the world is a peaceful and harmonious place in which I am 
fully at ease and free.

Where is the Master?
At the beginning, Master Gaofengmiao followed Master 

Duanqiao to investigate “Where did I come from before birth, 
and where will I go after death?” However, it didn’t work for 
him. He learned from Master Xueyan to investigate “Wu” later 
and was making progress day by day. Whenever he entered 
the interview room, Master Xueyan would ask him: “Who is 
dragging that corpse” and beat him before he could reply. This 
is the skillful means applied by great masters called “pincers 
and hammers” or the forceful guidance. The master knew that as 
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long as the student was still attaching to inner tranquility, he had 
not attained the ultimate goal of Chan cultivation no matter how 
deep the state was. The master purposefully used the beating and 
shouting to help Master Gaofengmiao let go of both “the mind,” 
which was the subject to investigate, and “the Huatou,” which 
was the object being investigated, because only when the object 
and subject are both severed could Master Gaofengmiao drop 
the attachment to his inner tranquility and let the pure nature 
manifest spontaneously. Unfortunately, Master Gaomiaofeng was 
not actualized under such guidance.

Master Gaofengmiao then went to study with Master 
Jingshan. In his dream one day, the question arose: “All things 
return to one, but where does one return to?” It suddenly became 
a very powerful Huatou. As I have told you before, when you 
reach certain level, your practice will continue even when 
sleeping, and the sense of doubt will stay in the dream. You 
don’t even know whether you are asleep or not, but you’ll be in 
good spirits after getting up. The great doubt was generated after 
Master Gaofengmiao had dreamed about this question, and then 
his body and mind was fully interfused with the doubt.

Although being fully in the sense of doubt, he still needed to 
follow the daily schedule with the assembly. Six days later, while 
reciting a sutra, he suddenly caught a sight of a gatha next to the 
portrait of the Fifth Patriarch Yan with the last two verses saying: 
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“In the thirty-six thousand days of the one hundred years, this 
is ultimately the matter which repeatedly arises and perishes.” 
If one can live for one hundred years, who is the person living 
for the one hundred years ultimately? Is he the same one from 
birth to death? If he is exactly the same person, does the face 
change day after day? If our form and appearance is constantly 
changing, what is the very matter which is unchanging? If there 
is indeed something intrinsically unchanging, the form and 
appearance of this very matter should be the same from birth to 
death. “Repeatedly” means life after life. “The matter” means the 
thing that keeps arising and perishing. At that moment, Master 
Gaofengmiao suddenly penetrated the abstruse Gong’an which 
he did not understand in the past. The one who was dragging 
the corpse seemed to be a lively “I,” but ultimately who was 
“I?” Its existence or non-existence does not rely on the physical 
body. The doubt of “who is dragging the corpse” was suddenly 
penetrated.

The causes and conditions that function as the catalyst for 
enlightenment are mysterious. It can be a sound, a sight, a word 
from a master, and so on. In the deep unification of his body 
and mind, Master Gaofengmiao suddenly caught the sight of 
the gatha, which directly stirred the great doubt in his mind, and 
the doubt suddenly shattered. He fully got out from the inner 
tranquility, and without effort he spontaneously penetrated into 
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his original nature. Just like waking up from death and reclaiming 
his life, he was transformed into an absolutely new person.

When reaching this state, most practitioners may abide in 
it and cannot turn around. In other words, they are clearly aware 
of the state, but both the body and mind stuck there; so, they are 
not able to use their inherent wondrous functions. Following 
the instruction of the old monk, Master Gaofengmiao continued 
his investigation in his daily life in order to further peel off this 
“layer.”

The establishment of the right view is the first priority in 
Chan cultivation. Many people have the misconception that there 
is something obtainable or there is a dominating power, a pure 
original nature, or the Buddhahood existing. Once the practitioner 
has such false convictions, he has the tendency to believe in the 
true existence of a holy-self, an everlasting soul, a Braham Self 
or the Buddhahood, and so forth, which is a deviation from the 
path of Chan cultivation.

All Dharmas Are Themselves Reality
In everyday life, you should always contemplate that all 

phenomena or the psycho-physical constituents are themselves 
the reality and are equal with you. Everything is perfect and 
complete here and now, and nothing needs to be understood or 
discriminated. Therefore, it is said in the Avatamsaka Sutra that the 
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six characteristics found in everything — general characteristics 
and distinctive characteristics; characteristics of identity and 
characteristics of difference; characteristics of completion and 
characteristics of disintegration — are resonating with one 
another. Although external appearances, functions, and marks of 
all phenomena are different, by nature they are equal and exactly 
as they are. If one can experience or penetrate this ultimate 
reality, he will be able to spontaneously manifest thousands and 
millions of bodies, which is the turning around. After seeing the 
original nature, one no longer needs to intentionally or forcefully 
investigate the Huatou; instead, he will cultivate effortlessly in 
his daily life. Experiencing and further fostering sensations and 
perceptions of his body and mind in daily life, five years later 
when hearing the sound of a pillow dropping on the floor, Master 
Gaofengmiao finally transcended the state of seeing the nature of 
emptiness and actualized the wondrous functions of all dharmas 
here and now, which is the genuine seeing the Buddha-nature.

When we look into the history of Chan, many great masters 
disguised their identities after the ultimate realization and went 
to other monasteries to take hard labor work so as to help people, 
such as being the head of a kitchen, a meal server, a toilet keeper, 
the water server, the gardener, and so on. Taking such labor work 
could also help them to accumulate merits. We also arrange 
working periods in the retreat, which not only helps students 
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to practice the method but also helps them accumulate merits. 
No matter what kind of methods you are practicing, it is very 
difficult to truly awaken if you have not accumulated sufficient 
merits, which are the very important causes and conditions for 
the actualization.

I grew up under the tough disciplining from my grand 
master. His teaching could be described as “I would get three 
blows when I did things wrong and another three blows if I did 
things right.” I never expected any encouragement when I did 
well but would for sure receive punishments if I made mistakes. 
I was even punished for no reason sometimes, which at that 
moment made me feel frustrated. Actually, the purpose for such 
teaching is to make students learn how to face and undertake hard 
situations.

I have already explained to you the proper way and method 
to practice. You should work hark by yourselves because you 
have to walk your own path on Buddhist cultivation. The masters 
can only give you some guidance so as to help you out from 
stagnancies or stumbles. Sometimes guidance from masters may 
not be effective or proper to you, but it doesn’t matter. Just persist 
in your practice to unify body and mind, dissolve discriminations 
to truly see the true nature, illuminate the mind, and liberate 
yourself from the cycle of birth and death. Make great vows to 
practice firmly. Don’t blindly waste time life after life.

禪關策進講要.indd   161 2022/5/5   下午 07:13:16



162 A General Explanation on

Comments from Master Lianchi
The first part of the instruction is very important because it 

explains the proper way to practice. One should keep it in mind 
so as to remind oneself from time to time. “Just eat when you are 
hungry and sleep when you are tired.” He mentioned this in his 
story, which is for the situation after enlightenment. Be careful 
not to misunderstand him.

16. The General Instruction by Master Tieshan’ai
I heard of the Buddha Dharma for the first time at thirteen. 

I left home at eighteen and received the monk’s complete 
ordination at twenty-two. I first went to Shishuang Monastery 
to practice; Master Xiang mainly taught us to contemplate the 
brightness at the tip of the nose moment after moment. When I 
practiced that way, my mind soon became calm. Later, a monk 
from Master Xueyan’s place came; I read his notes on Master 
Xueyan’s admonitions on sitting Chan and found that this kind of 
practice was new to me. So, I went to Master Xueyan’s place to 
study. After a few days’ practice and in the fourth night, I sweat 
heavily but felt very refreshed. Thus, I went back to the Chan Hall 
and started the sitting meditation without speaking to anyone.

I went to meet Master Gaofengmiao. He told me: “Don’t 
interrupt your practice during all the twenty-four hours in a day. 
As soon as you get up in the early morning, immediately pick 
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up and engage in the Huatou investigation. If you feel sleepy, 
you can take a walk but you must maintain the Huatou. You 
are supposed to keep the Huatou at every moment, no matter 
walking, preparing the bed, eating, picking the spoon, putting 
down chopsticks, or working with the assembly, no matter 
day or night. As long as you can make your practice continue 
without interruption, enlightenment will definitely be realized.” I 
practiced according to his instruction, and the concentration on 
the Huatou indeed became a steady stream.

On March 20, Master Xueyan gave a Dharma talk: “If you 
became drowsy caused by long sitting on the cushion, you need 
to get up and take a walk, gargle your month and wash your face 
with cold water, and also wash your eyes to make them open. 
You can sit back to the cushion to raise your Huatou with your 
back upright and your mind unmoved like being blocked by a 
cliff ten thousand feet high. Your practice should last for seven 
consecutive days, and you will be awakened for sure. This is the 
way how I practiced forty years ago.” I followed his instruction 
right away and soon I started to have some new experiences. On 
the second day, I intended to close my eyes, but they could not be 
closed. On the third day, I felt like I was walking in the space. On 
the fourth day, all the worldly things were forgotten. In that night, 
I stood for a while leaning against the rails without knowing what 
was happening around, but the Huatou was not lost. I went back 
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to sit on the cushion; I felt as if my skeleton was chopped into two 
pieces from head to feet, and the body was lifted to the air from 
the bottom of a ten-thousand-meter deep well. At that moment, 
I had inexplicable bliss. I went to see Master Xueyan. He told 
me: “You are not awakened yet. Continue the practice.” When 
I asked for more instructions, he said: “Regarding the matter of 
propagating the Buddha Dharma ultimately, you still need to be 
hit by a hammer on the back of your head.” I was wondering: 
“How come I still need to be hit by a hammer?” I did not believe 
in what he said, but I was in doubt of my own experiences at the 
same time. Not being able to reach a conclusion, I continued to 
practice long sitting meditation day after day. About half a year 
later, one day when I was preparing medicine for my headache, I 
met monk Juechibi who was responsible for taking care of guests. 
He asked me: “Prince Nalakuvara dismantled his bones to give 
back to his father, dismantled his flesh to give back to his mother. 
Then where is he?” I was not able to answer his question, but 
suddenly the mass of doubt went broken. (Note: According to 
the Buddhacarita-Kavya Sutra, a poetic narrative on the life 
of Sakyamuni Buddha, Prince Nalakuvara was the third son of 
North Dhanada King, one of the four heavenly kings guarding 
the world. According to <The Collection of Five Lamps>, the 
Chinese historical records of Chan School, Prince Nalakuvara 
dismantled his flesh to offer to his mother, dismantled his bones 
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to offer to his father. Then, he recollected his body. By making 
use of his supernatural powers, he preached the Dharma to his 
parents.)

I went to Master Mengshan’s place. The master asked me: 
“What is the ultimate destination of Chan investigation?” I 
could not answer it. He asked me to further improve the power 
of meditative concentration so as to thoroughly flush away the 
defiled habits. From then on, whenever I went to his room to 
seek instructions, he always gave me the same response: “You 
are not ready yet. Something is still missing.” I had been sitting 
from afternoon to midnight one day; I had some extremely subtle 
experiences when in deep meditative absorption. After coming 
out from the concentration, I described the experiences to Master 
Mengshan. He asked me: “What is your original face?” and 
then he shut off the door on my face before I could answer his 
question. Since that time, I started to have wondrous experiences 
in my practice day after day. It was such a pity that I left Master 
Xueyan before making my practice more solid and subtle. 
Fortunately, I met another great master who made me reach this 
stage. I understood that if the practice was maintained powerful 
enough, realization could be deepened at every moment while 
body and mind could be cast off level by level.

One day, I saw a written poem called “Faith in Mind” on a 
wall composed by the third Patriarch Sengcan. There were two 
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verses: “Return to the root, and you attain the principle; pursue 
illumination, and you lose it.” In that occasion, another layer 
was cast off. Master Mengshan told me: “The cultivation is like 
peeling off something or polishing a pearl. The more you peel it 
off, the brighter and clearer the pearl becomes. The peeling off 
is more effective than practice in many lifetimes.” Just before I 
could ask further questions, he immediately said: “You are not 
ready yet. Something is still missing.” One day in meditative 
concentration, I touched the word “missing.” My body and mind 
thoroughly opened with a deep sensation pervading throughout 
bones and marrows suddenly, like the heavy snow stopped falling 
all at once and the sky cleared up fully. I could not help but 
laughing. Jumping down to the floor, I caught Master Mengshan 
and asked him: “What am I missing?” Master Mengshan clapped 
his hands for three times, and then I gave him three bows. 
He said: “After many years of something missing, you finally 
reached the realization.”

Staying in Silence When Practicing
Master Tieshan’ai told us that when he practiced in Master 

Xueyan’s place, he fully devoted himself to sitting meditation 
without speaking to anyone. I often told you not to talk while 
practicing in the Chan Hall, but many people still talk during the 
break, while going to the toilet or before going to bed when the 
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day’s practice has been completed. Maybe what they talk about 
is what they learn from certain teachers or their experiences in 
practice, but all of these are just “word-chasing Chan” through 
hearsay. When those senior practitioners are off from their 
cushion, many people would particularly like to surround them 
and ask them questions, because junior practitioners are less 
experienced in Chan cultivation while they know the cultivation 
can liberate them from birth and death. If they can go further 
with their practice, they can gain great benefits and above all, 
they might get the chance to be promoted to a higher position by 
talking to those senior practitioners.

“Being promoted to a higher position in a monastery” means 
that in the past monks who wanted better positions in a monastery 
needed to go through Chan cultivation. Not only did they need 
achievements in the Chan Hall, but they also needed real mental 
experiences. At least, they needed to be able to explain what Chan 
cultivation was about and have similar states of being completely 
unified with body and mind. Therefore, young practitioners 
talked to seniors because they needed instructions from seniors, 
the process of Chan cultivation itself was fun to share, and they 
hoped to gain achievements in the Chan Hall.

Such a behavior is not only a hindrance to others but will 
also undermine their own practice because their mind, which 
has been gradually stilled through practice, becomes scattered 
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again. In a retreat, it is very important to focus on the practice 
wholeheartedly without talking to anybody.

Not to Depart from the Huatou at Any Time
The Huatou investigation should be kept steady moment 

after moment without interruption, no matter when you are 
walking, standing, sitting, lying down, or listening to a master’s 
lecture. Don’t be drawn away by discursive thoughts. When 
going to bed, the beginners can just slightly raise the Huatou. If 
they put forth too much effort, the quality of their sleep might be 
undermined. When the sense of doubt has formed into a mass and 
can be kept effortlessly, the sleep will no longer be affected no 
matter the mind is used or not. You may fall asleep immediately 
after lying down, and feel physically rejuvenated as soon as 
you get up. At that time, it is not necessary to raise the Huatou 
intentionally, but the sense of doubt will be right there constantly. 
You will have no discriminating thoughts. Also, you will eat and 
sleep less with very little physical energy consumed during the 
day. Your mind will always be clear and in tranquility, and the 
drowsiness will not occur even in a long sitting meditation.

Erecting your Back, Unmoved by External Situations, and 
Just Raising the Huatou

In the past, when I practiced in retreats led by my master, 
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we had running meditation along a small trail in the garden of 
the Cultural Center. The concrete trail had been used for many 
years, so many pebbles mixed in the concrete stuck out. It was 
quite painful even to have slow walking meditation on the trail 
with bare feet, let alone fast running. The soles of the feet were 
pricked by sharp pebbles and bled, and we had to clench our 
teeth to bear the pain. In summer time, we were almost burned to 
the point of feeling dizzy in the scorching sunshine. When body 
and mind are unified in tranquility, the feet no longer had the 
sensation of the hardness of the ground. Although the feet were 
still stepping on pebbles, as if the small pebbles embedded into 
the sole of the feet were wrapped up by the flesh, there was no 
sense of pain anymore. The sun was still burning but I felt quite 
cool and could walk at ease without much sweating. Everything 
I saw was so inexpressibly intimate. One of my master’s early 
students wrote an article about his experiences in the retreat, 
and he said that he felt like walking on cotton. That was a vivid 
description.

It is extremely difficult to hold the sense of doubt at the 
beginning stage of Huatou investigation. Discursive thoughts 
arise from time to time. You may have certain sense of doubt 
in seated meditation, but the doubt disappears when you are in 
activities. You may practice well in the Chan Hall but forget to 
investigate after going out of the Chan Hall. However, gradually 
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the Huatou can stay clear, your mind is no longer distracted by 
external objects, you are with less attachment and discrimination, 
and the drowsiness no longer occurs. The Huatou will not be 
dropped and need not be raised intentionally.

When the doubt has formed into a mass, the Huatou can 
no longer be dropped. Continuing to practice, people may have 
certain experiences, such as having a sensation that the body 
suddenly disappears or floats upward. Don’t be frightened if such 
a situation occurs. When causes and conditions are ripe, the body 
and mind will be cast off, and you will no longer be immersed in 
a mass of darkness but will become radiant with inexplicable joy 
and bliss. At that point, you still need to go on with the practice.

A Hit on the Back of the Head
When the body and mind are unified in a state of serenity 

and peace, many people might be stuck in this state and 
falsely believe that such experience of lightness and ease is 
enlightenment. Actually, the practitioner still needs to pass 
through further transformation before the wondrous functions 
of the mind arise. My master always admonished us to make 
the great vow to deliver all sentient beings from suffering. 
“To deliver all sentient beings” is a modern expression used 
in today’s teaching; usually the ancient patriarchs were not so 
explicit. Instead of saying this, they tended to give more implicit 
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instructions such as: “You still need to be hit by a hammer on the 
back of your head. Continue to work hard.”

At this point, one should not attach to the vow made at the 
beginning of his cultivation because the vow to deliver sentient 
beings works only after one has seen the true nature of the 
mind and the ultimate reality of all phenomena. At that time, all 
attachments are thoroughly dissolved and the power of the vow 
is corresponding to Prajna, so the vow becomes the genuine vow. 
Working toward this direction is called “to be hit by a hammer 
on the back of the head.” Only when one reaches such a state 
can one be called a person who has turned around; if he abides in 
the comfortable state of experiencing the wisdom of emptiness 
and is not able to come out, he is not truly accomplished. If he 
can indeed cast aside all the defiled sufferings and get out from 
the awakening state, this will bring about the genuine arising of 
wondrous functions. Then one is able to teach sentient beings 
with appropriate means conforming to the situation. At that time, 
all phenomena can be freely applied as he wishes; right ways and 
marvelous functions can arise anytime and anywhere.

Where is the Ultimate Destination of Chan Cultivation?
Master Mengshan asked Master Tieshan’ai, “What is the 

ultimate goal of Chan cultivation?” He was not able to give an 
answer. Master Mengshan instructed him to: “keep investigating 
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the Huatou you chose at the beginning until you erase all 
defilements.” One day Master Tieshan “meditated from three 
or four o’clock in the afternoon until early the next morning; 
he reached a very subtle state through constantly and forcefully 
asking himself” “’Wu’, ‘Wu’, What is ‘Wu’?” When he was off 
from the cushion, Master Tieshan reported to Master Mengshan 
about this experience. Mengshan asked him, “What is your 
original form?” Before he could answer, Master Mengshan shut 
the door upon his face. From that time on, Master Ai had subtle 
improvement every day. It was a pity that he had left Master 
Xueyan before acquiring subtle skills. However, he was lucky to 
meet another great master, so he was able to gain results on the 
path of Huatou investigation.

When one can always keep the Huatou, he will be able to 
merge body, mind, and doubt into a mass; he will then have less 
and less craving and want less and less gaining. He will not be 
obsessed with anything and is thus likely to gain enlightenment. 
In that state, physical and mental defilements might come off at 
any moment.

Master Tieshan’ai said that he had left Master Xueyan 
before his practice became solid and subtle. What he said is 
pertinent. At Master Xueyan’s place, he investigated “Wu” and 
left there after reaching the unified state. “The solid and subtle 
practice” means to gradually cast aside bad habits and afflictions 

禪關策進講要.indd   172 2022/5/5   下午 07:13:16



173Item III

in daily life so as to make the understanding, the practice, and the 
authentic experience a single thing; the practitioner will thus truly 
leave behind attachments and cravings and is likely to attain deep 
and genuine realization.

Return to the Root, and You Attain the Principle; Pursue 
Illumination, and You Lose It

Another day, Master Ai saw a poem composed by the third 
Patriarch Sengcan called <Faith in Mind>, in which there wrote 
these verses, “Return to the root, and you attain the principle; 
pursue illumination, and you lose it.” At that moment, he 
suddenly realized that all the six sense organs and the six data 
fields arose from the self-nature, and there was “non-duality” 
between the sense organs and the data fields. At this time, another 
layer of defilements was cast off.

In Chan cultivation, one must apply the mind all the time. 
However, no mind should be applied when the mind is really 
under cultivation. In other words, don’t have the misconception 
that there is a mind to be applied. As soon as you think that 
there is a mind to be used, you immediately deviate from your 
pure nature of no mind. Likewise, if you believe that there is a 
method to be applied to obtain something, believing that it is the 
best method for you, sooner or later the best method becomes a 
problem.
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The Huatou itself is meaningless, but you have to investigate 
wholeheartedly so as to reach the state of one mind, even to 
the point that body, mind, and the universe are all emptied, and 
finally the “emptiness” is emptied. There are two verses in the 
poem of <Faith in Mind> written by Master Sengcan: “Return 
to the root, and you attain the principle; pursue illumination, 
and you lose it.” “Return to the root” means one should turn the 
illumination inward and should not think there is something to 
be attained or practiced. Problems will arise if you stick to such a 
thought.

There is a saying about wise teaching in Chan: “Observe 
the situation so as to teach with appropriate means.” Through 
observing a certain student, the teacher can find right approaches 
or means for that student, but great masters do not need 
intentional observation. They are capable of spontaneously 
using expedient means to teach confirming to the student’s 
characteristics. Don’t regard a certain means as the best one 
because ultimately any means or method has to be abandoned. 
Only the “thoroughly letting go” is the genuine perfect state.

Huatou Investigation Is like Peeling a Pearl
Master Mengshan said: “The Huatou investigation is like 

peeling a pearl. The more you peel it, the brighter it becomes. 
If you keep investigating the Huatou; in the end, you will 
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attain more achievements than those you have accumulated in 
your previous lives.” Master Ai followed Master Mengshan’s 
instructions and kept raising the Huatou. One day, the word 
“missing” suddenly occurred to him, he felt from inside out, even 
from the very inner bone, that the sun had arisen on the heaviest 
snowy day and a dark room had been brightened by the strong 
light from a lamp. All of his doubt was gone, and he couldn’t help 
jumping off from his cushion, rushing to Master Mengshan to 
ask: “What do I miss?” I have everything I don’t miss anything. 
Master Mengshan clapped his hands for three times, and Master 
Ai understood immediately.

If the Huatou gets lost even for a short period, you will be 
like a dead person. No matter what sensational or cognitive states 
you are in or what experiences manifest, just use the Huatou to 
avoid abiding in them. Be aware of your Huatou moment after 
moment, no matter it is effective or not, no matter you are in 
motion, stillness, or in meditative concentration. If the Huatou 
was dropped, then the concentration is unwholesome. Don’t use 
your conscious mind to nurture expectations for enlightenment, 
and don’t seek understanding from doctrinal texts. Don’t take 
some sensations attained in the practice as genuine realization. 
Just continue to practice as if you are an idiot. When the Buddha 
Dharma and the worldly dharma are fully interfused into one, 
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it means that genuine enlightenment and wisdom have been 
attained. Your actions and conducts will seem the same as those 
of the ordinary people in everyday life. However, your habits 
have been fundamentally transformed. As an old saying goes: 
“The supreme way can never be verbally expressed; the moment 
you are about to talk about its profundity and mystery, you are 
as distant from it as the earth from the heaven. Only when the 
subject and the object are both forgotten can you truly eat when 
hungry and sleep when drowsy.”

The Buddha Dharma is the Worldly Dharma
Remain enlightened while behaving like ordinary people. 

In Huatou Chan cultivation, you should raise the Huatou at 
all places. If you can’t keep it, you will be like a dead person. 
No matter what states of mind arise, always make good use of 
the Huatou, constantly checking it. No matter in motion or in 
stillness, always be aware of the strength of the Huatou. If you 
have reached the state of being tranquil physically and mentally 
but the Huatou have turned weak, you should raise the Huatou 
again so as not to fall into unwholesome concentration. Neither 
seek enlightenment with your mind nor look for answers from 
scriptures. Most important of all, never regard those subtle 
perceptions gained from meditation as signs for enlightenment. 
You should keep working hard like an idiot or jackass. The real 
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enlightenment will come when ultimate wisdom is reached with 
the earthly dharma and the Buddha Dharma blending into one 
mass. At that time, you can live an ordinary life; you speak and 
behave as usual, but your previous unwholesome habits are 
totally transformed.

People in the ancient times used to say “the path cannot 
be expressed through words.” If you want to grasp the path via 
words, it is as impossible as reaching out for the galaxy; only 
when you are no longer obsessed with either the agent or the 
object can you become a practitioner with nothing to do, thus 
being able to eat when hungry and go to bed when sleepy.

When the Huatou is dropped, you will be like walking along 
a cliff with the risk of falling off and crashing to death. Those 
who know the proper way to practice will immediately raise the 
Huatou to avoid being stuck in sensational experiences. If one 
has not mastered the method, he may follow or chase the internal 
or external phenomena and consequently continue to produce 
karmas in the cycle of birth and death. Under any circumstances, 
you must be fully aware of your Huatou at each moment and 
keep raising it until the mindfulness of the Huatou has become 
a steady stream. When the sense of doubt has not turned into 
the doubt mass, you need to raise the Huatou; when the doubt 
mass is already raised but is powerless, you also need to raise the 
Huatou; when discursive thoughts arise and you feel numb with 
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difficulty to raise energy, again you need to raise the Huatou; and 
even when your mind is clear, the doubt remains powerful, and 
your mind stops chasing phenomena, the Huatou should still be 
raised.

After the mass of doubt have been formed, you may look 
like an idiot or jackass. You will be very clear of your physical 
and mental conditions at the same time and will not have 
discriminations, cravings, or attachments. You must uphold the 
right view and right understanding for the cultivation, clearly 
knowing how to proceed in the course of practice so as not to 
abide in any level of your practice.

17.  The Instruction by Master Tienmu Duanyayi 
(1263~1333 the Song & Yuan Dynasties)
If a person is determined to transcend the worldliness and 

thoroughly liberate himself from mundane defilements so as to 
attain holiness, he has to have the earthshaking revolution to 
thoroughly transform himself into a new person, like having a 
rebirth from death, like the re-burning of the cold ashes, or like 
the re-flourishing of dried wood. When heavily beaten, he never 
has a thought to run away.
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Turning around Can Only Happen after the Death 
Experience

In order to truly find an entry into Huatou investigation, one 
has to undertake all kinds of hardships. Such hardships do not 
refer to heavy labor work or being beaten heavily like a slave. 
It is one’s utmost effort in cultivation, without any laziness or 
slacking off at any single moment. If one’s mind stray away from 
the Huatou even for an instant, the practice is interrupted and the 
effort put forth in the past will become bubbles and shadows.

In the old days, charcoal was the major fuel in daily life. 
When burned out, the charcoal becomes ashes. According to our 
common sense, “re-burning of the cold ashes” and “re-flourishing 
of dried wood” are not possible. In order to make progress on the 
path of cultivation, you must go through hardships as if having 
a rebirth from death, meaning that only when you thoroughly 
eradicate your opinions, thoughts, and ideas, totally removing 
discriminations, cravings, and clingings, can you truly get the 
entry to the practice.

“When beaten, he never has a thought to run away.” The 
incense board we use today is quite thin. Although the sound of 
beating might be loud, you do not really feel much pain from the 
beating. In the old times, the incense board was made of solid 
wood, so it would be truly hurting when one was hit. At the very 
moment of the sudden pain, all the illusory thoughts could be 
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eradicated.
When Master Linji studied under Master Huangpo, the 

chief monk Muzhou in the monastery found out that Linji was a 
good student but had not acquired the essence of the practice. He 
encouraged him to meet the abbot. He told Linji: “You have been 
here for three years. Why haven’t you asked the abbot about the 
ultimate truth of the Buddha Dharma?” Then Linji went into the 
abbot’s room and raised the question: “What is the purpose of the 
First Patriarch coming from the west?” Right before he finished 
his question, Master Huangpo beat him heavily twenty times with 
his walking stick. After coming out, Linji described to the chief 
monk about what had happened. The chief monk continued to 
encourage him: “You should go asking again. The determination 
to seek the Dharma must be solid to the point of not fearing 
death.”

Then Linji went to meet the abbot the second time, and 
again he got twenty heavy blows. With bruises all over his body, 
he was in deep agony, wondering why Master Huangpo refused 
to give him any teaching: “I’m here for the Dharma of birth and 
death. What am I going to do next?”

Seeing him in low spirits, the chief monk tried to encourage 
him again: “Don’t be discouraged. Go again to ask; otherwise, 
how can you liberate yourself from birth and death?” In order to 
seek the supreme Dharma, Linji went to the abbot’s room for the 
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third time. Like the previous times, he was badly hit.
The intention of Master Huangpo’s hit was to put Linji’s 

functions of the conscious mind to a sudden stop at the very 
moment of the unexpected pain, and all the mental activities of 
asking the purpose of the patriarch coming forth the west would 
spontaneously fall off then. Unfortunately, Linji did not get 
the point. He was trapped by the situation of being hit: “What 
I wanted was to seek the Dharma, but the old monk was so 
uncompassionate that he never gave me any teaching. I quit.” 
Those sixty blows made Linji totally discouraged.

He told the chief monk: “Maybe this place is not suitable 
for me because of my deep karmic obstructions. I want to visit 
other places.” The chief monk said: “You cannot leave quietly. At 
least you should tell the abbot before you go. This is the proper 
attitude a practitioner should have.” Linji agreed with what he 
said, so he went to say goodbye to the abbot. Master Huangpo 
told him that if he was really determined to leave, he should go to 
study with Master Dayu.

Linji accepted Huangpo’s advice and went to meet Master 
Dayu. In deep sorrow, he told Dayu about what had happened at 
Huangpo’s place. Master Dayu said: “Huangpo was taking care 
of you like an old mom taking care of her beloved son, deeply 
expecting her son to be accomplished. The hard hitting itself 
was the most compassionate teaching he had given to you.” 
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Linji, a person with extremely keen karmic root, was suddenly 
enlightened at Master Dayu’s words. He went back to Huangpo’s 
place right away.

When Huangpo saw Linji coming back, he asked: “Why did 
you come back so quickly?” Linji replied: “Master Dayu told me 
that you had been deeply compassionate to me, but unfortunately 
I had not gotten the point.” Huangpo said: “That old monk has a 
long tongue. I will punch him when I see him next time.” Quickly 
stepping forward, Linji heavily punched his teacher. Although 
being hit, Hunagpo burst into hearty laughter.

Abandoning the Judgment of Right and Wrong
In Chan investigation, if you trap yourself in the judgment 

of right and wrong, you will never understand the real purpose 
of the master’s teaching. During retreats under my master’s 
guidance, we were given many tests. For example, we were not 
allowed to move in sitting meditation; if we moved, we were 
beaten heavily with an incense board. My master often shouted 
at us with extremely abusive words. It turned out that those were 
very effective means because stimulated by his words, deep 
sense of shame was aroused, which became an incentive for 
me to practice harder. Sometimes after walking meditation, my 
master would take something in his hand to interrogate us one 
after another with questions. Before I reached the stage of the 
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unified mind, my mind would follow my master when he was 
questioning other people. Each of his questions may arise lots 
of answers in me. Nevertheless, when he stood in front of me, 
shocked by his shouting, I was suddenly unable to talk. He would 
give me a hit or glare at me and left.

I reached deep absorption in sitting meditation one day. 
When my master questioned other people, I was aware of his 
voice but there were no thoughts arising or perishing in my 
mind. When my master arrived in front of me with a flower in his 
hand and asked: “What is it?” I felt like my mind was pinched, 
and a strong force of bouncing was aroused. I intended to utter 
an answer but all the words or body movements were frozen 
suddenly. I even could not find my mouth, but my mind was in 
absolutely clarity. I just sat there, staring at my master. He raised 
up one foot and kicked me hard. Falling off from the cushion 
by his kicking, I immediately climbed up and sat back without 
feeling any pain, and there was no thought in my mind at all. 
My master glanced at me and then left. That was the state of the 
unified mind, absolutely with no discriminations. It would be 
great if I could come out from that state by the sudden kicking, 
but unfortunately it did not happen.

The teaching approaches of ancient patriarchs are very 
difficult to be accepted by people. For example, when Baizhang 
Huaihai and his maser, Mazu Daoyi, were walking on the road 
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one day, there was a group of wild geese flying across the sky. 
At that time, the master asked his disciple: “What did you see?” 
Baizhang said: “Wild geese.” The master continued to ask: 
“Where are they flying?” Baizhang said: “They have flown 
away.” Mazu suddenly held Baizhang by the nose and wrenched 
it with his best effort. It was so painful that Baizhang started to 
howl. Regardless of that, Mazu continued to ask: “Are you sure 
that they have flown away?” Suddenly, Baizhang’s mind was 
concomitant with the reality of all phenomena.

After going back to his dormitory, Baizhang was still 
howling. His Dharma brothers were concerned about him and 
asked: “Why are you crying so sadly?” Baizhang answered: “You 
go to ask the master.” The Dharma brothers went to ask Mazu. 
The master said: “You go to ask Baizhang himself.” They came 
back to comfort Baizhang, but Baizhang had already burst into 
laughters. The Dharma brothers were confused.

Why did Mazu wrench Baizhang’s nose? Because the master 
had discerned the result of his disciple’s practice, he therefore 
used a forceful means to help Baizhang make the breakthrough. 
The second day when Mazu was about to give a lecture in the 
Chan Hall, Baizhang came in and took away the master’s seat. 
The master asked: “I’m going to give a talk, but why did you take 
away my seat?” Baizhang answered: “My nose was very painful 
because of your wrenching yesterday.” The master continued to 
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ask: “Where was your mind when you were in pain yesterday?” 
Baizhang responded: “My nose is not painful today.” These 
dialogues sound nonsensical to us, but the master and disciple are 
actually having a mind-to-mind correspondence.

One day, Master Baizhang told his students that he had 
been deaf for three days caused by a sudden shout of his master 
Mazu. Hearing what he said, his disciple Huangpo could not 
help sticking his tongue out. Baizhang asked Huangpo: “Don’t 
you want to carry on the teaching of master Mazu?” Huangpo 
said: “Yes, of course I do. But I’m wondering if I will be able to 
surpass the wise and wondrous skills of Mazu, which may harm 
the later generations.” After Huangpo received the transmission 
from Baizhang, he spearheaded lots of means in his forceful 
guidance. Shouting and hitting were commonly used by him 
and his disciple Linji to help students, which has become the 
distinctive approach in the Chan tradition.

A Real Disciple Will Never Run Away
In the present time, the shouting and hitting guidance have 

been replaced by the use of incense board, and the purpose 
has been changed to guarding against drowsiness or discursive 
thoughts of the students. Consequently, the effectiveness has 
been dramatically undermined. In the old times, the teacher’s 
forceful guidance to students was a mind-to-mind transmission. 
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The teacher could help students to break the bondage at the right 
time. For example, a hard hitting or a sudden shout could make 
the student cast off his body and mind. Master Tienmu Duanyayi 
recalled that he never had a single thought to run away, no matter 
how hard he was hit by his master. Why? Firstly, he had strong 
aspiration and urgency to seek the Dharma. Secondly, he had the 
genuine sense of remorse. Thirdly, he had reached the state of the 
unified mind, and no discriminating thoughts would arise. His 
entire attention was fully devoted to his practice and would not 
be bothered by the pain.

Such practitioners are extremely rare in the present time. 
Under that tough situation, it is indeed very difficult to understand 
the master’s deep compassion. On the other hand, if a teacher 
gives such a forceful guidance to a student without clearly 
knowing the condition of the student, the teacher must be a blind 
one. The wondrous means of “pincers and hammers” have to be 
given to students who are capable of accepting them. Otherwise, 
it will generate further suffering in the students, and the suffering 
may conduce to bigger discriminations.

How much can you bear if such forceful guidance is applied 
on you? Probably very little. You must have deep remorse and let 
discriminations against external situations dissolve.

If the method which can ensure you to “truly be concomitant 
with the reality does not exist,” the most important things in the 

禪關策進講要.indd   186 2022/5/5   下午 07:13:16



187Item III

cultivation are thus the self-reliant practice and the appropriate 
guidance given by genuine masters. Otherwise, your practice may 
only help you generate some merits and remove some karmic 
obstructions.

I still cannot refrain from shedding tears up to now 
whenever the sore spots were touched, unlike you guys who 
immediately run away once having a bite of a bitter taste.

The purpose of the beating given by the master is to cut 
off students’ conscious activities at that very moment, so in that 
situation the pain has to be severe and penetrate deeply into bones 
and marrows. Why couldn’t Master Tienmu Duanyayi refrain 
from shedding tears? Was the pain so long-lasting? Actually, it 
was because of his gratitude. Should there not be the “pincers and 
hammers” and the hard hitting from his master, he would have 
never wakened up to the essence of the Buddha Dharma.

If it were not because of my master’s teaching, I would 
never penetrate the true nature of the mind and would still be 
in the cycle of birth and death. He inspired me to establish the 
unshakable faith in the Buddha Dharma and helped me attain 
authentic experiences in the practice. I owe deep gratitude to my 
master life after life. Whenever I think of him, tears are always 
full of my eyes. Those were not tears from sadness but from an 
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inexpressible affection, a deep remorse that I should gave offered 
more to share his responsibilities before he passed away.

I determined to carry on my master’s vows for the rest of my 
life to help sentient beings with their spiritual cultivation. All that 
happened when I was with my master is unforgettable. I will do 
whatever I can to help others and hope that the will of my master 
can be presented to all of you through my effort. I also hope that 
all of my students can continue to carry out my master’s great 
vow. Although as a practitioner, no matter a clergy or a laity, the 
most important thing is to liberate yourself from the cycle of 
birth and death; it does not mean that you should care only about 
your own liberation because that is not in accord with the spirit 
of Mahayana Buddhism. Actually, your actualization will enable 
you to teach other living beings. Only with such attitudes can 
your practice and vows be in accord with the Buddha Dharma; 
otherwise, you will be stuck by the discriminative mind. Without 
the right view as the solid root, the practice will be fleeting.

My grand master often said: “Those who will never run 
away, no matter being hit or scolded, are my genuine disciples. 
Practitioners always desire to learn more so as to accomplish 
more. It is common for them to believe that there is a better place 
to go and the masters by their side are easily neglected. Some of 
them may study here and there but end up tumbling on the path 
with lots of time wasted. In Buddhist cultivation, especially in 
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Chan tradition, as long as you can make sure that the teaching of 
the master is in accordance with the teaching of the Buddha, not 
from his personal perspective, you should have faith in him and 
accept his guidance wholeheartedly.

18.  The Instruction by Master Zhongfeng Mingben 
(1263~1323, the Yuan Dynasty)
My late master Gaofeng always instructed students in this 

way: “Constantly embrace in your arms and nurture the Huatou 
which you are investigating, no matter when you are sitting or 
walking. Keep going until the moment when the effort cannot be 
made and the attention cannot be applied; then you are out of 
the doubt mass and realize that sentient beings themselves are 
Buddha by nature from the very beginning. Such an approach is 
the Samadhi to liberate you from birth and death, which has been 
experienced by the Buddha and the patriarchs in history. The 
most important thing is to have great faith, which will forever 
prevent you from retrogression and eventually help all of you be 
associated with the ultimate truth.

Effort Cannot Be Made and Attention Be Applied
At the beginning stage of Huatou investigation, it seems that 

there is something you can hold on to and the mind is bound to 
the method so that you can pay all attention to the practice. Later 
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on, you may have a sense of emptiness with both body and mind 
emptied, and even the Huatou focused on are emptied as well. 
You may feel that the effort cannot be made anymore. At this 
stage, some practitioners may be scared or feel lost, wondering 
if the practice is going wrong or why such a situation happens. 
It is not necessary for you to feel scared because it is part of the 
process you have to go through when body and mind are fully 
unified through the Huatou investigation. It is actually the stage 
of “the effort cannot be made and the attention cannot be applied” 
as described by Master Tianmu Zhongfengben.

At this point, you should not raise any thought or idea. 
Instead, continue to maintain the practice as well as the 
contemplation. As long as the power of the doubt mass still exists 
and you do not sink into the indeterminate state, the practice is in 
the right direction. You should be able to discern if you are in the 
indeterminate state or not, which is a state of quiescence when 
you have lost the discernment of everything. At the stage of “the 
effort cannot be made and the attention cannot be applied,” you 
may feel that you don’t know how to make the effort or the effort 
is no longer necessary while the Huatou can be naturally present. 
Special attention is not required to be put into maintaining the 
doubt, but the doubt will be there. How long people may stay in 
such a stage is different for each person. Some may dwell shorter, 
but others may remain here for a very long time.
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Have Great Faith and Never Retrogress
One day, you will suddenly jump out from the sense of 

doubt. At that moment, you will understand what penetrating 
into the true self-nature means. Through such process of effort, 
all patriarchs in history were set free from the cycle of birth and 
death and experienced the liberated Samadhi. We should deeply 
believe that we can be enlightened through such an approach and 
practice as well. This is what “to have the great faith” means.

“You are forever prevented from retrogression” is very 
important. Don’t lose confidence if you feel tired after practicing 
for a certain time or when you encounter challenging situations. 
Some people may start to worry when certain experiences come 
up. They may even hesitate to continue the practice because of 
concerns over their body and mind. Such an attitude will have 
severe adverse impact on the cultivation.

In Huatou investigation, you should ignore physical and 
mental changes because these experiences, such as movements 
of Qi or vital energy, are just part of the process. As long as the 
attachment to body and mind still exists, it is a hindrance for you 
to make a breakthrough in the cultivation. If the practitioner gives 
up the practice due to fear, the developed skills will retrogress 
and are very difficult to resume. Even if he does resume the 
practice, he may be defeated again by the returning of fear or 
concern of death. You must clearly know that such worries or 
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concerns are all illusory thoughts which are obstructions to the 
formation of the doubt mass, so you should absolutely abandon 
all of them. There is no point worrying about death and attaching 
to this mortal flesh because any living being dies sooner or later 
anyway. If you are not able to penetrate the true self-nature, at the 
dying moment you will continue to be bound to the cycle of birth 
and death. Why not take time to practice from now on so that 
you still have the chance to be liberated? Only with such great 
determination can you prevent yourself from retrogression.

You don’t need to worry about experiences like the 
movement of vital energy. They are beneficial to your health, 
and you might be amazed by the changes of your body. As long 
as you persist in the practice, the energy circulation will become 
smoother and your physical condition will improve. Sitting Chan 
is a very safe practice as long as one does not deviate from the 
right view to pursue supernatural powers. With the application of 
right principles, you don’t need to worry about your experiences 
in the practice. Rather, you should have great faith that such an 
approach is an effective way to help you see your true nature. 
As long as you can persist in the practice solidly and firmly 
regardless of difficulties or hardships, you can be greatly 
benefited for sure.

We need to learn from patriarchs’ experiences and their 
teaching approaches so as to correct our way of practice from 
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time to time. People have different physical and mental conditions 
along their Chan cultivation; we need to be able to discern our 
conditions during the process and make timely rectifications.

The investigation of a Huatou is the most reliable and 
efficacious method, and the enlightenment attained through 
it is intimate. Even if you cannot awaken in this life, as long 
as you maintain faith and confidence, you can surely achieve 
enlightenment in one or two rebirths.

Have Faith in Buddha, the Dharma, and Masters
These words help us to make great faith and confidence 

arise. Some people may wonder: “Huatou investigation is not a 
method directly taught by the Buddha, so can I accumulate merits 
by practicing it? Will it be helpful to break the bondage of birth 
and death?” We need to believe that the patriarchs would never 
cheat us. As long as we can seriously practice the method, with 
the growing of meditative concentration and wisdom, we will 
experience subtle physical and mental changes. Once we are able 
to see the true self-nature and penetrate the ultimate reality of all 
phenomena, we will be transformed into a new person, no longer 
in confusion and doubt. It is a great method that will enable us 
to directly experience the ultimate truth which the Buddha told 
us. How fortunate that we have a human form in this life, which 
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enables us to practice this method! It will be such a pity if we let 
this great method slip away from our hands. No matter how large 
our valuable treasures are, their value cannot be compared with 
that of the “Huatou investigation.”

Huatou investigation is the most reliable compared with 
other practice methods. For example, studying Buddhist doctrines 
hard can help you understand the Buddha Dharma and somehow 
develop some wisdom; however, you will still be out of control 
when encountering afflictions or problems, especially when at the 
vital moment of birth and death. For those who have awakened 
to the true self-nature, although they still have to face sufferings, 
they can quickly let go of them through the illumination of 
wisdom. Things are different for ordinary people. When they face 
the test of birth and death, not only afflictions will arise, but they 
may also lose confidence in the Buddha Dharma due to the fear 
of death and consequently become helpless and in panic.

You must practice hard in this life. Don’t naively believe 
that all the karmic obstructions and afflictions will be removed 
and all diseases and sufferings will disappear after starting the 
Chan cultivation. This is absolutely wrong. Once you can see 
the true self-nature, you will attain the profound insight into the 
ultimate truth of life. You can be quite at ease when facing death, 
and no illusory concerns will arise.

Before my master passed away, I brought some of my 
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disciples to visit him. He told us that he had recently experienced 
some severe pain which never happened to him before. He 
did not escape from the pain at all; he treated it as a special 
experience and faced it bravely. With the skills developed from 
his practice, he had gone through the pain peacefully. He did not 
have any concern about death and did not take it as suffering. All 
of his attention was still focused on the welfare of all sentient 
beings. As one who has been liberated from the cycle of birth 
and death, he is still subject to physical problems but his mind 
is completely unhindered and free. Just as the recordings of 
Shakyamuni Buddha’s life reveal, the Buddha himself also had 
to undertake all the discomforts caused by the aging process and 
sickness.

If you can ultimately be awakened through solid practice of 
Huatou investigation, this human life of yours will not be wasted. 
Even before the awakening, the practice can enable you to be 
calmer and less discriminative when facing all kinds of situations 
inside and outside of the Chan Hall. The better your practice 
is, the more peaceful and at ease your mind will be. When your 
mind is affected, defilements manifest and your compassion and 
wisdom won’t be able to function. If you can raise the Huatou 
at every single moment, you will be at ease and liberated all the 
time.

Huatou investigation is the most reliable method, and the 
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enlightenment attained is intimate. There are many “levels” 
of enlightenment. For example, when you are listening to my 
lectures, you can gain understanding. Such understanding comes 
from hearing what I say. Is your understanding the same as my 
understanding? Probably not. It is very likely that each one hear 
a different thing and has his own understanding. If you cannot 
even attain the same understanding as mine when you hear my 
lectures in person, how can you get the true meaning of the 
Buddha’s teaching by reading doctrines which are written texts 
translated by patriarchs in history? Are you sure that with your 
capacity and intelligence, you can get the ultimate understanding 
of the Buddha’s teaching only through reading of the texts? If the 
answer is no, how can you realize the Buddhahood in this way?

If you can directly reach the state of no mind through 
Huatou investigation, at that very moment of no mind, you’ll 
be able to see the ultimate reality of all phenomena; seeing the 
ultimate reality means the penetration through the meaning of 
dependent arising of all phenomena; and seeing dependent arising 
of all phenomena is seeing the Dharma. Seeing the Dharma itself 
is seeing the Buddha. Such enlightenment is the most intimate 
because what you have realized is exactly your Buddha nature.

Even if you cannot reach enlightenment in this life, as long 
as you can keep the confidence in Huatou investigation and 
firmly believe that it is the best method, you will be able to meet 
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the right causes and conditions to practice this great method in 
your next life. This is what the patriarchs told us and you should 
firmly believe it.

I often wonder: “How come I left home to be a monk? 
Why was I tonsured at the Cultural Center, my grandmaster’s 
place? Why did I acknowledge Master Shengyan, whom I never 
met, as my master? Causes and conditions were amazing! My 
grandmaster adopted me as my master’s disciple on his behalf 
because at that time my master was having solitary practice. I 
did not know what my master looked like when I was adopted. 
Where did such causes and conditions come from? Ever since 
I was tonsured, my master had been in solitary practice. Later 
he went to Japan to study and then went to the US to propagate 
the Buddha Dharma, So, I did not have the opportunity to study 
with him for many years. He finally came back to Taiwan after 
my grandmaster passed away. I was already sick with half of my 
body paralyzed at that time. I was not familiar with him and the 
poor physical condition made me lack self-confidence, so the 
situation was very difficult and challenging.

After I started practicing with my master, I gradually 
realized how compassionate and graceful my master was to his 
disciples. If we don’t truly engage ourselves in the practice, we 
can never know how nice the master is and how much care we 
are receiving. We are always discriminative and ungrateful; we 
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always feel that what we get is not enough.
If my grandmaster had lived longer, my master would 

have studied in the US rather than coming back to Taiwan. The 
causes and conditions for me to meet my master and study with 
him would be put off to the unforeseeable future. What was the 
invisible affinity that brought me on the path of Chan cultivation? 
Why was I able to learn the Patriarchal Chan? All of these 
situations are the result caused by the amazing seeds planted 
in my past lives which gradually matured in this life. As long 
as you have deep confidence in the Buddha Dharma and great 
determination to practice, you will definitely be accomplished in 
this or future lives.

Even if you still have not awakened after twenty or thirty 
years of practice, it is not necessary to seek other expedient ways. 
Just make sure that your mind does not chase after anything 
else and do let all illusory thoughts dissolve; relentlessly keep 
investigating the Huatou; and establish firm determination to 
live with the Huatou throughout this lifetime and to die with the 
Huatou. As long as ultimate realization has not been reached, 
you should never stop no matter it may take you three lives or five 
lives, ten lives or a hundred lives to reach the goal. If such good 
seeds can be planted, you do not need to worry that you can’t 
understand the great matter of birth and death.
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Relentless Effort in Investigation
Some people may complain that their practice seems not 

effective: “I cannot practice well. Maybe I have no affinity 
with this method.” The practice is not about affinity but about 
determination. If you have not experienced the state of no 
illusory or scattered thoughts in your mind, with body and mind 
disappearing, and with a mind not knowing where you are, your 
practice is still outside the gate. It will be a big mistake if you 
reach a conclusion that you have no affinity with the method.

The same principle applies with any other methods, 
including the most convenient method like “mindfulness of the 
Buddha’s name.” Some people may recite the Buddha’s name 
with a scattered mind for a lifetime and complain: “How come I 
never saw Amitabha Buddha, never experienced the light of his 
compassion, or felt the power of his great vows?” They should 
not blame the Amitabha Buddha but themselves. If one doesn’t 
devote oneself completely to the practice, the life-long recitation 
of the Buddha’s name will be useless because of engaging in 
wandering thoughts.

In Chan cultivation, we need to pay our full attention to the 
Huatou anytime and anywhere. Some people’s mind may become 
blank soon after taking up the Huatou, sitting there without 
knowing anything. Because the investigation requires that they 
raise up energy, causing them to feel tired or bothered soon, they 
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would rather sit there with a blank mind, which is much easier 
and more comfortable. Practicing in this way will be in vain.

In Huatou investigation, you should constantly apply all 
your energy on ceaseless investigation, and the most important 
thing is not to change your mind to seek other methods. After 
practicing for a certain period, some people may feel that their 
Huatou investigation doesn’t go smoothly, so they may change 
to other methods like reciting the Buddha’s name. After a while 
they begin to doubt that the mindfulness of Buddha’s name is not 
the right method for them, and then they wander around to look 
for a new master. Acting in this way is a waste of time. In Huatou 
investigation, you should not change your Huatou or think about 
looking for other teachers; do not seek other expedients or chase 
other causes and conditions, either.

Huatou investigation requires full concentration: not 
thinking of other illusory thoughts, maintaining the Huatou 
day and night, being one with the Huatou, and holding the 
determination to die with the investigation. This is the only way 
to achieve the goal of enlightenment. Never retrogress even if 
three life times, five life times, ten life times, a hundred life times 
have passed. No matter how many life times you have gone 
through, don’t turn back and do keep up! With this right cause for 
enlightenment, you can for sure get out of the cycle of birth and 
death.
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When you practice in midst of sickness, it is not necessary to 
be extremely diligent or to raise up your eyebrows or widely open 
your eyes to put forth great effort. All you have to do is make 
your mind as still as wood or stone, and your conscious activities 
completely stop just like dead ash. Cast aside your illusory body 
composed of the four elements. Accept whatever happens and 
don’t be affected by any situation — sickness, life, death, no 
matter you have or don’t have someone taking care of you, no 
matter your body is in a healthy condition or in smelly decay, 
no matter you can be fully recovered and live until one hundred 
and twenty years old, or you are dead and dragged by previous 
karmas into a boiling soup in a cooking pot or into a burning 
stove. Keep your mind unmoved in any of such situations and 
keep investigating the tasteless Huatou no matter you are lying 
on a pillow or sitting by a stove preparing medicine; never ever 
let go of the Huatou.

Non-stop Investigation While Taking Medicine or Lying in 
Bed

You should not lose your confidence in Huatou investigation 
under any circumstances. But what is the proper way to practice 
in amidst of an illness? Because of physical weakness, you do 
not need to push yourself to sit straight and investigate forcefully. 
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It is okay to just lie in bed, pay your attention to the deep 
questioning of the Huatou, and cast aside everything else. Don’t 
worry if you can recover or not; just keep your mind focused no 
matter what happens and leave behind attachments to this mortal 
flesh, even to the point of forgetting its existence.

Such an attitude is very important. Otherwise, the 
attachment to the mortal flesh, the suffering caused by pain, or the 
sense of restlessness may make you give up your practice. You 
need to let it be. When you are alive, keep your practice going 
on. If you are going to die, it also doesn’t matter because you can 
continue to practice in your next life. If there is someone to take 
care of you, you are blessed and should feel grateful. If not, it is 
not bad either because you will not owe any kindness to anybody.

In the amidst of sickness, we tend to be more dependent and 
emotional. Once the thought of complaining arises, sometimes 
it may entail blaming or even resentment. I myself had such 
thoughts when I was a novice monk. I was living with my 
grandmaster at that time. He never gave me much attention or 
care. I needed to make money for all my expenses, including the 
cost for seeing a doctor or my tuition to the Buddhist college. 
There was a time I had tuberculosis. My grandmaster took a look 
at the X-ray film and said: “It doesn’t matter. You won’t die.” 
Then he left me alone. At that time, I felt so miserable and could 
not refrain from blaming him. It had been five or six years since 
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I was tonsured and came to his place. I did whatever I could and 
study very hard in school, but he still kept giving me all kinds 
of torture. I accepted everything, believing that all of these were 
what I was supposed to undertake. For example, when I was 
studying in the Buddhist College of Fo Guang Shan, it was very 
cold in winter there. I had only one cotton jacket and no sweater. 
I had to wear my summer robe to keep warm. The summer robe 
had been worn for three years so the cloth had become very thin 
with color already fading and turning transparent. I couldn’t but 
put on more clothes to stay warm.

During the early developing stage of Fo Guang Shan, we 
had lots of labor work to do, so we would be hungry soon after 
breakfast. Everybody had some snacks given by their masters, 
but I had nothing. Whenever there was the room inspection, my 
cabinet always met the standards because I had very little stuff, 
no food and very few clothes. I did not care much about how 
people thought of me or that I was short of clothes because I took 
these as a trial to help me grow. However, when I was sick, things 
turned difficult to bear.

My grandmaster liked cats very much. He often went to 
the market to buy chicken livers for his cat. On his way back, he 
would hang the chicken livers on his walking stick. People on the 
road who saw that would say: “Look, the old monk bought some 
chicken livers.” He never cared about what people said. He was 
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much nicer to his cat than to me. Even when I was sick, he was 
still merciless to me, which put me in deep agony.

The Buddhist College requested that I suspend my studies, 
but nobody could take care of me if I went back to the Cultural 
Center. I had to study at school. I was allowed to have classes 
with everybody else, but I had to eat and live separately. 
Fortunately, the college arranged someone to buy medicine for 
me. One of my classmates used to be a nurse; he gave me an 
injection every day. Finally I recovered; during that period, I 
actually severely blamed my grandmaster in my heart.

Why could this happen? It is because when people are 
suffering from sickness and pain, they tend to be dependent 
and vulnerable, eager for caring from other people. If someone 
around us is sick, we should kindly take care of them. Don’t say 
high-sounding words, such as “why don’t you continue your 
practice?” For ordinary people, we should offer help whenever 
they are suffering. Even if it is simply a sincere greeting or some 
care; it can bring warmth to them. However, as a practitioner, we 
should not seek such help because it will bind us to the notion of 
“I’m sick.” Then the suffering will grow.

The cultivation of our courage and sense of responsibility 
in daily life is very important. Today, people cannot count 
on their kids to take care of them when getting old. We need 
to be responsible for ourselves and cultivate the ability of 
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independency through our practice. Do not worry too much when 
we are sick or if our body will turn fragrant or smelly after death. 
Don’t be afraid if we will die alone. Put aside all these concerns 
because we will be bound to the cycle of birth and death as long 
as we have even little such self-indulgent or self-pitying attitudes.

We should build up courage and the right view that 
liberation from birth and death has to be self-reliant. This 
mortal flesh has nothing to do with the cycle of birth and death. 
If we have the causes and conditions to take good care of it, it 
is fine. If not, it is fine as well. Many people cannot bear the 
suffering of aging and subsequently have lots of complaints. 
We must abandon such an attitude. A practitioner has to have an 
independent personality, fearing nothing at all. The only thing 
he needs to care about is: his practice is not progressing in the 
right direction. Without solid and firm practice, it is meaningless 
even if we can live for a thousand years. A genuine practitioner 
will not even care about rebirthing to the Three Evil Realms or 
meeting a violent death.

Nobody knows what is going to happen to them in the 
future. As long as we have developed solid practice, we will not 
fear any crisis, an airplane crash, an earthquake, etc.; this mortal 
flesh is not worth worrying so much about. Our inner strength 
will naturally grow after awakening, and we will no longer attach 
to anything once we have the insight into the ultimate reality of 
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birth and death. As long as we have established proper practice 
and have great confidence in it, even if we have not awakened, 
we can still go through all difficulties. The worst situation is that 
we sink into illusory attachments to the physical body.

Master Zhongfeng Ben mentioned the “tasteless Huatou,” 
which is very important. If the Huatou becomes tastier and tastier 
through investigation, it means the practice is not proceeding 
in the right direction. For example, when we investigate “What 
is ‘Wu,’” if we immediately give an answer such as “’Wu’ is 
form, and form is emptiness,” then the Huatou becomes tasty; it 
means we are applying the illusory mind. The Huatou should get 
more and more meaningless and all we need to do is investigate 
wholeheartedly. When the conscious activities are all cut off, the 
enlightened mind will naturally manifest.

Comments from Master Lianchi
This old monk gave us thousands of words, but the key point 

is to focus on watching the Huatou and to practice solidly so as 
to be awakened. His instruction was so sincere and direct that 
even over one thousand years have passed, his words still make 
us feel like being guided face to face. His complete recorded 
sayings are well handed down; practitioners should read them 
all.
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Just as Master Zhongfeng Ben instructed, we need to firmly 
determine to investigate the Huatou. Don’t worry about the 
physical body. People may get nervous when they hear someone 
having cancer, but being nervous cannot help to escape from 
death. We are all going to die anyway. The only difference is that 
some may die with great suffering while some may not. Actually, 
it is not bad to experience a long and painful process of dying, 
which can be a good opportunity to cultivate the mind. If one 
does not keep in mind that death will come sooner or later, he 
may become lazy and slack off all the time. He will be in panic 
when death is coming.

Master Lianchi said that Master Ben’s words are true and 
penetrating, very much to the point, and not at all beating around 
the bush. Though these words were said over a thousand years 
ago, they sound like being directly said to us by the master 
himself. If you are interested in other instructions of the master, 
you may refer to <Words by Master Zhongfeng Ben>.

19.  The General Instruction by Master Tianru Ze from 
Shizi Feng Mountain
When we are born, we don’t know where we come from; this 

is called the great matter of birth. When we die, we don’t know 
where we will go; this is called the great matter of death. When 
the thirtieth of the twelfth month (the last day of your life) arrives, 
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we will be in panic because of lacking preparation. Furthermore, 
the road ahead is obscure and the corresponding retributions 
engendered by our karmas will be received. This is the most 
critical matter— the retributive situation of birth and death. As to 
what is the causal root of karmas for the cycle of birth and death, 
it is none other than our every single thought in this life when 
we are chasing or rejecting the external objects that we perceive. 
With great compassion and loving kindness, the Buddha teaches 
us either to cultivate Chan or to be mindful of Buddha’s name 
so as to help us sweep away our illusory thoughts and see our 
original nature so as to be absolutely free and liberated.

Birth and Death Is a Great Matter
If one does not practice hard to solve the great matter 

of birth and death, he will definitely be helpless at the dying 
moment. When an ordinary person is approaching death, if 
he badly suffers from sickness, he will typically be immersed 
in illusions and panic with lots of greedy and discriminative 
thoughts in the mind. Even worse, he is absolutely unclear about 
what retributive situation is waiting for him ahead. He is in the 
retributive situation, Samsara, life after life without any idea and 
control of birth and death. “Not knowing one’s own life and death 
and going on blindly with it” is called consequences of Samsara. 
“Heading for one of the Six Realms in the next life because of 
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one’s good or bad Karmas” is called consequences of Karma.
When we talk about the consequences of Samsara, it means 

that the consequences have already been formed. What is the 
causal root of karmas which result in the retribution? It is our 
very thought right at this moment when we attach to what we 
see or hear. In other words, it is our illusory mind with all kinds 
of discriminations and cravings when the six sense faculties are 
chasing their corresponding external objects. If a single greedy 
or discriminative thought arises, the mind is in an illusory state 
at that very moment. The purpose of practice is for one to be the 
master at any moment.

The four Buddhas manifested in the present eon and the 
seven Buddhas in the past eons all left verses to teach us how to 
practice; so did all the patriarchs in history. No matter what they 
taught, Chan cultivation, mindfulness of Buddha’s name, or any 
other methods, all can help us dissolve illusions, see our original 
nature and ultimately set us free and at ease.

People fail to get benefits from the practice because they fall 
into three types of ailments. Firstly, they never receive guidance 
from a genuine master. Secondly, they do not urgently take the 
great matter of birth and death as the focus of their practice at 
every moment and then unwittingly fall into a state of quiescence. 
Thirdly, they fail to see the true nature of the empty fame and 
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floating profit of the mundane world, and consequently are unable 
to detach from them. With these three ailments, illusory cravings 
and evil habits keep on arising and cannot be cast off. When the 
eight winds blow, they slide into the ocean of karmas and drift 
away.

Three Ailments
Chan cultivation and mindfulness of the Buddha’s name 

are supposed to be effective methods, but why do these methods 
not work for some people? It is mainly because of three issues. 
Firstly, these people do not meet a genuine teacher; the guidance 
from a genuine teacher is a prerequisite for making people see 
into the original nature. Secondly, some people do not take 
Samsara as the most critical matter for their practice. When their 
minds are calmed and unified through practice, they falsely take 
such a state as enlightenment. When the quiescent state is gone, 
cravings come back and they are still bound to the cycle of birth 
and death. Thirdly, they cannot let go of the worldly fame and 
profit. Most living beings are like this. Since we clearly know 
that birth and death are the great matter, we should practice hard; 
unfortunately, we always fail to do that. This is why living beings 
are pathetic.

Some people pursue to attain some experiences from the 
practice; some try to reach certain level so that they can have 
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certain achievements; and others wish to become a director or 
even the abbot of a big monastery. These ideals are all about 
empty fame and floating profit.

A true practitioner never allows himself to go astray. You 
should believe in what patriarchs told us: “How do you practice 
when the mind field is invaded by wandering thoughts? A Huatou 
is like an iron broom. The more you sweep, the more you make 
a fuss. The more dust comes up, the more you sweep. Use the 
energy of your entire being to keep sweeping to a point where you 
feel that you cannot sweep anymore. The whole universe explodes 
and innumerable distinctive dharmas can all be understood 
suddenly.” All Chan practitioners, please make effort to settle (the 
great matter of birth and death) in this life. Don’t allow yourself 
to suffer from disasters for eternal eons.

Some people may feel that their afflictions and obstructions 
are growing after practicing the Huatou investigation. They 
become frustrated and may want to give up. This is a big mistake. 
The patriarchs have told us that once the Huatou is raised, just 
keep going and ignore all afflictions. Even if the practice does 
not seem to be effective, you still need to make your best effort to 
continue the investigation.

All of a sudden, you will have a breakthrough into the 
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emptiness and completely understand all dharmas. Brothers and 
sisters, make your best effort to investigate, you can put an end 
to life and death in this very life. Don’t let yourself be exposed to 
karma results and float ups and downs in the Six Realms.

There are people suspecting that the mindfulness of the 
Buddha’s name and Chan investigation are different approaches. 
They do not know that the only purpose of Chan investigation 
is to understand the mind and see the true self-nature while the 
practitioner of the mindfulness of the Buddha’s name tries to 
be enlightened to the Amitabha Buddha self-nature or the Pure 
Land of the mind; their fundamental principles are by no means 
different. As said in the Shurangama Sutra: “If living beings 
remember the Buddha and are mindful of the Buddha, they will 
certainly see the Buddha now and in the future,” if you can 
see the Buddha here and now, how can it be different from the 
awakening to the supreme way through Chan investigation?

Mindfulness of the Buddha’s Name and Chan Investigation 
Are the Same

Both mindfulness of the Buddha’s name and Chan 
investigation are methods to conjointly cultivate Samadhi and 
Prajna. The former is a dynamic method where one engages 
with the sound of reciting the Buddha’s name, while the latter is 
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more a static approach of unifying consciousness. Wholehearted 
attention is required for both of the methods to calm and unify the 
mind. When the practitioner can develop from the unified mind to 
the state of no mind, he will be truly benefited from the practice 
with either of the methods.

When one recites the Buddha’s name, the first level he will 
reach is keeping the mindfulness steady; then gradually, he will 
be able to reach the single-minded state without any scattered 
thoughts; and finally he will enter the state of Samadhi of the 
mindfulness of the Buddha’s name, which is a state where 
Samadhi and Prajna are developed in perfect balance. At this 
point, one’s mind is illuminated and can see the Buddha nature, 
meaning one’s mind can stay unmoved under any circumstances, 
no matter in motion or stillness, being alive or facing death. 
Then, one will truly understand what Amitabha Buddha or Pure 
Land means.

According to the Shurangama Sutra, Mahasthamaprapta 
Bodhisattva’s saying about missing Buddha: “If living beings 
miss Buddha and are mindful of Buddha, they will certainly see 
Buddha now and in the future.” If we can always miss Buddha, 
be mindful of Buddha at every moment, just like a son missing 
his mother and the mother caring about her son, we will definitely 
see Buddha.

When a son leaves home for his education in a distant place, 
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his parents will always miss him, and the son will miss his family 
as well. However, such affection is different from mindfulness, 
which means being absorbed in the method right here and now. 
To miss or to remember is the recalling of things happening in 
the past, but mindfulness is to put the mind on the method at 
this very moment. In Huatou investigation, one takes the sense 
of deep questioning as the object of mindfulness; in reciting the 
Buddha’s name, the practitioner should be mindful of the sound 
of the recitation; and in breath-counting meditation, people take 
in-and-out of the breathing as the object of mindfulness. People 
may misunderstand that mindfulness means no evil thoughts in 
the mind. This is not correct.

To keep the mindfulness, you should maintain steady 
absorption in the method at every moment and be clearly aware of 
the situation of your practice. This is right mindfulness or binding 
mindfulness. “Binding” means to be tied up. “Remembering the 
Buddha” means mindfulness of the Buddha.” It means that your 
mind is always with Buddha no matter in the past or at present. If 
you practice well, you will see Buddha right in front of your eyes 
now or in the future. One can “see Buddha” through the practice 
of mindfulness of the Buddha’s name while one can see the 
Buddha nature through Chan cultivation; from this point of view, 
there is no difference between these two approaches.

Many patriarchs took “Who is reciting the Buddha’s name?” 
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as a Huatou. As Master Hanshan explained: “Recite the name of 
Amitabha Buddha once, and then immediately raise the question 
‘Who is reciting the Buddha’s name?’” This method is different 
from the method of mindfulness of the Buddha’s name because 
the purpose of raising the Huatou is to generate a deep sense of 
doubt. As to the practice of mindfulness of the Buddha’s name, 
the practitioner will recite the Buddha’s name aloud with his ear 
hearing the sound and his mind bound to the sound. The mind is 
gradually calmed and concentrates with no more illusions and 
discriminations until it reaches the unified state. These are where 
these two approaches differ.

In answering a question, the master said: “Just take the 
word Amitabha Buddha as a Huatou, and raise it at any time 
of the day to a point where there is not a single thought arising 
in your mind; then you will ascend directly to the Buddhahood 
without necessity to climb up steps.”

Take “Amitabha Buddha” As a Huatou
“Taking Amitabha Buddha as a Huatou” means to ask “Who 

is reciting the Buddha’s name?” “Who is reciting Amitabha 
Buddha?” or “What is Amitabha Buddha?” No matter which 
question is taken up, the key point is to ask who is reciting, not 
to ask who is Amitabha Buddha. If you ask who is Amitabha 
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Buddha, the conscious thinking related to descriptions in 
Amitabha Buddha Sutra, Sukhavativyuha-Sutra, or Maha-
Amitabha Sutra are very likely to be engendered.

When you take Amitabha Buddha as a Huatou, keep it 
as the only thought in your mind at every moment without 
any other thoughts. When you reach the point that there is no 
thought arising, all the fifty-two stages on the path of Bodhisattva 
cultivation as described in Avatamsaka Sutra will be surpassed, 
and you will immediately awaken to the inherent Buddha nature.

20.  Master Zhiche’s Instruction on the Profundity of the 
Pure Land Approach
Recite the Buddha’s name once, or three, five, or seven 

times, and then silently ask inwardly: “Where does this sound 
of recitation arise?” Then further ask: “Who is reciting the 
Buddha’s name?” If the sense of deep questioning can be 
generated, just maintain such sense. If the asking has no efficacy 
and the sense of deep questioning is not obvious, further raise 
the question: “Ultimately who is reciting the Buddha’s name?” 
With the practice continuing, the sense of deep questioning 
will become vaguer and vaguer. Under such a condition, you 
still need to keep asking and investigating thoroughly “Who is 
reciting the Buddha’s name?”
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Who is Reciting the Buddha’s Name?
From this part of the writing, we can tell that Master Lianchi 

advocated practicing mindfulness of the Buddha’s name, and 
actually his personal cultivation focused on this method. In <The 
Stimuli to Transcend the Patriarch Chan Barriers>, there are parts 
dealing with how to practice mindfulness of Buddha’s name by 
using principles in the Chan approach.

Master Zhiche taught us how to do Huatou investigation 
by reciting the Buddha’s name. After several times of recitation, 
remain in silence with our mind not clinging to anything but just 
keep the illumination of the mind inward to ask ourselves: “Where 
does this sound of Buddha’s name arise? From the mouth, the 
mind, or the ear?” Through the searching, we may realize that 
none of these are the original place where the sound arises. 
Continue to ask and investigate until finding out where it arises.

Such a way of practice has steps to follow and is connected 
to our conscious activities; also, the sense of doubt generated 
is more intimate because there is something for us to hold on 
to. Some people need such an approach to help them practice. 
However, this method involves lots of conscious thinking, so the 
mind is not easily unified. Therefore, some patriarchs taught us 
to simply investigate the word “Wu” since conscious analysis or 
speculations are not easily engendered by this word. However, 
the sense of doubt is not easily generated with this method. Both 
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methods have their strong points; we need to try and experience 
them by ourselves.

When we ask “Who is reciting the Buddha’s name,” two 
thoughts are likely to be generated — “Who is reciting?” and 
“Who is asking?” — so the unified mind is quite difficult to 
reach. In the early times of Chan tradition, investigation of the 
word “Wu” was commonly used. In later years, Chan masters 
started to accept the method of mindfulness of the Buddha’s name 
so that the method of Chan investigation together with recitation 
of the Buddha’s name was developed. They were convinced that 
with such an approach, if the students fail to actualize through 
Chan cultivation, they could be reborn to the Pure Land; at least, 
they would not fall into the three Evil Realms easily.

Such an approach was absolutely unacceptable in the early 
years of the Patriarchal Chan Tradition. Because firstly, having 
such an attitude reveals that the practitioner does not have urgent 
needs and firm self-confidence in the realization, so he may not 
make his best effort. Secondly, he does not have unshakable faith 
in the Chan investigation method and expects Buddhas to help 
him. Such ideas actually deviate from the fundamental principles 
of Patriarch Chan. In Patriarch Chan, the authentic experience of 
“emptiness” can only be reached through one’s own effort.

It is fine to take “Ultimately who is reciting?” as a 
Huatou, but one should not have ideas such as “If I fail in Chan 
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investigation, at least I can get the benefit from the recitation of 
the Buddha’s name.” Although patriarchs in later years taught us 
to investigate “Who is reciting the Buddha’s name,” they did not 
mean to encourage us to depend on the power of the Amitabha 
Buddha. Huatou investigation is to generate and nurture the sense 
of doubt through non-stop questioning.

In Huatou investigation, if we feel the sense of doubt is not 
intimate and heartfelt, we should not let go of it; instead, we must 
raise the Huatou again firmly. No matter we use the Patriarch 
Chan method or investigate while reciting the Buddha’s name, 
we should not abide in the state of quiescence or blankness. We 
won’t have the sense of doubt if the Huatou becomes blank; 
under such a condition, we need to raise the questioning again.

With our practice progressing, the sense of doubt will 
become vaguer and vaguer; it even disappears when the mind is 
unified. When the sense is disappearing, we still need to seriously 
keep the questioning. Don’t falsely believe that it is right to let 
the sense of doubt get vague. That is not right; we should steadily 
foster and maintain the sense of doubt.

Comments from Master Lianchi
It is okay not to ask the first question — Where does the 

sound of reciting the Buddha’s name come from? Go directly to 
the question — Who is reciting the Buddha’s name?
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21.  The General Instruction by Master Wuwen Cong of 
Mt. Xiang in Ruzhou
When I met monk Duweng for the first time, he asked me to 

investigate “not mind, not Buddha, and not a thing.” Six of us, 
including Yunfeng, Yueshan, and so forth, made a vow to cultivate 
together until ultimate realization is attained. I met Master 
Wuneng in Huaixi County later, and he asked me to investigate 
the word “Wu.” After that we went to Changlu County and 
practiced together there.

You are Wrong No Matter What You Name It
When Master Mazu said “Mind is Buddha,” some people 

may have the following understanding of his words — Mind, 
Buddha, and Living Beings are the same, so the Mind itself 
at this present moment is Buddha, is Living Beings, and is all 
phenomena. Since Buddha and all phenomena are the same 
and all phenomena are all things, then all things are Buddha 
and of course they are the Mind. So the Mind is Buddha, is 
Living Beings, is all things, and is whatever exists here and 
now. Because of such understanding, people may try to obtain 
something when they practice with the investigation method and 
thus fall into conscious thinking. That is why monk Duweng 
asked Wuwen to investigate “not mind, not Buddha, not a thing. 
No matter what you name it, you are wrong.”
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For example, when people asked Master Zhaozhou: “What 
is Buddha,” he would say it was the seeds of the cypress tree in 
the garden or it was the dried shit. Aren’t these things? Many 
people take things as the mind. Master Duweng told us that “no 
matter what Master Mazu or any other masters told us, what they 
said are not the ultimate reality. Not Mind, not Buddha, not a 
thing. What is it?” We should investigate by ourselves.

In the past, practitioners often travelled around to visit 
masters, and each master might give a different Huatou. Typically, 
the masters did not give much explanation of the Huatou, and the 
students had to investigate by themselves.

I met Dharma brother Jing in Huaishang County later. 
He asked me: “What kind of understanding have you attained 
through the past six- or seven-years’ practice?” I answered: 
“Every day there is not a single thing in my mind.” Jing said: 
“Where does this sense of not a single thing in your mind come 
from?” I felt like that I knew the answer but actually I was not 
completely sure that I really knew it, so I dared not open my 
mouth. When Jing saw that I couldn’t respond, he said further: 
“You might be able to keep your practice level in Samadhi, but 
you lose it while in motion.” I was struck because what he said 
was right to the point. I asked: “How should I practice in order to 
ultimately understand this great matter?” Jing said: “Have you 
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ever heard the great Master Chuan say ‘In order to understand 
the ultimate meaning, face south to watch the Big Dipper in the 
north.’” Then he left.

Facing South to Watch the Big Dipper in the North
When Jing asked Master Wuwen Cong: “Where does this 

sense of not a single thing in your mind come from?” Jing’s 
forceful interrogation is to make Master Wuwen Cong aware that 
his mind still fixed on the sensation.

The monk Jing further commented: “You might be able 
to stay in Samadhi when practicing, but you lose it in motion.” 
Here “Samadhi and motion” do not refer to the physical stillness 
or movement like sitting, walking, and so forth; it means that 
Master Wuwen Cong could keep his mind quiet and unmoved 
when there were no challenges, but when real trials came, such as 
suffering from sickness or dying, he would still lose control.

The Big Dipper is in the north. How can we see it when 
we face the south? Indeed, “facing the south to watch the Big 
Dipper” sounds ridiculous and unreasonable, but we have to 
investigate until we penetrate it by ourselves. When we cruise 
on the ocean, we will never arrive at our destination if we look 
for the Big Dipper in the south. The Chan teaching is to shatter 
all our opinions, ideas, or rationalities to a point that we are 
totally lost in a maze. Once we get out from the maze, conscious 
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activities will never work again.

It was worth well being asked of this question. From then 
on, I walked without knowing I was walking and sat without 
knowing I was sitting. The word “Wu” had not been raised for 
five or seven days; I just wanted to dig out the ultimate meaning 
of “facing the south to watch the Big Dipper in the north.” One 
day, I went to the toilet. Sitting on a piece of wood in the toilet 
with other people, I was totally immersed in the sense of deep 
questioning. After about a meal’s time, I suddenly felt that my 
mind was clear, bright, light, and fresh. The doubt was exploded 
just as the skin (of a fruit) was peeled off. All the people and 
external things in front of my eyes disappeared, as if I was in 
an empty universe. I felt like I was just waking up from semi 
coma, heavily sweating, and the ultimate meaning of “facing 
the south to watch the Big Dipper in the north” was understood. 
Then, I went to meet Jing. There were no more obstructions for 
me to freely express myself or make poems. Only the complete 
attainment of the supreme wisdom was yet to be realized, so I was 
still not absolutely free.

The Path Upward
Inspired by monk Jing’s question, Master Wuwen Cong 

understood better how to continue the practice. His practice 
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was at a point of clear and quiescent state in the past six or 
seven years, which was a state before the unified mind was 
reached. Now in his meditation, he felt both his body and mind 
disappeared, so his meditative concentration had turned much 
deeper.

He used to investigate the word “Wu,” but it was hard to 
arouse the sense of doubt with this Huatou. Although he had not 
raised “Wu” for several days, the sentence “facing south to watch 
the Big Dipper in the north” worked for him and the sense of 
doubt was generated.

When he was immersed in the sense of doubt and went to 
the toilet, he stayed in the toilet for about half an hour without 
knowing who sat beside him or what happened around. Perhaps 
because of the smell or the sound of the defecation, all of a 
sudden he felt light and bright; the explosion of the doubt was 
just like peeling off the skin of a fruit. When the ultimate reality 
manifested, all phenomena in front of the eyes disappeared. His 
mind no longer had discriminations, and he seemed floating in 
the air without anything to hold on to. Finally, he understood 
what “facing south to watch the Big Dipper in the north” meant.

At this point, the complete attainment of the supreme 
wisdom had not been realized, which meant that he still needed 
to turn around and not to dwell on the empty side of the Dharma 
body. Even if he had seen the self-nature, the wondrous functions 
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of a completely enlightened mind had not manifested yet. So, 
he still did not have the experience of applying such marvelous 
functions to deliver living beings.

I spent summer time on Mt. Xianyan later. Being bitten by 
mosquitoes, I could not keep my hands still (in sitting meditation). 
Thinking that ancient patriarchs could sacrifice their bodies to 
seek the Dharma, why should I be afraid of mosquitoes? Then, 
I resolved to cast aside the body. Gritting my teeth firmly and 
clenching my fists tightly, I fully focused on raising the word 
“Wu” again and again, and gradually my body and mind were 
forgotten. As if the four walls of a house collapsed, my body was 
like the empty universe and there was not a single thing that 
could stay in my mind.

Not a Single Thing Can Stay in the Mind
When Master Wuwen Cong practiced on Mt. Xianyan, there 

were many large and vicious mosquitoes and he was bitten to the 
extent that he was not able to concentrate in sitting meditation. 
But later on, he resolved to cast aside his body and was able to 
gradually calm down and got to a state that “not a single thing 
could stay in the mind.”

I started the sitting meditation from about eight in the 
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morning and came out from Samadhi at about two in the 
afternoon. I clearly knew that the Buddha Dharma never failed 
people, but my practice was yet to reach there. Although the 
liberated insight had been established, I still had subtle and 
hidden illusory thoughts to be thoroughly removed. I went to Mt. 
Guangzhou to practice meditation for six years. Later, I lived in 
Mt. Lu’an for six years. After that, I went back and lived in Mt. 
Guangzhou for another three years. Finally, I was fully liberated.

The Buddha Dharma Never Fails People
Unlike the ordinary people, this great master was never 

complacent after attaining some benefits or experiences. When 
he was aware that he still had some subtle and hidden illusory 
thoughts, he continued to practice in the mountains for fifteen 
more years. Before that, he had already practiced for six or seven 
years. After investigating a single Huatou for almost twenty or 
thirty years, he finally liberated himself from the great matter of 
birth and death.

Comments from Master Lianchi
As diligent as people in the past, it still took them such a 

long time to actualize the ultimate truth. People in today’s age 
believe that they can immediately attain the understanding with 
their intelligence and intend to regard their understanding as 
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sudden enlightenment. How ridiculous it is!

When ancient practitioners lived in the mountains, they 
actually lived in the wild instead of monasteries. They had to face 
all kinds of hardships, such as storms, wild animals, sickness, 
starving, coldness, and so forth. Furthermore, they usually lived 
on their own. Without solid foundation in practice, people might 
soon turn crazy under such conditions. Even with such fierce 
and diligent practice, it still took them such a long time to arrive 
at genuine realization. If people in the present time think of 
intellectual understanding as sudden enlightenment, it is pathetic 
and awfully wrong!

22. The Instruction by Master Dufeng
For a practitioner of the supreme Way, where should he 

start the practice? Raising the Huatou is where to start.

23. The Instruction by Master Bore
After practicing hard for three or five years, some 

practitioners are still not able to understand how to practice 
properly, and they might abandon the Huatou which has been 
investigated all along. They do not realize that by giving up 
halfway, all the endeavors in the past will be wasted. For those 
who have firm determination, knowing that there is dried firewood 
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and hot water available in the monastery and the Chan Hall is 
warm, they will make a vow not to step out of the monastery for 
three years. Such people will definitely be benefited.

True Investigation and Genuine Actualization
“Dried firewood and hot water are available, and the Chan 

Hall is warm.” means that the monastery is suitable for practice 
because it has all necessary facilities. At such a place, determined 
practitioners should make the great pledge to fully devote himself 
to the practice for several years.

After a certain time of practice, some people may reach a 
point where their mind is in clarity and are able to understand 
everything without illusions. Then they will compose a four-verse 
poem and consider themselves great liberated beings. Although 
they probably can speak the Dharma without obstructions, their 
entire life will be wasted. At the dying moment, how can they 
maintain the clarity of their mind? Dharma followers, if you 
really want to liberate yourself, the investigation must be true 
and the realization must be genuine.

Speak the Dharma Freely, but the Entire Life is Wasted
With some practice, some practitioners’ mind can become 

clear and bright without many coarse defilements or discursive 
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thoughts. Many things that used to make them perplexed 
are now clearly understood, which gives them a sense of 
achievement. “The mind is in clarity and are able to understand 
everything without illusions ” means one clearly understands 
everything in front of him, like this is Buddha, this is mind, 
etc. Such understanding still comes from consciousness, so the 
“understanding” itself is still “a form existing at that moment.” 
This state of clarity can be falsely taken as the actualization of 
the true self-nature or the Buddhahood.

With this false view, the practitioner may believe that he has 
become an absolute “liberated being,” and he will probably be 
able to preach the Dharma without any obstructions.

In a previous section, Master Tieshan Ai has given us lots 
of such examples. Many ancient masters had gone through the 
stage where they could give talks, but real great masters could 
discern that they were not actualized yet. If one believes that he 
is enlightened, without having the verification from a genuine 
master, we can say that he is still wasting his life.

With some shallow but unsolid experiences, it is absolutely 
wrong if one believes that the great matter of birth and death has 
been solved. At the dying moment when one’s breath is going 
to stop, how can he face the situation if the experiences attained 
from his practice were just some sensation of quiescence or 
theoretical understanding?
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Master Bore told us that in order to really be liberated from 
birth and death, the investigation has to be genuine, and the great 
sense of doubt has to be generated and maintained constantly. The 
practitioner should not be satisfied with only little realization; 
rather, his actualization needs to be ultimate. Please don’t falsely 
take some physical or mental experiences as enlightenment.

When one can keep the Huatou steadily without interruption 
and feel the sensation of body disappearing, this is a state 
where the person is forgotten but the phenomena have not been 
forgotten yet. Someone may reach a point where the body has 
been forgotten, but it comes back to his mind suddenly. Like 
falling from the top of a thousand-meter high cliff in a dream, he 
desperately seeks help. At this point, one should tightly raise the 
Huatou until even the Huatou is forgotten. This is a state where 
both the person and the phenomena are forgotten.

The Person Is Forgotten but the Phenomena Are Not
Here the master emphasized a crucial and important point 

about the practice that is often overlooked by those who don’t 
have much experience. “The physical self is forgotten but the 
phenomena are not” represents the unification of body, mind, and 
the external environment, which one should not falsely take as 
enlightenment. At this point, the conscious mind does not raise 
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discriminating thoughts, but the subtle functioning of the mind 
still exists and the practitioner still has the notion of “applying 
the mind on the method.” This is called the person is forgotten 
but the phenomena are not.

Continuing the practice steadily, we can reach a point where 
the Huatou follows us closely, and we may suddenly feel like 
falling from the state of quiescence as if dropping from a cliff, 
and our body and mind crash with nothing to hold on to. People 
might be frightened at that very moment and don’t know how to 
handle the situation.

After reaching the stage where body and mind are forgotten, 
people may experience different states. If one is scared, his 
mind easily gets “sick.” The cases of Chan ailments or injuries 
to the body mostly happen at this stage. Since we have been 
accustomed to strong attachments to the physical body, when 
our body and mind suddenly disappear, under the circumstances 
the sense of nowhere to dwell on may engender great fear. Some 
people can even be scared to a point where they dare not practice 
sitting meditation anymore.

If such experiences happen, keep in mind that body and 
mind are empty by nature, and the experience itself is just 
a phenomenon or illusion. Just take it easy no matter what 
phenomena arise, and then you won’t be in fear anymore. When 
fear comes up, just as Master Bore instructed, it is very important 
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not to give up on the practice; rather, continue to investigate the 
Huatou intensively.

Both the Self and the Phenomena Are Forgotten
If the Huatou disappears as well, it is called “both the self 

and the phenomena are forgotten.” In Chan practice, such a stage 
is not the same as Samadhi because the practitioner still has clear 
awareness of the right mindfulness and accurate cognition though 
without any discriminative sense of the existence of body and 
mind. He may stay with only one thought in his mind for a very 
long time, and time can pass by very quickly as if one day is just 
a few minutes; yet the practitioner is clearly aware of his practice 
at every moment. There are no scattered thoughts in the mind 
and the body does not have any sensation of pain even in a long 
session of sitting meditation.

At this point of Huatou practice, the practitioner’s mind 
continues to be interfused with the sense of doubt but he is not 
really aware if the doubt is still present; actually this means 
that the doubt is still there. When he goes further to the point 
of reaching the stage of no-mind, his body and mind will 
certainly be concomitant with the method. No-mind is not a 
state of sleeping, lethargy, or drowsiness. On the contrary, it 
is a state of absolute clarity. Sometimes people can be amazed 
by their capability of sitting for a very long time without even 
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knowing the passing of time. The practitioner no longer has 
discriminations in his mind. The mind dissolves in the method; 
at the same time, the body and mind do not give rise to mental 
formations and there is no intentional effort to maintain the 
method.

All of a sudden, the beans buried in the cold ashes explode. 
You finally understand what “Mr. Zhang drinks the wine, but 
Mr. Li gets drunk” means. This is the very time for you to come 
take my beatings. Why? You need to go a step further to have a 
breakthrough over all the barriers set by Chan Patriarchs. Visit 
masters all around to attain the ultimate understanding and 
nurture your saintly embryo or the level of your practice among 
rivers, lakes, and forests. When the ultimate enlightenment is 
realized, it will be the time for you to propagate the Buddha’s 
teaching and deliver all sentient beings.

Mr. Zhang Drinks the Wine, but Mr. Li Gets Drunk
In the past, fire stoves were used in winter for cooking and 

heating. People often buried some beans or other foods in warm 
ashes near a stove. Being heated by the remaining weak warmth 
of the cold ashes, the beans can suddenly explode with a sound. 
This is what “the beans buried in the cold ashes explode” is 
about.
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Probably caused by the sound of the explosion, the 
practitioner may suddenly come out from his current state and 
turn around from the level of “both the self and the phenomena 
are forgotten.” “Beans buried in the cold ashes explode” means 
that the practitioner truly sees his original nature.

“Mr. Zhang drinks the wine, but Mr. Li gets drunk” sounds 
paradoxical and confusing. You might get pissed off when 
doing the investigation from time to time since it is absolutely 
impossible that Mr. Zhang drinks the wine while Mr. Li gets 
drunk! But, this is the teaching of the Chan tradition.

After penetrating into the meaning of “Mr. Zhang drinks the 
wine, but Mr. Li gets drunk,” you are ready to go meet Master 
Bore to take his beating and won’t be confused by the beating; 
on the contrary, you will know how to respond. Then it is the 
time for you to be verified by the master whether you are truly 
actualized or not. Even after receiving the verification, you 
cannot stop there but should continue to illuminate your mind. 
In other words, after seeing the self-nature, you should continue 
your effort to manifest wondrous functions of the Prajna.

To go forward, the practitioner needs to visit masters all 
around to understand the marvelous and inconceivable functions 
of a fully enlightened mind. After transcending the Chan barriers 
one after another, he must continue to nurture the wisdom of the 
self-nature in secluded mountains until it is fully mature. At that 
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time, he will be capable of propagating the Buddha Dharma and 
helps all sentient beings.

Truly Shoulder the Mission of the Buddha
The ancient master admonished us not to falsely believe 

that the practice is finished after getting a glimpse into the 
original self-nature. Rather, it is the beginning of the genuine 
Chan practice. Don’t be afraid of illusions or external winds; 
just face them and learn from the experiences no matter they are 
good or bad. Although today you can still go to a secluded place 
to cultivate the mind, the best place to practice is actually this 
secular world. If you are defeated by hindrances or tumble on the 
path, it doesn’t matter. Just stand up and keep going, knowing 
that the grass will turn upright again after being blown over by 
the wind. You don’t need to purposefully find a secluded place to 
cultivate the mind.

After attaining certain experiences through practice, some 
lay people may abandon everything and go to a remote mountain 
to practice. This is not the best choice. We need more clergies to 
propagate the Buddha’s teaching and guide sentient beings on 
the path of cultivation. As laities, they can only offer support but 
cannot truly shoulder the mission of the Buddha. That is a great 
pity. If a practitioner is willing to raise the true determination to 
become a clergy, it can’t be better. It doesn’t mean that the more 
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renunciants the better. What we need is people who are truly 
determined to seek the truth and to pass down the teaching of the 
Buddha.

I hope those laities who are healthy and no longer need to 
support their family can devote themselves to the practice. If 
they want to be ordained, I truly welcome them. The Buddha’s 
teaching belongs to all people. As long as the person has the real 
determination to practice, it is even better to get ordained.

The number of ordained people is not the key point. 
Enrolling ordained people who truly want to work hard to be 
actualized and propagate the Buddha’s teaching is the most 
important. I hope devoted laities as well as my disciples can 
pledge to do more for the propagation. Don’t be like me, whose 
determination and ambition are not big and therefore am not 
even qualified as an arahant. I know nothing but few methods 
for cultivation. I do hope and welcome those laities and ordained 
people to come here and do the cultivation with us.

Although this temple is small, we have wood and water; it 
is warm, too. You will not starve or suffer from coldness. If you 
are willing to work with us here, you are extremely welcome. 
I believe we, either ordained people or lay people, will be like 
brothers and sisters, supporting and taking care of each other. 
By doing this, we can prove that the Buddha’s teaching is truly 
good. There are many places where people can get ordained, and 
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there are many ordained people as well. However, there aren’t 
many places where we can have peace of mind, knowing how to 
practice, and have control over life and death. Therefore, I hope 
all of you cherish the opportunity to practice here.

We need to make practice our own business, and here we 
maintain the method I taught in the early days. If you like it, the 
door of the temple is always open for all of you. You can come 
back anytime, even when there are no Chan retreats or other 
activities. You can stay here three or five days if only you can 
take care of yourself and share some workload here. At least, we 
are lucky today that we are still able to put the Buddha’s teaching 
into practice with a proper method.

24. The Instruction by Master Xueting
Be in absolute poverty twenty-four hours of the day, and 

watch the Huatou “Before given birth by parents, what is my 
original face?” Just keep raising it, no matter it is effective or not 
effective, no matter you are in drowsiness or not in drowsiness.

Before Given Birth by Parents, What Is My Original Face?
“Absolute poverty” does not mean that one is financially 

poor. It is an analogy that one should not have any attachment 
or conscious thinking while practicing. If one cannot let go of 
cravings for worldly fame and profit, the practice will not be 
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effective.
Master Xueting instructed his students to let go of 

everything and focus on the investigation. Among so many 
Huatous, which one is the best? Don’t make comparisons. As 
long as we can raise the Huatou at any time, it is the best one. 
Don’t change the Huatou all the time. That is not good for our 
practice because it shows that we worry too much about gains 
and losses. The best way is to focus our mind on one single 
Huatou.

Which Huatou Is the Best?
What are the criteria to assess if a Huatou is good or not? A 

good Huatou does not easily entail associated meanings and also 
does not have two opposite points. Take “Who am I before given 
birth by parents?” as an example. This question is quite a long 
sentence, and it may lead to speculations such as the previous 
life, the next life, and so forth. This question may evoke an 
imaginary holy “I.” These can be considered as the weaknesses 
of this Huatou. On the other hand, it is quite an intimate question 
and can help the practitioner to generate the doubt sensation 
because it is a question connected to oneself, and everyone has 
the inclination to find out who he is before being born or after 
death.

I used this Huatou at the beginning of my practice, and 
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it had been helpful to lead me on the right path. As long as we 
know how not to involve speculation, it cannot be considered a 
bad Huatou. At the beginning of the investigation, we may have 
lots of thinking, but gradually we will be aware that such thinking 
is of no help, and then it will naturally stop. Just concentrate our 
mind to investigate “who.” The most important thing is not to 
search for answers from the sutras or patriarchal treatises.

The practice has to be maintained without any speculation 
over whether the Huatou is effective or not. If we have mastered 
the technique, don’t be proud and keep going. If we have not, 
don’t be discouraged and keep going as well. Sooner or later, the 
Huatou will work.

When I was a kid, I often played a game in which we picked 
up glass balls with chopsticks. The glass balls are quite slippery, 
so the more effort we put in, the more difficult it is to pick them 
up. If we can relax a little bit and use only the minimum effort, 
we can succeed unexpectedly. Don’t be frustrated when we fail. 
It always takes time to acquire a skill.

No matter what we learn, we become more and more 
skillful after we get familiar with it. A Huatou is new to us at the 
beginning, we must continue to investigate. When the sense of 
doubt is generated and can be maintained very well, we call this 
“from unfamiliarity to familiarity.” Through further investigation, 
we “reverse the familiarity back to the unfamiliarity,” meaning 
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after being very familiar with the Huatou, we must keep on 
investigating as if it is absolutely new to us. In this way, we will 
be able to master the technique quite well.

25.  The Instruction by Master Gumei You from Mt. 
Yangshan
You must raise the fiercely diligent mind and the solid 

determination. No matter what you have attained — the 
Buddha Dharma, the four-or-six-syllable articles (beautifully 
written literatures), or your intelligence in verbalization, dump 
everything into the ocean and never attach to them. In one single 
sitting, dissolve the hundreds and thousands of subtle defiled 
thoughts. Raise your very first Huatou and keep investigating 
without interruption; keep pushing forward. Firmly concentrate 
your body and mind to attain the ultimate realization. Take 
awakening as your ultimate goal.

Honestly Raise the Huatou to Work Hard
In cultivation, we have to be fiercely diligent; otherwise, we 

will be moved by our surroundings and defeated by obstacles. Or, 
we might be complacent with what we think we have attained. 
In order to truly transcend the barriers and dissolve our bad 
habits accumulated from the past, it is crucial to have fierce 
diligence and solid determination throughout the path of our 
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cultivation. Before truly seeing the self-nature, we must honestly 
raise the Huatou and practice persistently toward the ultimate 
actualization. Never give up or change our mind halfway.

“All the Buddha Dharma” refers to the Buddhist canons 
and sayings from Chan patriarchs. “Four-or-six-syllable articles” 
includes different styles of poems and beautifully written 
literatures. “Intelligence in verbalization” means one’s skill in 
speaking or debating. At the time of Master Gumei You, poetic-
style literatures in rhetoric languages were very popular. They 
are very beautiful, have harmonious rhymes, and often use lots 
of literary quotations; however, they are also obscure and not 
easy to understand. Many prefaces of the Buddhist classics were 
written in this style; for example, two of the emperors of the Tang 
Dynasty wrote prefaces to sutras translated by Master Xuanzang, 
one of the greatest sutra translators in Chinese history.

In the history of Chan, especially since the Song and Ming 
Dynasties, many lay Chan practitioners were senior government 
officials or scholars of literature and Confucianism, who were 
well-educated in literature. At that time, it was quite popular 
to investigate the nature of the mind, so many of them studied 
with Chan masters. People who have profound accomplishments 
in literature are prone to express their attainments in writings 
after having some practice experiences. When their mind is in 
quiescence, peaceful and beautiful words may naturally flow out. 
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They may go astray from the real cultivation and shift their focus 
on writing. In practice, we should be careful not to attach to such 
habits.

There are many great poetic literatures in the history of 
Chan, such as <Blue Cliff Records> written by Yuanwu Foguo, 
<The Poetic Explanation to a Hundred Gong’ans> written by 
Xuedou Chongxian, and so forth. Although the language is very 
beautiful, the readers can be confused by what they really mean. 
Master Gumei You admonished the students not to attach to the 
words and languages in the process of practice because they 
cannot offer much help to solve the matter of birth and death.

Furthermore, we have to cut off all the thoughts at 
each sitting, no matter they are the craving for attaining the 
Buddhahood, the intention to remove afflictions, and the wish 
to be liberated, no matter they are good or bad, coarse or subtle. 
All of such defiled thoughts have to be dissolved and don’t allow 
them to distract us. We should raise our very first Huatou again 
and again.

The “very first Huatou” means the Huatou we practiced 
at the very beginning. For example, we started from the 
investigation of “Wu,” and we are supposed to maintain this 
Huatou until we get to the bottom of this question. Once we 
change to another one, try to go back to the original one.

When we start our practice, we need to raise our first 
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Huatou to generate the doubt sensation. When the doubt starts to 
arise, Huatou investigation becomes quite difficult. For example, 
we may feel uncomfortable, frustrated, hot and irritated, very dry 
in the mouth, and so forth. When we can master the technique, 
the doubt calms us down and our mind becomes more and more 
peaceful and concentrated, and we will have fewer afflictions. 
This is a very special experience.

At this stage, we should not dwell on the peaceful sensation 
but have to move forward with more determination and 
persistence, taking ultimate awakening as our ultimate goal.

Don’t speculate on or analyze a Gong’an or search logic 
answers from sutras and doctrines. Go directly to the point where 
the doubt abruptly breaks and explodes, and you will truly arrive 
at the original home. If the Huatou cannot be raised, raise it for 
three consecutive times and then the power will be generated. If 
you are physically weary or your conscious mind is restless, you 
can slowly get up and take some walk. Afterwards, sit back on 
your cushion and raise your first Huatou to continue the forceful 
investigation as you did before.

When we investigate the Huatou, we should not speculate 
on the Gong’an where the Huatou comes from or other Gong’ans. 
Don’t try to seek any reasonable answers because no matter 
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how they seem logical, they don’t come from our own authentic 
experiences; so, they are not rooted in the solid ground.

A master may give different responses to his disciples when 
they come to seek the Dharma: shouting, talking, or even shutting 
off the door on their face without saying anything. All of these 
responses are the best answers. They will work for the student 
if at that moment he can be concomitant with it. If he can’t, any 
extra explanation coming from no matter what kinds of sources 
is of no use. Continue to investigate the Huatou until finally the 
doubt suddenly explodes. At that moment, our body and mind 
will disappear and the entire universe will shatter. At that time, 
we truly get an entry into the gate of Chan.

Raise the Huatou “Intentionally”
If the Huatou cannot be raised or the doubt cannot be 

generated, we can intentionally raise it for three times. If we are 
investigating “Wu,” but it seems tasteless, we can ask: “What 
is ‘Wu’? Why is it ‘Wu’? ‘Wu’ is what?” Raising the question 
again and again will generate a strong sense of urgency and an 
inexpressible feeling of not knowing but really wanting to know 
and needing to know. The more we ask, the more we fear and 
become helpless; however, more power will thus be generated 
to entail the doubt. In the process of raising the Huatou, it is 
important to have this kind of intention and effort. At later stages, 
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the effort and intention are no longer necessary, and we should 
bear in mind that the effort should be focused on developing the 
sense of doubt, not looking for answers.

The Right Time to Put Down the Huatou
Sometimes it seems that we have whipped ourselves to the 

dead end of a path. We feel tired, restless, bothered, and highly 
heated. If that is the case, we can put down the Huatou for a 
while. The “putting down” after we have mastered how to use the 
method should be applied when we can remain in clarity without 
distracted thoughts and the Huatou never disappears. Such 
“putting down” sometimes can be helpful for our practice. If it 
is the leg pain or scattered thoughts during the sitting meditation 
which makes us restless and want to give up the investigation, it 
is a totally different situation because once we drop the Huatou 
under such occasions, even more illusory thoughts will arise right 
away.

In other words, when we are already skillful with the 
method and our body and mind can completely be absorbed 
in the Huatou but the ultimate understanding has not yet been 
manifested after we have pushed ourselves to the utmost, which 
makes us feel restless, at this stage we can release the Huatou for 
a while. In this case, when we release our attention to the Huatou, 
the illusory thoughts will not arise. This is the functioning of 

禪關策進講要.indd   245 2022/5/5   下午 07:13:18



246 A General Explanation on

no-mind. However, if we have not reached this stage, once 
the Huatou or doubt is dropped, the scattered thoughts will 
immediately come back. It will be a hindrance to our practice. 
We should be able to distinguish the two different situations.

Some people may become drowsy as soon as they sit on the 
cushion; once they open their eyes, all kinds of illusory thoughts 
immediately arise. After standing up from the sitting, they may 
even talk aloud or in whisper together. Their bellies are filled up 
with recorded sayings or doctrinal knowledge, and they enjoy 
speaking or debating. When the thirtieth day of the twelfth month 
(dying moment) arrives, all these are of little use.

Don’t Just Fill Our Belly with Other People’s Experiences
Many people like to get together to talk about their 

experiences, their masters, what they have learned, and so forth. 
Again, all such illusory thinking and talks are ultimately useless. 
Once in a retreat led by my master, a young military official sat 
next to me. One day, he suddenly wailed as if he was insane. We 
were all frightened because it seemed that the Chan Hall was 
going to be overthrown by his crying. My master burst out a 
shout at us: “It is none of your business. Continue your practice!” 
Since he sat right next to me, with the corner of my eyes, I could 
see that he was collapsing on the floor and crying out of control. 
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My master slowly walked to him and talked to him in whisper, 
and then the man went out. After a while, he came back as if 
nothing had happened. That was in the middle of a week-long 
retreat. From then on, my master had a different attitude toward 
him, which seemed to me a kind of acknowledgement.

Similar situations happened in the following retreats as 
well. Some people cried as soon as being shouted by my master 
or during the prostrations. However, these situations never 
happened to me. I became quite bewildered why such behaviors 
were taken as Chan experiences? Am I a stone-hearted person or 
my karmic obstructions were very deep? Maybe my practice was 
not proceeding well. I was trying to figure out the real meaning 
behind such situations and longing for some similar experiences. 
All thinking was nothing but useless speculations.

It is useless to try to emulate other people. When the master 
is testing students with a forceful question, students can have 
different responses. If you imitate other people but your practice 
has not reached that level, a competent master can immediately 
find out that you are playing tricks. If you do not really put forth 
genuine effort in practice, no matter how many places you have 
been to study or how much doctrine you have learned, the benefit 
will be limited.
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26.  The Instruction by Master Jiefeng Yu from Quzhou 
to a Dharma Speaker at Wutai Mountain
Even if (you see) the Bodhisattva Manjusri radiating golden 

light and touching your head, and you can ride on his lion. Even 
if you see Bodhisattva Avalokitesvara with a thousand hands and 
eyes, and you can capture his parrot. All of these are nothing 
but the pursuit of forms and sounds, and ultimately they will not 
benefit you.

Don’t Pursue Forms and Sounds
This section was an admonishment by Master Jiefeng to a 

Dharma speaker. In ordinary people’s eyes, one will be greatly 
admired if he can preach the Dharma splendidly, and it is even 
more extraordinary if a preacher can have some profound 
experiences such as Bodhisattvas amazingly manifesting in front 
of him, or he has the supernatural power to subdue Manjusri’s 
lion or capture Avalokitesvara’s parrot. According to Master 
Jiefeng, all of these are by no means something precious. In Chan 
cultivation, they are nothing but the pursuit of forms and sounds. 
Such experiences come and go, and nothing will remain. What 
kind of benefit can you get from them? This admonishment is 
very powerful!

For sentient beings living in the Realm of Desire, cravings 
for nice food, sex, relationships, and so forth mean chasing forms 
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and sounds. In Chan cultivation, the abiding in good experiences 
or sensations also means chasing forms and sounds. Don’t falsely 
take those experiences as something great since they do not 
really help us to be liberated from birth and death. This kind of 
experiences can enhance our confidence in cultivation, making us 
say “Wow, it is amazing to see such an auspicious phenomenon!” 
However, we cannot rely on the Bodhisattvas to liberate us from 
Samsara. Yes, Bodhisattva Avalokitesvara will save all sentient 
beings from suffering as long as he hears the sound of their 
prayers, but this help works only when the sentient being truly 
puts effort in the practice. Bad karmas can only be dissolved 
after the mind is fully transformed through diligent practice 
and has been remorsefully repented by the practitioner. Don’t 
attach to those experiences and sensations or believe that they 
are incredible or ultimate. If we do so, we are uselessly chasing 
forms and sounds.

You must clearly know what the great matter is. In order 
to ultimately escape from the prison of birth and death, the first 
priority is to cut off all illusory opinions and understanding no 
matter they are ultimate or relative. During the twenty-four hours 
of a day, revert your illumination inward to whole-heartedly 
watch the question: “It is not mind, not an object, not Buddha, 
what is it?” Don’t seek in the outside world.
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Everything is Empty by Nature; Everything is Illusory 
Existence

In order to ultimately understand and be liberated from the 
great matter of birth and death, we must abandon all opinions and 
understanding. Don’t have the misconception that those worldly 
experiences need to be cut off and we need to seek the sublime or 
extraordinary experiences. As long as we still have the intention 
to pursue, to get, or to obtain something, those are still illusory 
thinking in the realm of arising and perishing. Typically, before 
our body and mind are truly calmed down and in a unified state 
of mind, we won’t have special experiences. When we reach a 
deep unified state of mind, all kinds of experiences may arise. 
For example, when we think of Buddha, the Buddha will be 
right in front of our eyes. If we want to see some auspicious 
manifestation, it will immediately manifest. We will be quite 
amazed.

When our body and mind are calmed and settled to a certain 
level through meditation, we may experience eight kinds of 
physical sensations (motion, itch, lightness, heaviness, coldness, 
warmth, unsmoothness, smoothness), and ten kinds of benefits 
can be derived from each sensation (emptiness, brightness, 
concentration, intelligence, loving-kindness, softness, happiness, 
bliss, freedom, and resonation). We may also have some 
sensations, such as strong circulation of the vital energy, the 
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warmth of the body, and so forth. Such experiences are mostly 
the manifestation of good karmas generated from our previous 
practices, but sometimes they can also be the manifestation of 
bad karmas. We just need to know that at a unified state of mind, 
good or bad karmas can be manifested; we can experience them 
and let them pass, and then our practice is quite in accord with 
proper principles.

It is not a bad thing to have such experiences in the process 
of cultivation as long as we don’t get attached. Such hands-
on experiences can only be understood by the practitioner 
himself. If he shares with other people, they might be suspicious, 
doubting that maybe he is telling fictions. Although it is indeed 
the practitioner’s direct experiences, the most important is that 
he must not abide in them. For example, while meditating if 
one sees Bodhisattva Avalokitesvara and consequently becomes 
thrilled and prostrates to ask for blessings, such reaction is an 
attachment to the experience. Once the attachment arises, the 
auspicious experience will become demonic obstructions right 
away because the practitioner is seeking the Dharma outside of 
the mind with the intention of getting or obtaining something. At 
that very moment, he is away from the ultimate Dharma.

In case we witness some horrible visions, just be aware 
of them and remember that all phenomena are illusory and are 
empty of an enduring inherent nature. If we can surmount this 
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stage, we’ll ascend to a higher level. If we lose control of our 
body and mind, there is a possibility to fall into the so called 
demonic or evil state. The most common “demonic situation” is 
that one starts to attach to the good experiences with the desire to 
obtain something or believes that he is a great enlightened being. 
During the process of the practice, it is very important to keep the 
right attitude and not be affected by any situation.

Revert the Illumination inward Twenty-Four Hours a Day
“Revert the illumination inward twenty-four hours a day” 

means to refrain our mind from craving externally. Don’t have 
the misunderstanding that we are asked to look inward at the 
pure nature or an unchanging subject. This is not right. Do not 
believe that there is something existent in our mind which can be 
watched. “Illumination” refers to our intrinsic capability and also 
refers to the supernatural power which everybody inherently has.

Reverting the illumination inward to be clearly aware that 
body, mind, thoughts, all kinds of experiences, and the method 
are ultimately empty. Use our illuminating wisdom to realize that 
all phenomena are dependently-arisen and empty in nature. Use 
our inherent capabilities and functions to illuminate internally. 
Are the body and mind in harmony? Are the mind and material 
world in harmony? Are all phenomena in harmony? Once the 
practitioner has these experiences in person, he will realize from 
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the recorded sayings of the patriarchs that the patriarchs have 
undergone the same path. Therefore, he can check if his practice 
is on the right track.

As soon as we revert the illumination inward, we can 
spontaneously be aware that because of the empty nature all 
dharmas are impartial and because of the empty nature all 
dharmas can arise. The meanings of the Buddhist principles will 
thus be immediately understood. At the same time, we should not 
abide in the theoretical understanding but need to authentically 
experience them. This is the proper inward illumination and it 
will guide us toward the correct direction. Otherwise, our mind 
may continue to crave externally, to falsely pursue something 
outward, or to believe that there is the Buddhahood or an 
attainable mind existing.

In Chan cultivation, the establishment of right mindfulness 
and right view is very important. Right mindfulness means we 
are clearly aware that we are applying the method at every single 
moment and are aware of the state of our body and mind. Right 
view is based on the law of dependent arising. As long as we 
understand that all dharmas are illusory, our experiences will not 
deceive us. Then, we will clearly know how to apply the method.

Reverting the illumination inward is not about thinking 
with our conscious mind but to spontaneously know what to do 
moment by moment. Many people believe that Chan practice is 
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to empty the mind while sitting in meditation and then everything 
will disappear. That is misunderstanding. If we practice in such a 
way, the lifelong cultivation will be in vain.

In Chan investigation, if our conscious mind keeps working 
to give an answer to the question, we will never awaken. When 
the mind fixes on a phenomenon or a situation, the Buddhist right 
view must be applied to provide guidance so that we can let go of 
the attached object. If we have not developed such capability, it is 
very important to get help from the masters.

I have given you lots of explanation because there are many 
subtle experiences in the course of the practice, and you need to 
be very careful not to abide in those experiences. Otherwise, you 
will be obstructed. Once you get stuck, it is very difficult to get 
out of the traps. Some people may dwell on the experiences and 
be complacent with what they have attained. Other people may 
falsely believe that they are ultimately enlightened, but they end 
up under demonic influences.
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As long as there is still the perception of little sublime 
understanding of the Buddha Dharma or any supernatural 
experience remaining (to be attached to), even it is as tiny as 
a piece of grain, all of these things are self-deceptive, and the 
practitioner is slandering the Buddha and the Dharma. You must 
investigate to the extent as if you are absolutely naked, dependent 
on nothing, and not having a tiny place to stand on. When the 
(Dharma) eye of wisdom is opened, you will see the cotton robe 
made in Qingzhou or the turnip grown in Zhenzhou — all of these 
are common things used at home; it is not necessary to seek the 
supernatural power or sublime understanding from outside.

Do Not Abide in Any Situation
If the practitioner still has attachments to the sublime 

understanding of the Buddha Dharma or supernatural 
experiences, even as tiny as a piece of grain, he is self-deceptive. 
Someone has asked me: “Master, are you enlightened?” If I say 
yes, I’m cheating myself. Because I believe that there is still 
enlightenment to be attained. All phenomena are empty. If one 
believes that he has attained something, such enlightenment 
is by no means ultimate. If I say I’m not enlightened, how can 
I teach people? The teaching of Chan sometimes looks very 
contradictory, but actually it is not. It is because all phenomena 
are unattainable and ultimately empty of an enduring inherent 
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nature. Thus, all phenomena that have arisen are just as they are.
If some people can preach the Dharma with great eloquence, 

that is good but not enough. Those principles can only be 
actualized through practice and hand-on experiences. You must 
firmly believe that Chan practice will definitely help you be 
liberated from Samsara; it is absolutely not self-deceptive.

The attachment to sublime understanding of the Buddha 
Dharma is not only self-deceptive, but it also slanders the Buddha 
and the Dharma? Why? The Buddha said that he never spoke any 
Dharma. If the Buddha did not say anything, how can you hear 
or attain something? If you say that you have attained something, 
are you not defaming the Buddha? All dharmas are empty of an 
inherent nature; if you say that you have attained the Dharma, 
are you not defaming the Dharma? In order not to fool yourself 
and slander the Buddha and the Dharma, you must investigate to 
a point “as if you are absolutely naked without anything on your 
body and as if you don’t have even a tiny place to stand on;” 
then you will be able to get the single Dharma eye of wisdom.” 
Why is the Dharma eye single? In Buddhist sutras, this eye is 
often described as the most supreme eye, like the third eye on the 
forehead of the heavenly king, which can penetrate the illusory 
appearance of all phenomena.

禪關策進講要.indd   256 2022/5/5   下午 07:13:18



257Item III

The Cotton Robe Made in Qingzhou and the Turnip Grown 
in Zhenzhou

In Chan, the Dharma eye means not to dwell on dualities, 
such as emptiness vs existence, good vs bad, ordinary vs holy, 
and so on. It is the very eye for which practitioners cultivate. 
Once the Dharma eye is opened, it will see the ultimate reality 
of all phenomena, and one will spontaneously understand the 
meaning of “the cotton robe made in Qingzhou” and “the turnip 
grown in Zhenzhou.”

Someone asked Master Zhaozhou: “All Dharmas return to 
one, where does one return to?” Zhaozhou replied: “I made a 
seven kilos’ cotton robe in Qingzhou.” If today someone asked 
me the same question and I gave such an answer, he might think 
that I’m ridiculous. If he clings to his judgment, he will never get 
the key point because the real purpose of those patriarchs is to cut 
off the student’s conscious opinions and attachments.

Another student asked Master Zhaozhou: “What is the 
purpose of the First Patriarch coming from the west?” He 
answered: “The turnip produced in Zhenzhou is very tasty.” From 
Buddhist classics, we know that Bodhidharma, the First Patriarch, 
came from the west to look for a person who was not bound by 
illusions and aspired to become a Buddha. Therefore, the answer 
given by Zhaozhou was obviously unreasonable. However, every 
word given by Zhaozhou was preaching the truth, and it was just 
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the outflow of his utmost compassion. As soon as the student’s 
Dharma eye is opened, he will immediately get it, and then he 
will understand that everything is as ordinary as those used every 
day at home. There is absolutely no need to seek the truth from 
outside.

Sentient beings are always begging and craving externally. 
They end up getting nothing, and at the same time they are 
afflicted and trapped in confusion. In Chan cultivation, once we 
penetrate into the reality, we will realize how silly we used to be. 
We are now a thousand miles away from the ultimate reality, so 
do work hard!

27.  Master Xiatang Huiyuan from Lingyin Monetary 
Answering Questions from the Emperor
Emperor Xiao of the Song Dynasty (AC 960~ AC 1279) 

asked: “How to escape from birth and death?” The master 
replied: “Before awakening to the Mahayana path, one can 
never escape.” The emperor asked further: “How can one be 
awakened?” The master said: “There is the inherent nature 
which everyone has. If one puts in months and years to polish it, 
there is no way one will not awaken.”

True Departure from Birth and Death
The emperor asked the master about birth and death. No 
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matter how much power and privilege the emperor had, he was 
afflicted by the suffering of birth, death, and impermanence, 
exactly the same as any other ordinary person. When the time 
arrives, we will definitely disappear from this world, no matter if 
we are rich or poor, noble or lowly.

Most people fear death, so they pray for longevity. Such 
a prayer is itself an illusory thought in the realm of arising and 
perishing. If one cannot truly leave this thought behind, he will 
never be liberated from birth and death no matter how diligently 
he practices. Chan cultivation enables the practitioner to see 
his inherent pure nature and understand that “being free from 
birth and death” is not to reject Samsara; instead, it means the 
practitioner is no longer affected by forms and is without any fear 
while in the middle of birth and death. This is the true liberation 
from Samsara.

Most ordinary people are lost in the suffering of birth and 
death and abide in secular desires. The law of dependent arising 
clearly tells that “all phenomena are formed by a complex 
nexus of causes and conditions. Any single change of causes 
or conditions is the arising of a new life and will result in 
the perishing of an old life.” The only truth is that there is no 
permanent existing and unchanging ego, self, or life. However, 
sentient beings are confused by illusions. They believe that there 
is a constant “self” and want this “self” to be everlasting. In 
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Buddhism, such an illusory view is called ignorance.
If one can penetrate into the ultimate reality of life and 

understand that birth and death are like dreams, illusions, bubbles, 
and shadows, one will be liberated immediately. The Buddha 
Dharma does not deny the illusory existence of all phenomena 
formed by causes and conditions. Many religions believe that 
there is an eternal, non-perishing and non-extinguishing “self.” 
Even in Chan cultivation, many people have the false view that 
the pure self-nature is real existence, and it is something called 
“the master of our life,” which neither arises nor perishes, neither 
comes nor goes. Such a false belief in a holy-self, true-self, or 
soul is a deviation from the Buddha Dharma. In Chan practice, 
we must abandon such confusion.

We have been told that the pure self-nature neither arises 
nor perishes, neither comes nor goes, neither increases nor 
decreases. We also know that the pure self-nature is not a Dharma 
with relativity. No matter how hard we try to reason, analyze, 
or discern, why can’t we truly understand what it really is? It 
is because ordinary people try to understand “no-self” from 
the perspective of “self” by using the conscious mind. Even 
when they have gone through all doctrines to seek an answer 
and it seems that they have attained some taste of no-self, the 
intellectual understanding is still far away from seeing the pure 
self-nature.
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Huatou investigation enables us to truly penetrate into the 
inherent self-nature, which is exactly the same nature as that of 
all phenomena. When our practice reaches the stage of no-mind, 
suddenly we can experience that the self-nature is empty right 
here and now. Such “emptiness” is not annihilation but contains 
everything. We will have the genuine understanding that there is 
not a so-called “self” or liberation from life and death. Life and 
death are fundamentally one thusness without differences. Once 
we have the authentic experiences, any explanation by words or 
language is redundant; in fact we have already been free from 
birth and death at that very moment. We can only be concomitant 
with the self-nature when our practice has matured to that extent.

Emperor Xiao must have had strong aversion to birth and 
death and huge desires for longevity, or he might hope to rely on 
some power attained from practice to escape from Samsara. All 
such intentions are nothing but illusory thoughts arising from the 
craving mind. If one practices with a motive to obtain something, 
he will never be liberated and awakened, just as said in the sutra: 
“everything with volition is illusory.” Chan masters told us that 
only when all mental activities, speculations, discriminations, 
and so forth are thoroughly dissolved can one authentically 
understand what the inherent self-nature is. Once we truly 
penetrate into the reality of the self-nature, we will understand 
what the differences and commonalities between our lives and all 
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phenomena in the outside world are.

Great Completion of Life
In order to truly get the benefit from Chan cultivation, the 

practitioner must motivate himself to have a strong desire to be 
free from afflictions and fear caused by the impermanence of 
birth and death. Therefore, he will have the incentive to practice 
solidly. Many people do not really have the sense of urgency 
to solve the matter of birth and death but always attach to this 
or that kind of phenomena. As a result, their practice is never 
effective.

We cannot realize our inherent self-nature because we are 
immersed in illusions. As long as we can patiently let go of these 
illusions, the intrinsic light will radiate naturally. During the 
practice, do not expect to get something or accomplish something. 
“The pure self-nature” is intrinsically perfect and complete and 
is just obscured by our discriminations, cravings, desires, and 
ignorance; therefore, we are not able to see the reality of all 
phenomena with wisdom. Intuitively, we seem to know about 
this, but we are under the control of ignorance; we cannot escape 
from the torrent driven by the force of our continuous karmas, so 
sufferings from birth and death are generated.

All of us have to work hard on the matter of birth and death. 
Since we have learned how to investigate the Huatou, we should 
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not just be content with some perceptions of lightness and ease; 
we have to summon the energy of our entire life to investigate 
seriously. Once the no-mind is understood and we do not abide in 
that state, we will ultimately experience the great completion of 
life.

28.  The Instruction by Master Dapuyan Duan’an from 
Mt. Chengshan
“All Phenomena return to one, where does one return 

to?” You should not sit with an empty and quiescent mind 
without watching the Huatou. While doing sitting meditation, 
you should not repeat the Huatou without the sense of doubt. If 
the wandering thoughts or the drowsiness come, don’t raise a 
thought to drive them away but immediately raise the Huatou 
and forcefully bring up your energy; or, you can stand up to walk 
for a while and go back to sit when the wandering thoughts or 
drowsiness are gone. The Huatou can be raised without intention 
and the doubt is there without your putting the effort. Walk 
without knowing you are walking and sit without knowing you are 
sitting; only the doubt is there obviously, clearly, and brightly. 
Such a stage is the point where afflictions have been completely 
cut off, or we can also call it “the self has been dissolved.”

This is not yet ultimate. Continue to whip yourself to go on 
investigating: “Where does one return to?” At this stage, there is 
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no gradual process or steps to raise the Huatou; only the sense 
of doubt remains. When the doubt is weak, just raise it and keep 
going this way to a point where the thought of “reverting the 
illumination inward” disappears. Such a state can be called “the 
phenomena are dissolved,” and you have reached the stage of no-
mind. “Is this the ultimate stage?” Ancient masters said: “Don’t 
take no-mind as the supreme Way. There is still a barrier in front 
of no-mind.” When you interact with some form or sound at this 
point, you may suddenly turn around with a loud laughter and 
then everything is done. At that time, you can say: “The buffalo 
in Huaizhou is eating grass while the horse in Yizhou is full.”

Huatou Investigation Is not Tying up the Mind on an Object
Don’t practice the Huatou investigation as reciting the 

Buddha’s name or counting the breath. The mechanism of those 
methods is to focus or tie up the mind on an object. Although 
such methods can calm the mind to a stage of emptiness and 
quiescence, there is no sense of doubt. When the doubt is 
generated, our mind will not abide in the quiescent or empty 
state.

If scattered thoughts arise, do not raise another thought to 
erase the first thought; merely raise the Huatou immediately. 
Stir up our best energy to raise “the doubt.” If we are really in a 
chaotic or dull state, we can come down to take a walk and then 
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go back to the cushion when feeling better.
All of a sudden, we don’t need to raise the Huatou and the 

doubt comes up on its own. When we doubt to the point where 
we don’t know who we are, what we are doing, and there is 
nothing but the sense of doubt dwelling on our mind while our 
mind is in perfect clarity, we have reached the state of “afflictions 
have been completely cut off” or “the self has been dissolved.”

At this point, we are not yet in the ultimate state, we need 
to raise the question once more “where does one return to?” At 
this stage, upon raising the Huatou, the sense of doubt arises 
spontaneously. The doubt is only seemingly there, and it almost 
vanishes. We need to raise the Huatou again until we arrive at 
the stage of no-mind: the mind that can work hard, the method 
we use, the skills we develop, and all the actions we take stop 
ultimately.

Don’t think that the state of no-mind is the ultimate goal. 
The real great functioning hasn’t been generated yet. We need to 
keep going. We turn around among sights and sounds suddenly, 
thoroughly understanding everything. Ah, this is what things are! 
All sights and sounds can be used to cultivate sentient beings. 
At this moment, we really know the meaning of “The buffalo in 
Huaizhou is eating grass while the horse in Yizhou is full.”
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All Phenomena Return to One; Where Does One Return to?
This is a Huatou usually practiced at the advanced stage. “All 

Phenomena return to one” is the state where all the judgments 
and discriminations from the self have been dissolved, so one can 
treat all phenomena with ultimate impartiality. Such “ultimate 
impartiality” is the genuine harmony within and without our 
body and mind altogether, including the phenomena of the whole 
universe, time of the past and the future, space, thoughts, and so 
forth. Actually, this is called seeing the reality of all phenomena 
or seeing the self-nature.

However, seeing the self-nature is not the ultimate 
and complete realization since one has not yet seen all the 
phenomenal differences. The law of dependent origination 
unveils not only the empty nature of the worldly phenomena but 
also the uniqueness and completion of these phenomena. One 
should continue to investigate “Where does one return to?” To 
investigate what “equality” really means, one has to come out 
from the equality or the seclusion and go back to the phenomenal 
world. From the perspective of Chan, the level of “all phenomena 
return to one” is seeing the Buddha-nature; after this stage, 
the practitioner still needs to allow the inherent luminosity of 
the mind to manifest completely so as to reach the complete 
realization.

After the Sixth Patriarch had penetrated into the self-nature, 
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he wrote the verse: “Originally there is not a thing, where can 
dust alight?” At this point, he had experienced the reality of 
emptiness, knowing that all phenomena are pure and equal. When 
he heard a sentence in the Diamond Sutra about raising a thought 
without dwelling on anything, he uttered the words without 
thinking: “What a wonder that the self-nature is originally pure in 
itself! What a wonder that the self-nature originally neither arises 
nor perishes! What a wonder that the self-nature is originally 
complete in itself! What a wonder that the self-nature is originally 
motionless. What a wonder that the self-nature is able to generate 
all phenomena!” Here he advanced a step further and reached the 
level of “Where does one return to,” which means he was back to 
the phenomenal world and understood that all phenomena were 
functionally different but equal in nature. This is the complete 
enlightenment. This Huatou is practiced at the advanced level.

Distinctive Functions of Each Huatou
Some inexperienced teachers may randomly pick up a 

Huatou for students to investigate, but actually each Huatou has 
its distinctive functions and unique features. Those who do not 
have hand-on experiences are unable to tell the differences. In 
Chan cultivation, any instruction or Huatou given by a patriarch 
has specific purposes behind it. A genuine master never randomly 
designates a Huatou to a student; rather, each Gong’an of a 
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Huatou is targeted at the barrier which the student is facing 
so as to help him surmount the barrier. People may have the 
misunderstanding that the attainment of enlightenment is the 
final destination of the cultivation. After the initial glimpse of 
enlightenment, there is still a long way to go.

Let’s make a comparison between the recitation of Buddha’s 
name “Amitabha” and the investigation of “Who is reciting the 
Buddha’s name?” If the sense of doubt is not generated from the 
investigation, these two methods do not differ a lot. Someone 
may ask: “Can I calm the mind by reciting my own name?” Yes, 
we can if our mind indeed does not have discriminations against 
any phenomena. Those people practicing the mindfulness of the 
Buddha’s name admire and revere the meritorious features of 
the Buddha; therefore, this method can bring about changes and 
transformation in the practitioner’s body and mind. Such an effect 
cannot be generated by reciting our own name.

Recitation of the Buddha’s name belongs to the method of 
calming the mind by tying up or concentrating the mind on an 
object. The object can be the recitation of the Buddha’s name, 
our own name, or something else like breath-counting. In such 
practice, the mind is firmly tied up on the object so that there 
will be no other thoughts arising. If we take the Huatou as an 
object to recite, we are deviating from the real purpose of Huatou 
investigation.
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When we do the Huatou investigation, we not only 
concentrate the mind on the Huatou but have to generate the sense 
of doubt from the questioning. For some beginners, if the power 
of doubt cannot be developed, they can use the breath-counting 
method to calm the mind first and then take up the Huatou. If 
one really understands the mechanism of Huatou investigation, it 
doesn’t matter if one’s mind is scattered or not. When wandering 
thoughts arise, just “let go of them,” and as soon as the mind no 
longer scatters, immediately raises the Huatou to investigate.

“Let go of wandering thoughts” does not mean that one can 
indulge himself to let the mind drift away, but one should leave 
the thoughts behind and not attach to what has already happened. 
As soon as one is aware that the Huatou is dropped, take it up 
right away. This is the genuine “let go,” which requires that the 
practitioner puts some effort so as not to become frustrated or 
feel regretful about what has happened. It also means not to raise 
more thoughts to suppress the already arisen wandering thoughts. 
With such an attitude, there will be less and less resistance, and 
the practice will gradually flow on the right track.

Put Down Everything, No Matter Having Happened or Not
There are all kinds of memories in our mind. Once a 

memory arises, no matter good or bad, we are prone to get 
distracted by it. The mind will fix on this memory and drift 
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away from the method. Memories are things which have already 
passed but our mind still grasps them firmly, believing that they 
are something real. In order to let go of the attachment to those 
memories, we may find ourselves fighting an enemy in our mind, 
trying our best to hit it and becoming very excited when we 
believe that it is defeated; however, we forget that the enemy is 
just a fantasy created by ourselves.

Living beings are really funny and pathetic. They keep 
attaching to things that happened many years ago and immerse 
themselves in the situation which has already disappeared. 
For things not happening yet, they may create all kinds of 
things, fantasies, plans, and so forth. Once waking up from the 
daydreaming, they find themselves still sitting on a cushion. Will 
all those fantasies come true one day as they expect? Of course 
not. That’s why we need to fully let go of the past, the future, and 
also the present.

If our mind is always distracted by our emotions or 
problems, we are always afflicted. The affliction itself is illusory 
because there is no affliction. It is we ourselves that create 
problems. Therefore, we do not need to prepare other expedient 
methods for Huatou investigation. “Other expedient methods” 
mean if the Huatou practice is not effective at the beginning, we 
can start with other methods such as recitation of the Buddha’s 
name and so forth. When the mind is quieter, we can pick up 

禪關策進講要.indd   270 2022/5/5   下午 07:13:18



271Item III

the Huatou investigation. This is not necessary. The most direct 
approach is to quickly raise the Huatou, bring up the energy, 
forcefully and wholeheartedly develop the sense of doubt. “Why 
is it so?” “What in the world is it?” This kind of practice is very 
effective for avoiding drowsiness or scattered thoughts.

How long will the practice last? It depends. Some progress 
very fast, but some need a very long time. The doubt mass is 
difficult to be formed and maintained steadily. When suddenly it 
is not necessary to intentionally raise the Huatou and the doubt 
is always there, at this stage the practitioner’s mind is absolutely 
clear at every moment and by no means in lethargy. According to 
Master Duan’an, this stage is where “the afflictions are severed” 
or “the self is dissolved.”

Strictly speaking, at this stage the conscious mind only 
temporarily stops discriminating, and the afflictions are subdued 
but not yet dissolved. The practitioner stops self-centered 
discriminations, and afflictions do not arise and function any 
more. At this point, the strong self-opinion, self-attachment, 
self-greediness, self-arrogance, and so forth are stilled, but the 
practitioner has not reached the point of “selflessness.”

“Only the doubt is there outstanding, clear, and bright” as 
described by Master Duan’an is a stage where space is crashed 
and the body, mind, and self are shattered, which is when “all 
phenomena return to one.” However, this is still not the ultimate 
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understanding. The practitioner should continue to investigate 
“Where does one return to?” As an expedient way to give 
explanation, we may divide the investigation into several stages, 
such as raising the Huatou, generating the small doubt and then 
great doubt, forming the doubt mass, and coming out from the 
doubt. Each level is very clear. Now the practitioner has passed 
the first Chan barrier and is in front of the second barrier. At 
this point, the investigation no longer has stages. The doubt 
can be generated as soon as the Huatou is raised because the 
practitioner has seen the self-nature, and solid foundation has 
been established from previous practice. The only thing he needs 
to do now is practice wholeheartedly. When the practice is done 
to a point where the thought of reverting the illumination inward 
ultimately disappears together with the intention to practice, the 
method being applied, all the skills attained from the practice, 
and all actions, this is truly the stage of “the mind disappears.”

“Both the phenomena and the mind disappear” is the state of 
no-mind, which is still not ultimate yet. There is another barrier 
to pass, so the practitioner must continue the practice. Many 
people might abide in this stage where the mind is clear and 
illuminated, but he cannot turn around to generate skillful means 
to help other beings. We call it “the final barrier has not been 
passed yet in Chan.”

After passing the second barrier and reaching the state of 
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no-mind, there is still the final barrier to pass. If we can pass this 
final barrier, we are truly liberated and at ease in amidst of forms 
and sounds. We can practice in the worldly life, and it is not 
necessary to go to the deep mountains. The supreme Way can be 
found at the crossroad of a city center.

29. The Instruction by Master Guzhou
All practitioners, why don’t you raise the mind of great 

diligence and solemnly make deep vows in front of the three 
Jewels (Buddha, Dharma, and Sanga): “As long as birth and 
death has not been clearly understood and barriers of the 
patriarchs have not been surmounted, I vow not to go down this 
mountain.” Face your seven-foot sitting portion on the long 
sleeping platform; hang your bowls and bags up; then, as if 
sitting on a thousand-meter-high cliff , you should put all your life 
energy to thoroughly realize the Supreme Way. The determination 
should never be compromised. If your resolution is not sincere, 
perseverance not fierce, and you spend a winter in this practice 
place and stay a summer in that practice place, or you have some 
progress today and then some retrogression tomorrow, even after 
a long time you still cannot get a clue (on how to practice); so, 
you conclude that the Prajna is not something to rely on and start 
to seek externally, filling your belly with memorized doctrines 
or taking lots of notes. Such things will make you a bottle full of 
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smelly septic matters. Whoever smells it may feel so disgusted 
that he vomits. If you practice in this way, even till the time the 
Future Buddha Maitreya appears, what you’ll get in the end is 
nothing but suffering!

Firmly Determined to Practice
In the ancient Chan Hall, students sat in mediation, ate their 

meals, and slept at night at the same place. When a student came, 
he would be assigned a portion on the long sleeping platform, a 
place where people sat and slept side by side, and then hung up 
his belongings on the wall. During the practice, everybody sat 
on the edge of his place. In the early days, people sat facing the 
center of the Chan Hall but later in some monasteries, people 
started sitting facing the wall. The supervisor usually walked 
around on the floor, and might hit students on the shoulder 
with an incense board when he found that the student was in 
drowsiness. At the walking period, everyone got off from his 
sitting.

After getting into the Chan Hall and being assigned a place, 
one has already settled his body. He should devote himself 
wholeheartedly to the practice. “A cliff of a thousand meters 
high” means putting one’s body and mind on the top of a cliff, 
so he has to stay alert and push himself not to be lazy or lax; 
otherwise, he might crash to pieces. It can also be explained with 
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another analogy: sitting in front of a high cliff as if one is facing 
a challenging barrier which he cannot escape from but has to pass 
with great determination. As long as one has settled in a practice 
place without having to worry about food and bed, he must firmly 
determine to develop on the path of liberation, and then he will 
definitely be benefited.

30. The Instruction by Master Taixu
Before you realize the ultimate enlightenment, you should 

sit alone on the cushion to investigate: “What is the original face 
before being given birth by parents?” for ten years, twenty years, 
and thirty years.

The master admonished us to leave behind secular fame 
and profit, and not to be afraid of sitting alone on the cushion 
to practice even for several decades. We can see that patriarchs 
always emphasize the importance of will power and enduring 
determination.

31. The Instruction by Master Chushi Qi
Master Chushi Qi instructed the assembly: “Some people 

like to tell others ‘I’m a Chan practitioner. However, when they 
are asked what Chan is, they look aside with a silent mouth. How 
painful! How pitiful! Having eaten the food given by the Buddha, 
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they are not able to go straight to the root and act accordingly; 
instead, they keep arguing over texts and words, speaking aloud 
unscrupulously. These people are absolutely without shame.”

Deeply Blessed by the Buddha, You Should Work Hard on 
the Matter of Birth and Death

Master Chushi Qi admonished the assembly that practice is 
their own business. Before one has some authentic experiences, 
he should not go around claiming to be a Chan practitioner 
because once being tested, he is likely to be speechless. A real 
master can immediately tell how deep the student’s practice 
is. “Painful” and “Pitiful” mean pathetic. The practitioners are 
pathetic because instead of practicing hard on the matter of 
birth and death under the grace of the Buddha, they go around 
arguing over this and that. For example, when they hear “the 
mind is Buddha” and “the mind is not Buddha,” they may have 
opinions and start to debate with other people. Such a behavior is 
absolutely shameful because Chan practitioners should practice 
hard inward instead of seeking the Dharma outward or enjoying 
arguing with people over doctrines. All these do not help solve 
the great matter of birth and death.

Instead of sitting on the cushion to thoroughly investigate 
“What is the original face before being given birth by parents,” 
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some people like to pound rice (take labor work to serve others) 
so as to accumulate merits or to remove karmic obstructions by 
repentance. This attitude is a deviation from the Supreme Way 
(people still need to do such things, but not with that kind of 
experiences in mind).

Accumulation of Merits and Removal of Obstructions Mean 
Departing from the Way

There was a laity who used to live in my temple. He 
sincerely wanted to leave home, so he asked me to tonsure him. 
I asked him: “What are you going to do after leaving home?” 
He said: “I will go back to my hometown to build a monastery 
so as to benefit the living beings.” It seemed that he had great 
aspiration, but I would never accept to tonsure a person with such 
a wish.

I told him: “You are already in your forties, yet do not have 
much understanding of the Buddha Dharma. Middle-aged people 
have already formed deep habits. If you are going to spend most 
of your time building a monastery after leaving home, how much 
can this help you to liberate from birth and death? Furthermore, 
will people go to the monastery which you are going to build? 
Do you have the capability to teach people and guide their 
practice? If not, what is the difference of having or not having 
this monastery?” He left and was tonsured under another master 
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later.
If renunciants do not make effort to understand their mind 

but only focus on the Buddhist rituals such as repentance, 
removing evil karmas, delivering passed-away persons, 
participating all kinds of Buddhist assemblies, and so forth, 
although such activities are part of the cultivation, they have 
not grasped the essence of the practice. With time passing by, 
they will gradually go astray from the key purpose of being 
renunciants.

We may have heard sayings such as: “Before achieving 
the Buddha’s Way, work to benefit sentient beings as an ox or a 
horse first,” or “Wish all the sentient beings be delivered from 
sufferings regardless of our own settlement and happiness.” Such 
sayings sound great, but we should ask ourselves: “When we 
work for the sentient beings as an ox or a horse, can we do all 
these without any frustration, attachment, hatred, or greediness?” 
Very difficult, right? In the cultivation of the Buddha Dharma, if 
we only target at the accumulation of merits from good deeds, we 
are actually moving opposite from the right direction.

Which is more important? Be liberated from birth and death 
or benefit sentient beings? Actually, both are equally important. 
Wishing to deliver all sentient beings needs to understand our 
mind first. Understanding our mind will lead us to wisdom and 
compassion, which are the bases of the great Bodhisattva Path.
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When practicing the Buddha Dharma, one should not care 
only about his own liberation and ignore the suffering of other 
sentient beings. At the same time, he should emphasize the 
direct cultivation of the mind. The cultivation of the Buddha 
Dharma stresses both the establishment of the right view and the 
direct mind-practice. If one only cares about the accumulation 
of meritorious deeds, the self-discriminative mind might get 
even more powerful. Thus, Master Chushi Qi admonished the 
practitioners not to attach to the service work and repentance to 
get blessings and ignore mind cultivation. If so, they will never 
be able to leave the matter of birth and death behind.

The Buddhist teaching is for everybody. No matter clergies 
or laities, all can practice and acquire genuine understanding. 
Since clergies are not omnipotent, laities can support the 
Sangha to propagate the Dharma. The joint effort can build up 
a community to facilitate deeper understanding. In cultivation, 
one does not need to worry about what level he can reach. What 
really matters is do one’s best.

It’s a common belief that the practice is to concentrate 
the mind to abstain from thinking and return all phenomena to 
emptiness. With this kind of understanding, as soon as a single 
thought arises, the practitioner will immediately oppose it. The 
person with such understanding has fallen into the annihilation 
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view of the outer path. He will become a dead person with his 
spirit departing.

Concentrate the Mind and Abstain from Thinking; Return 
All Phenomena to Emptiness

It’s fine to use a method to concentrate the mind for a short 
time, but to return all to nothingness is not correct at all. There 
is not at all a mind that needs to concentrate. Our mind scatters 
a lot. That’s why we make use of a Huatou to generate the doubt 
to make it focused. Yet, we don’t need to intentionally unify our 
mind. We just take the advantage of the doubt generated by the 
investigation of a Huatou and effortlessly achieve the unification 
of the mind.

If one finds that his mind is wandering and he intends 
to raise the Huatou to calm it down, he is taking the mind as 
an existing thing and consequently will believe that there is 
really a mind that needs to be pacified and cultivated. We must 
understand that the mind is just an illusory existence. When the 
illusory phenomena arise, the so-called mind arises as well; as the 
phenomena disappear, the mind will turn tranquil naturally. We 
must clearly understand that “tranquility” is not real existence, 
too. This is a very important view. Our practice may go wrong if 
we have any misunderstanding here.

“Return all phenomena to emptiness” means that one 

禪關策進講要.indd   280 2022/5/5   下午 07:13:18



281Item III

regards every situation and phenomenon as nothingness or 
emptiness. Such an attitude may help the practitioner reach 
a peaceful and quiescent state. However, if one thinks of this 
method as unchanging, he is making mistakes again.

“Emptiness” itself is unreal as well. As long as one can 
be aware of it and does not attach to it, he will be able to freely 
face and accept any situation. For example, if something bad 
happened today which made we afflicted, we can immediately 
reflect that all phenomena are formed by causes and conditions; 
why am I caught up by the situation? As soon as the thought of 
attachment arises, our mind will start to crave. The law of causes 
and conditions reveals that what we suffered today is caused by 
our deeds done in the past. Things will be fine once the debt you 
owed has been paid off. This is the “practice when in adverse 
situations” as taught by Bodhidharma, the First Patriarch, in his 
teaching of “Two Entries and Four Practices.” Such a view is 
the true “returning all phenomena to emptiness,” which is the 
wondrous function of the Prajna.

Four Chan Ailments
During the practice, we should always be clear of how to 

apply the right approach but immediately let go of it afterwards. 
Any method is good as long as one does not take it as truly 
existent. There are four Chan ailments or mistaken ways to seek 
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perfection, as explained in the Sutra of Perfect Enlightenment— 
intentional effort, cessation of all mental operations, laissez-
faire, annihilation of all desires. If we look closely at these 
four mistakes, it seems that each of them is right and complete; 
how come they are wrong? The major problem comes from our 
opinion: we practice in a specific way and believe that it is the 
best method.

A truly enlightened Chan practitioner never says that his 
method is the best or his enlightenment is the most ultimate. 
He will not claim to have any achievements. He probably will 
tell us that any method is a good one, no matter mindfulness of 
the Buddha’s name, Chan investigation, recitation of mantras, 
reading sutras, and so forth. Even a secular career is good. All 
phenomena are empty by nature but simultaneously complete 
and perfect right here and now in terms of forms and functions. 
Nothing will exceptionally exist forever.

Any Chan method is good for concentrating the mind, 
and one can pick any of them at the beginning. However, one 
should not fix the mind on any object. If that is the case, one 
might regard it as really existent. As soon as a single thought 
arises, one immediately opposes it. What is wrong here? The 
practitioner falsely takes wandering thoughts as something real, 
so he intends to eradicate them. The right approach is that one 
should immediately raise the Huatou; as soon as he is aware of 

禪關策進講要.indd   282 2022/5/5   下午 07:13:18



283Item III

the wandering thoughts, they disappear right away. He no longer 
attaches to the situation. This is very important. If one attaches 
to methods, situations, or the mind, the practice will go astray 
because he is using the mind of arising and perishing. This will 
lead him away from the ultimate liberation. Such a false view is 
called the annihilation view of the outer path.

If one pursues the Dharma outside of the mind, he has fallen 
into the outer path. As “a dead person with his spirit departing,” 
one may sit there like a wood block or a stone without any 
perception and function. Like a puppet which can only be moved 
when it is dragged by strings. If there is no thought arising and 
perishing in a person, his only difference from a corpse is that he 
breathes.

There is another false view. Some people believe when a 
practitioner can ultimately understand himself — whose hatred, 
feeling of bliss, seeing, and hearing are manifestations of his 
pure self-nature here and now, the lifetime investigation and 
cultivation are completed.

If we give instructions to a dog, a cat, or a computer, they 
also have similar functions. Are such functions their self-nature? 
What about your own self-nature? Is it what you see or what 
you hear? Which one is it? Or, there are many? Is it one thing 
generating many or many while not departing from one?
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What does “the Master of Oneself” Mean?
We often hear such sayings from patriarchs as: “The pure 

self-nature does not depart from our seeing, hearing, perception, 
and awareness.” Or, “There is an invisible master who can see 
and hear and who comes in and out of the gate of our six sense 
organs.” People may take the subject of the seeing, hearing, 
perceiving, and knowing as our master to declare that there is 
the “pure self-nature” existing. One may believe that he has been 
enlightened and the cultivation is completed. If one holds such 
a view on the path of Chan cultivation, he will be completely 
wrong. As a saying goes: “Once deviating from the right direction 
even with only a hair’s width, you will go astray a thousand 
miles.”

Chan investigation is a very subtle approach. The 
experiences are so delicate that only the practitioner himself can 
identify what state he is in. Without years and years of cultivation, 
one cannot have clear understanding. After seeing the self-nature, 
one still needs to spend even decades to illuminate the mind. 
Relentless effort should be maintained so that great capacity 
and great functioning can be roused. The practice in daily life is 
also important for transforming habits accumulated in the past 
so as to accord one’s actions with the enlightened experiences. 
The progress cannot be explained with simple words. Don’t 
naively believe that the cultivation has been completed when we 
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just vaguely feel the existence of a unified mind or have certain 
perception of the pure self-nature.

Let me ask you: “When the impermanence (death) arrives, 
your body will be burned and become a pile of ashes. Where 
will this object, which can hate, delight, or see, go?” Your 
investigation of Chan is like regarding mercury as silver. This 
“silver” is unreal, and it will flow away once being forged.

Master Chushi told his students if they did investigation in 
the way that they took the self that could see and hear as the true 
self-nature, the understanding would be like mercury taking the 
form of silver; when being forged, it flows away.

When I asked: “What Huatou are you investigating?” 
Some people answered: “a teacher asked me to investigate ‘all 
phenomena return to one, where does one return to?’ He told me 
to wholeheartedly investigate this Huatou, and the realization 
will be achieved one day. Now I know that it is not the case. 
Could you please designate a Huatou for me?” I said: “There is 
nothing wrong with the ancient Gong’an. If your eyes are bright, 
how can the teacher be wrong?” The student continued to request 
again and again. I said: “Go to investigate the sentence ‘A dog 
does not have the Buddha nature’ to the point when the barrel 
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for oil paint is suddenly broken, you can come to undertake my 
beatings.”

If Your Eyes Are Bright (Perspectives Are Right), the 
Gong’ans Are (Consequently) Right

“How can the teacher be wrong?” It was because the 
students had false views, so they believed what they had been 
taught was not right. Since the students believed in Master 
Chushi’s teaching, they asked the master to give them another 
Huatou.

When the Chan practitioners pleaded again and again, 
Master Chushi then said: “In this case, investigate ‘a dog does 
not have the Buddha nature.’ Keep investigating until the day 
you break the barrel of black paint, and then come to take my 
beatings.” The beatings were either a proof of enlightenment or a 
direction for further development.

Comments from Master Lianchi
Coming down from the Chan Master Tianru, the later 

masters such as Jiefeng, Guzhou, and Chushi are all distinguished 
patriarchs who lived through two dynasties (end of the Yuan 
Dynasty and beginning of the Ming Dynasty). Master Chushi is 
the third generation Dharma heir of Master Miaoxi; his view is 
as bright as the light of the sun and the moon, and his eloquence 
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in debating is as sharp as thunder storm, directly pointing to 
the fundamental root and shaking off the branches and leaves. 
There is no doubt that he deserves to be the descendent of Master 
Miaoxi. From Master Tianru down to today, there has been no 
one who can be compared with him. Most recorded sayings he 
left are about the realization of the ultimate enlightenment. There 
are very few recordings that teach the beginners how to practice, 
and the only one or two I found are included here.

32.  Master Puji from Korea Replying a Letter from 
Prime Minister Li
Since you have been investigating the word “Wu,” it is not 

necessary to change to another Huatou. Moreover, if you take 
up another Huatou, the familiarity with “Wu” accumulated from 
your previous investigation will still be present. Don’t make 
changes.

In the ancient times, there were many people who came to 
China from Korea to seek the Dharma. Puji was one of the most 
accomplished, and “Chan Master Puji” is a title given to him by 
the Chinese imperial government at that time. This letter was 
Master Puji’s answer to the question from Prime Minister Li.
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Don’t Change the Huatou Often
Prime Minister Li might have been investigating “Wu” for 

some time to feel that it did not work for him. He wrote a letter 
to Master Puji, asking if he can take up another Huatou. I have 
been emphasizing on many occasions that there is no good or 
bad Huatou. One thousand and seven hundred Gong’ans can 
all be taken as a Huatou. The most important is to generate the 
sense of doubt. Before the doubt has been developed, you need 
to concentrate your mind on the Huatou. Yet students still like to 
ask which Huatou is the best. If you really want to make a choice, 
the best Huatou is the one which is the least to entail speculation 
or thinking. In another word, the most meaningless Huatou is the 
best.

What is “concentration?” Imagine we are walking toward 
a dining table holding a bowl full of hot soup in it. We will 
absolutely focus on the bowl so as not to spill the soup. During 
this process, our mind will become more and more attentive. 
When we are fully absorbed in watching television or reading a 
fiction, we can be very attentive, too.

Don’t Doubt ourselves, our Teachers, or the Dharma
At the beginning of investigating a meaningless Huatou, it 

might be hard for us to tie up our mind on it. Even if we can, we 
may drop it very soon. We have to raise it again and again, which 
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probably will make us feel exhausted. We may wonder if this is 
the right way to practice or if this Huatou is suitable for us. When 
such suspicions arise, our confidence in that Huatou is fading. 
We cannot say that such a reaction is not right. The function of 
a Huatou is to entail the sense of doubt, so if the sense of doubt 
cannot be generated, the Huatou is useless no matter how good it 
is.

In contrast to a meaningless Huatou, some Huatous can 
engender many speculations or associated thoughts. If one takes 
“associated thoughts” as the investigation, that is absolutely 
wrong because the purpose of the investigation is to thoroughly 
stop the discriminative mind from thinking and functioning.

In another word, we may believe that we are practicing 
very hard; we have something to concentrate on, to work on, 
or to generate the doubt, and we have put in great effort toward 
this direction. Such an attitude seems right, but actually the 
function of a Huatou is to make us let go of all these “intentional 
actions” so as to reach the state of “no action.” If our mind is still 
abiding in a state where the Huatou is effective or the mind has 
somewhere to be tied up while we can still be clearly aware of all 
the changes of our body and mind, we have not truly entered the 
state of doubting yet.

禪關策進講要.indd   289 2022/5/5   下午 07:13:18



290 A General Explanation on

Thoroughly Let Go of All Mental Activities
Huatou investigation is different from other practice 

methods. The attitude toward practice even seems opposite 
from that of the conventional gradual approach. In the gradual 
cultivation, the student will first study the doctrinal teachings 
and digest what he has learned. After having acquired some 
intellectual understanding, he needs to put the teaching into 
practice and actions. This is a step-by-step process. The student 
has the Dharma in his mind. At the same time, the Dharma will 
gradually transform his mind. The right wisdom will gradually 
be developed through the application and practice, which will 
enable the student to be away from afflictions. The approach of 
the Huatou investigation is exactly the opposite.

It requires the practitioner to absolutely let go of all mental 
activities and intentional effort, and thoroughly abandon all 
phenomena so as to directly reach the pure self-nature. At the 
beginning of the practice, intentional effort is necessary, but all 
methods have to be left behind in the end. Otherwise, one still 
does not reach the point where the Huatou starts to truly function. 
At the advanced stage of the practice, one might confront the 
bottleneck on the path where his mind has been concentrated and 
tied up on the Huatou for some time but further breakthrough 
never happens no matter how hard he practices, which is actually 
the right time of “When there is no mind to be used, the mind is 
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actually being used.”
It means that at that point, the mind does not have anything 

to hold on to. It is in amidst of nowhere, has no place to dwell 
on, and has nothing to pursue after. We may find ourselves in a 
state of getting lost or do not know what to do. At this moment, 
the only thing we need to do is to continue the practice, continue 
to raise the Huatou, and continue to investigate the Huatou; then, 
we can be truly benefited from our practice.

Unfortunately, many people get stuck in such a state without 
knowing how to proceed. This has much to do with the merits 
and “causes and conditions” of each individual. If one abides in 
the state where body and mind are emptied, no matter how hard 
he continues to practice, he still cannot turn around by himself to 
unveil the bright, pure, and wondrous functions of the self-nature. 
What he can experience is only a sensation of “nothingness.”

It is not bad if the practitioner can maintain such a 
sensation. Some people may even have a fearful sensation at this 
stage, wondering: “What am I going to do?” “Am I still on the 
right path?” “Am I still investigating the Huatou?” For many 
practitioners, this bottleneck stage will last for quite a long time. 
How things will develop varies according to the merits of each 
person, the causes and conditions, whether there is a master to 
offer help, or whether the practitioner can persist in the practice. 
When the circumstances ripen, one may suddenly come out from 
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this stage.

When the Huatou Disappears, Slightly Raise It Again
It is very important not to be frightened or feel frustrated or 

anxious if you are stuck in this stage. Keep practicing and slightly 
raise the Huatou when the power of the doubt is weak or fading.

When we just start the investigation using “What is ‘Wu’” 
as the Huatou at the initial stage, we keep investigating the word 
“Wu.” When “Wu” is losing power, we should rouse the sense 
of doubt concerning “Wu.” “Why is it ‘Wu?’” We have many 
things in front of our eyes, including the earth, rivers, mountains, 
ourselves, life and death, all Buddhas and Bodhisattvas, and all 
sentient beings. How come it is “Wu?” If it is “Wu,” why are 
we afflicted? Why? Why? The sense of doubt arises from these 
questions. We have faith in patriarchs, believing that the ultimate 
answer must be “Wu.” Why is the ultimate answer “Wu?” If 
the answer is “Wu,” why can’t I feel it? Why am I feeling the 
affliction of life and death? Turn the Huatou to something related 
to our body and mind, and the force of the Huatou will become 
stronger. If we don’t stick to emptiness, the Huatou will get more 
powerful.

Pay Attention to the Huatou
Don’t just use our month to recite the Huatou; pay attention 
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to it. It’s better that we extend the Huatou to those questions 
concerning life and death; the sense of doubt will thus become 
more powerful. Such a thought will strengthen will power. We are 
not really looking for answers to the Huatou; neither do we raise 
other delusive thoughts. Instead, we contemplate the Dharma 
and extend the Huatou to something related to our own body and 
mind. It is more effective cultivating ourselves in this way.

Raise the Huatou all twenty-four hours of the day and at the 
four deportments (walking, standing, sitting, and lying down). 
Don’t worry about when enlightenment can be actualized. Do not 
care if the investigation is tasty or tasteless. Do not care if the 
investigation is effective or not effective. Push the investigation 
to a point where the mental thinking does not work and the 
conscious mind stops acting; this is exactly the place where all 
Buddhas and Patriarchs live.

Do not stop the Huatou at any time or under any 
circumstances, no matter the investigation is tasty or tasteless, or 
we are not sure when we will be enlightened. When the practice 
becomes tasteless, it is a good state. Push the investigation to a 
point where the conscious mind does not function, and continue 
to let go. Once letting go, we may be in accord with the state of 
all Buddhas and patriarchs, who have thoroughly left behind the 
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attachment to body and life. At that point, our pure Dharma body 
and wisdom will function.

Do not try to ask questions such as “When can I be 
enlightened?” or “What is enlightenment about?” Once the 
thought of obtaining something arises, the mind immediately 
falls into the illusory realm of arising and perishing; then, the 
possibility for the pure nature to manifest will be gone.

Comments from Master Lianchi
This recorded saying was obtained in Korea by General 

Xu Yuanzhen when he was leading the war to repel the Japanese 
invasion into Korea in the year of Wanli 25 (AD 1597). It had 
never been seen in China. Therefore, I recorded it to make it 
known to people.

33.  Master Shaoqi from Chushan Qi (1404~1473, the 
Ming Dynasty)
All practitioners, after ninety days of practice, have you 

awakened yet? If you have not yet awakened, this winter has been 
passed in vain.

Take Complete Enlightenment as Your Goal
When people take part in a retreat in a monastery, they 

must follow certain rules, such as getting up at certain time, not 
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talking, not being late for the practice sessions, and so forth. At 
the last day of the retreat, all of the rules will be removed, so the 
day is called “the ending of the retreat.” This recorded saying is 
an instruction given by Master Shaoqi to the assembly at the end 
of a winter retreat.

In the old times, there were usually two retreat periods in 
monasteries. One is in summer and the other in winter. In the 
northern part of China, the winter time is very cold, so Buddhist 
activities and farming work have to be stopped. All Sangha 
members will gather together to practice at that time.

If you are an honest practitioner of the Way, no matter 
where you will be given birth in the Dharma realm of the ten 
directions, take complete enlightenment as your goal. Don’t be 
bothered if it will take you a long or short time to accomplish the 
goal: a hundred days or a thousand days, at the beginning or at 
the end of a retreat. The moment you take up the Huatou is the 
beginning. If you have not awakened in one year, investigate for 
one year. If you have not awakened in ten years, investigate for 
ten years. If you have not awakened in twenty years, investigate 
for twenty years. If you have not been enlightened throughout 
your entire life, the firm determination should never end. Until 
you reach the point of true and ultimate realization, there will be 
no ending to the retreat.
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I often hear people say: “Life is afflicted, so I have to 
practice.” Let me ask you: “Since it is likely that you fail to be 
your own master in this life, what are you going to do?” Some 
people may choose to recite the Buddha’s name so as to be reborn 
in the Western Pure Land, which at least can prevent them from 
falling into the three Evil Realms. As a sincere practitioner of the 
supreme Way or a Chan cultivator, one should ignore the rebirth 
of his next life, no matter being an ox or a horse. Just firmly keep 
the Chan investigation as the only path regardless of how long 
it will take to reach the ultimate goal. No matter if you are at the 
beginning or the end of a retreat or even after seeing the self-
nature, you must investigate the Huatou relentlessly without any 
laxity. Such an attitude can enable the practitioner to move ahead.

Investigate the Huatou Before and After Enlightenment
In the early days when my master started to teach Chan, 

he usually asked the beginners to use the Tathagata Chan or the 
gradual approach, such as Samatha-Vipasana method from the 
Tiantai Tradition. When the student’s body and mind has been 
calmed to a certain degree, he would designate a Huatou for him 
to investigate, but he never gave much explanation on how to 
investigate. However, I often talk a lot about it. To be honest, I’m 
not sure whether such effort is helpful or not. The practitioners 
in those early days usually could well understand the recorded 
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sayings from the patriarchs. Today, the practicing environment 
and communicating ways are dramatically different from those 
in the past, and Buddhist cultivation has more or less become 
a practice in daily life. How can we grasp the essence of Chan 
today? Can we still follow the same teaching approaches adopted 
in the past? I’m still exploring in this area. That is one of the 
reasons why I give students lots of explanation.

My teaching carries the essence passing down from 
my master in terms of the teaching methodology. I have also 
integrated my own cultivation and life experiences together with 
my understanding of the Buddha’s teachings. The purpose is to 
help students to improve their life. No matter how much I talk 
and how much you hear, it is not your own experiences. The 
cultivation relies on your practice in person. What I can do is tell 
you what you might confront in the process of the practice so that 
you won’t be helpless or confused if some situations happen.

Don’t try to understand or figure out what the Huatou you 
are investigating really means. It cannot be understood by the 
conscious mind. You have to put forth your entire energy and 
whole lifetime into the investigation. When you reach the right 
level and right circumstances, you will be at the ultimate place 
and have your own authentic experience.

Don’t say that you will practice when you have time or 
you will work hard in the next life. These are all unrealistic 
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daydreaming. Make good use of the present moment with your 
wholehearted effort, and the practice should continue even after 
enlightenment. There never exists a destination where the practice 
can be stopped. After the enlightenment, the only difference is 
that the practitioner will no longer hold the Huatou tightly; it will 
be an investigation with nothing to be investigated.

If you cannot get the key point of the master’s teaching 
before he starts to talk, just take the single phrase of Amitabha 
(the Buddha’s name) deeply in your mind and silently investigate. 
Frequently whip yourself to raise the sensation of doubt: “Who is 
reciting the Buddha’s name” thought after thought, as steadily as 
a smooth flow, and moment after moment without any break. You 
will be like a traveler reaching the dead end of a road without a 
single passage to go further. There will be a situation for you to 
turn around, and suddenly you touch the true nature of the mind.

Whip to Generate the Doubt
“Get the key point of the master’s teaching before he starts 

to talk” means that before the master raises questions to test the 
student, the latter already knows the answer. This does not mean 
that the student has supernatural powers. It is because he has 
completely awakened; words from the master are not necessary. 
If the student has not reached that state, he still needs the 
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guidance from the master.
Here Master Shaoqi did not ask us to abandon the Huatou 

investigation while taking up the recitation of the Buddha’s name. 
His point is to investigate “Who is reciting the Buddha’s name” 
during the recitation. In order to generate a powerful sense of 
doubt, one has to reach deep concentration to stop the mind from 
discriminating first.

The proper way to practice is to recite Amitabha two or 
three times, and then raise the question to investigate. Don’t 
rigidly repeat the Buddha’s name and the question again and 
again. In each recitation of Amitabha, you must fully focus 
your consciousness on it, thoroughly cutting off all thinking, 
discriminations, and scatterings. Make use of the Buddha’s name 
to unify the body and mind so as to reach a single-pointed state 
of mind, and then raise the question to generate the doubt.

Silently investigate the question: “Who is reciting the 
Buddha’s name?” If the doubt is weak, you need to intentionally 
whip yourself to create the doubt. Investigate steadily at every 
moment thought after thought to a point where you are at the 
dead end of a road, meaning all the conscious activities stop 
functioning and your mind seems empty but not really empty. 
Suddenly, the emptiness is broken, and then you can immediately 
turn around and understand. From then on, no matter what kind 
of tricks the old monks intend to play with you, you will not be 
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confused anymore.

Comments from Master Lianchi
The moment you take up the Huatou is the beginning, and 

the moment you find out the ultimate reality is the end. Please 
deeply bear this in mind.

34. The Instruction by Master Tianzhen Dufengshan
If you truly want to liberate yourself from birth and death, 

you have to rouse great faith to make a great vow first: “As 
long as the Gong’an being investigated has not been shattered, 
the original face before given birth by parents has not been 
penetrated through, and all the subtle afflictions arising and 
perishing have not been thoroughly dissolved, I vow never to 
let go of my original Huatou, never to go away from genuine 
masters, and never to chase the worldly fame and profit. If this 
vow is broken for some reason, I will fall into the Evil Realms.” 
With such a great vow to safeguard your mind, you are qualified 
to take up a Gong’an.

The Great Vow
“Truly want” means you truly want something. If you 

really want to get out of the cycle of birth and death, you must 
establish great faith and take the great vow : I will never give 
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up on the Huatou investigation, genuine masters, and realizing 
the wisdom of no-self; also, I will never go after fame and profit 
until I penetrate the Gong’an, knowing thoroughly the genuine 
face before given birth by parents. If I break the great vow, let 
me fall into the three evil paths.” Apart from taking such a great 
vow, you also need to protect your mind from being overthrown 
by dissatisfaction and discrimination. Upon noticing them, you 
should repent so as to keep working hard on the Gong’an and 
get the benefit from the Gong’an. Here “faith” means firmly 
believing that everyone has the intrinsic pure self-nature or the 
Buddha nature. Everyone is inherently perfect and complete. 
Having this faith, you should go further to investigate: “If I do 
have the pure self-nature, where is it?” Before you truly find it 
and authentically experience it, you should never give up. This is 
called the great vow.

Birth and Death are One Thusness
Strictly speaking, in Buddhism the ultimate goal of all 

practicing approaches is liberation from Samsara. In the Chan 
tradition, liberation means “nothingness.” It is not liberation 
from birth and death believed by the ordinary people, which 
is the breaking away from rebirth after the end of a lifetime, 
breaking away from its on-going cycle, and jumping out of 
the Three Realms and the Six Paths. In Chan, liberation is the 
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experience of “one thusness of birth and death,” just as described 
in the Diamond Sutra: “(Birth and death is) as dreams, illusions, 
bubbles, and shadows; as dews and lighting.” How can people 
truly understand that birth and death is like dreams and illusions? 
They have to experience it by themselves. In Patriarch Chan, 
birth and death are one thusness. One has to experience that at 
the moment of birth and death, there is actually no birth and 
death. The path of Chan cultivation is to apply the doctrinal 
teachings and principles in our life so as to establish the right 
view, to transform our life, and to realize enlightenment. “There 
is no obtainable birth and death, and no extinguishable birth 
and death.” What in the world is birth and death? How can we 
experience the ultimate reality of it?

However, Chan cultivation still has to start from the 
phenomenal birth and death of this life, and then develops a 
detaching mind which will make one truly determine to practice. 
Before the arising of the detaching mind, ordinary people are 
quite obsessed with the worldly comfort and pleasure. Some 
people might have acquired rich theoretical understanding by 
studying doctrines; nevertheless, at the vital moment of birth and 
death, they still have no power to hold on to the principles they 
have learned.

Thus, the first step of our cultivation has to start from the 
birth and death of this physical body and the accumulated karmic 
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retributions. Through continuous practice, the practitioner will 
gradually reach the point where he can truly experience that 
Samsara is like dreams and illusions. Yet, the practitioner must 
try to leave behind this issue of birth and death in the Patriarch 
Chan approach. If he still abides in the fear of birth and death and 
pursues to escape from it as soon as possible, he is actually going 
toward the opposite direction of the Patriarchal Chan practice.

Due to deep karmic obstructions, it is very difficult for 
ordinary people to leave behind attachments, discriminations, and 
cravings, if they are not stimulated by firm faith and great vows. 
Some people may give up on the half way because it seems that 
liberation and Prajna are unreachable. However, the path toward 
ultimate liberation and the state of great ease has to be walked by 
the practitioner himself. It is not a blind belief, and it cannot be 
explained with words. It also cannot be achieved through some 
shallow experiences gained in practice.

From the recorded sayings of the patriarchs, we can always 
find the emphasis on the importance of being clear about the 
states of our mind and actions through introspection and making 
corrections whenever a flaw is detected. Don’t take such advices 
as clichés. If we don’t have the willingness to identify and correct 
our mistakes, the theoretical knowledge would be of no help to 
our practice no matter how much we have learned.
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Hold the Huatou Closely and Investigate it Relentlessly
When I practiced with my master at the beginning, I felt 

that what he taught was nothing special because I already learned 
all of that before. However, my practice never advanced well 
while many young laity beginners made rapid progress. With a 
deep sense of remorse, I decided to thoroughly abandon all my 
intellectual understanding and honestly practice according to my 
master’s instructions. Then, my practice started to move forward.

There are some people who have been studying at many 
places or have attended many retreats. However, they still cannot 
acquire the essence of the practice. Why? Everybody should 
seriously check himself and make rectifications. If you do not put 
forth all your energy and perseverance into the practice, you will 
never be truly benefited, no matter how many places you have 
stayed to study or how many retreats you have attended.

Firm and Unmovable Determination
If you rely on the forceful means from the master to push 

your practice forward, your progress will be limited. You must 
bear in mind that practice is self-reliant. In the Chan Hall, you 
must motivate yourself to work hard. Once coming out of the 
Chan Hall, you should never stop as well. What I can do is to 
teach you the practice method, to point out where you should put 
your effort, and to let you know how to handle the situations you 
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may confront on the path. If I continue to use the forceful means 
adopted by my master in the early days of his teaching, many 
people may feel so intolerable that they will never want to come 
back.

The cultivation is not about taming your legs or eliminating 
something. Once you can truly experience some benefits from the 
Huatou, you will be able to use the method uninterruptedly at any 
time and any place in daily life. Huatou investigation does not 
require deep Buddhism knowledge, flexible legs, or any specific 
place to practice. As long as you can fully immerse your mind 
in the Huatou without any other thoughts, you can always keep 
the Huatou, no matter you are sitting, standing, walking, or lying 
down.

Moving is not allowed during the sitting meditation in a 
Chan Hall because it is a training to help you calm down your 
scattered mind. Once your mind is calmed, your body will settle. 
It is also a good way to test your stamina and remove your 
karmic obstructions. You may confront lots of obstacles on the 
path if your karmic obstructions are deep. If you can bravely 
bear the leg pain, your body will become more flexible and blood 
circulation will improve, which in turn is helpful to the practice; 
some karmic obstructions will be taken away by the “pain” as 
well. If you have tried your best and reached the limit of your 
tolerance, you can release your legs, move a little bit, or stand 
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up for a walk, but the Huatou has to be maintained, never ever 
letting it go or giving up on the investigation.

“Penetrating into the original face before given birth by 
parents” is the initial step of seeing the self-nature. The next step 
is “sitting to dissolve all the subtle vexations;” this is the second 
barrier. After that there is still the final barrier to transcend. It 
doesn’t mean that one will become a Buddha after seeing the 
self-nature and experiencing some enlightenment. You need to go 
on with the practice.

“Sitting to dissolve” doesn’t mean we can eliminate 
afflictions merely through sitting; instead, it means we must 
completely stop all the subtle afflictions from arising. Using 
“sitting” to depict the state is because most people have fewer 
delusions and scatted thoughts when sitting: “All the subtle 
afflictions” mean that we should apply our wisdom of no-self in 
our daily life, cultivating our living-kindness, compassion, and 
care toward all sentient beings, developing our ability to freely 
and perfectly respond to all phenomena. Although we have such 
ability intrinsically, we still need to cultivate it through practice 
in our daily life.

If we make the great vow to be “liberated from birth and 
death,” genuine teachers will treat us even more strictly in order 
to help us achieve the goal. We might leave him because of not 
being able to take this way of teaching. In the example previously 
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mentioned, Master Lingchi went under Master Huangpo’s 
instruction for three years; upon opening his mouth, he was 
heavily beaten by Master Huangpo for twenty hits. He went to 
ask questions for three times; consequently, he totally received 
sixty hits. Sticks in the old times weren’t like the incense boards 
nowadays; they can hit hard. Nowadays, students have to be hit 
straight and get hits right on the shoulder. If they receive so many 
hits that the hit place turns swollen, it is not acceptable. Masters 
in the former days could madly beat their students, even to the 
extent of having bumps; however, they would not be blamed. 
That’s why it is harder for people nowadays to be liberated.

Humbly Accept Guidance from the Master
My master used to apply extremely forceful means in 

his retreats, such as hitting, shouting, or even verbal abusing 
regardless of how hard we were practicing. He appeared very 
crude and merciless. We were very shocked at the beginning 
because we had never had such experiences.

As the leader of a retreat ,  why did he behave so 
unreasonably? To establish his authority? Of course not. In 
cultivation, the practitioners must learn to face and undertake any 
circumstances. If one has strong rejection and anger toward the 
master, such an attitude will be an obstruction to his practice. If 
he can accept it, it absolutely doesn’t matter to get strikes from 
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a thin incense board. In this case, it means the student does not 
have strong attachments to the self and this mortal flesh, and he 
will be able to quickly let go of everything.

A real practitioner should be courageous enough to 
leave behind any laxity and fear. The master can perceive the 
practitioner’s condition. If a student has reached his limit, the 
master will not continue to push him. If one refuses to accept the 
harshness from the master before putting in serious effort, he will 
never be able to get benefit from the teaching.

Some people cannot endure strict shouting and beating and 
left their master. Master Lingchi asked for instructions for three 
consecutive times and received sixty hits as a result. The beating 
destroyed his faith in the master, so he had to look for another 
master to learn from. The new master asked him what he had 
learned in the previous three years. Master Lingchi answered that 
he had received sixty hits by asking questions for three times. 
The master replied: “Your previous master is like a good nagging 
mother. You don’t even know that. What a pity! Time for Lingchi 
to get enlightened had arrived, and he was inspired by the new 
master’s words. Who can take an instruction like this today? It’s 
really too rare to find.

There was a great master named Milarepa in Tibetan 
Buddhism. When he studied with his master, he was mistreated 
by his master. The master gave teachings to other disciples but 
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asked Milarepa to do all kinds of hard labor works. Milarepa 
always did everything he was assigned, but things never changed; 
he thus felt sad about the unfair treatment. Milarepa thought 
that maybe he had not given the master enough offerings. Thus, 
he bought a cotton lamp and a bag of grain with all the money 
he had. He offered the lamp and grain to his master. The master 
accepted the offerings, but out of Milarepa’s expectation, the 
master continued to torture him. He told Milarepa: “If I want, 
I can cut your body, speech, and mind into a thousand pieces. I 
have the right to do this because you have offered them to me.” 
Milarepa, a courageous and resilient practitioner, absolutely 
accepted all the instructions from the master without any 
complaint.

Does anybody in today’s age have such determination 
to seek the Dharma? Probably very few! The western culture 
emphasizes individualism, ego-centeredness, and self-respect. 
Such an attitude can be a hindrance to Buddhist cultivation 
because the practitioner may have strong rejection to the rigorous 
tests given by the master. After I left home at twelve at my 
grandmaster’s temple; the way he treated me was to completely 
destroy my ego and self-dignity. I did not mind doing any hard 
physical work; the most miserable affliction was caused by his 
abusive words and cruel treatments.

I tried to escape from my grandmaster’s place several times, 
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but he could always find me back. As a little boy living in his 
place, I was deeply afflicted. I had no other choices but to accept 
all. With years passing by, I started to understand him and his 
compassion. The purpose of the seemingly cruel and merciless 
treatment from the masters is to train students to build up their 
capability to face and tackle harsh situations he might confront 
in his life. If one always stays in a green house, the accumulated 
merits from the past can be easily worn out. Also, he can be 
easily defeated when facing some real tests or challenges. Many 
Buddhist clergies in the past went through this way of training, 
but people cannot accept such a teaching in this era.

People may run away when they believe that the master is 
unreasonable. Without the guidance from a genuine master, the 
journey on the cultivation path can be very challenging. I myself 
had this experience because I left my master to get a diploma in 
the college. When I look back, although the college education 
improved my ability in theoretical studies, I could have been 
more benefited if I had continued the practice with my master.

Please cherish the causes and conditions to learn Chan. 
Don’t criticize or give up the cultivation because of the whipping 
or scolding from the master. There is a saying in Buddhism: “You 
can get three blows for some reasons; you can also get three 
blows for no reasons.” No matter what kind of instructions the 
master gives, just accept them. My master used to tell us: “No 
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matter what is in front of you, a cliff or a pit with burning fire, 
if your master asks you to jump, you must jump without any 
hesitation or any concern about your life.”

When I learned to humbly accept his instructions without 
any suspicion, my practice started to move ahead quite well. 
You must also have this kind of attitude; otherwise, you are not 
truly accepting the master. Being critical of the master, you may 
become more uncertain and end up leaving him. When one is 
away from the master and goes back to chase secular fame and 
profit, not only will awakening and liberation turn remote, he 
may even fall into the Evil Realms.

If one investigates the word “Wu,” the most important 
thing is to make an effort in asking: “Why does the dog not 
have Buddha nature?” If one investigates “all phenomena 
return to one,” the focus is to ask: “where does one return to?” 
If one investigates while reciting the Buddha’s name, the most 
important thing is to ask: “who is reciting the Buddha’s name?” 
Revert the illumination inward to generate the doubt sensation. 
If the Huatou is not effective, raise the whole Gong’an where the 
Huatou comes from and investigate down to the last line so as to 
review the Gong’an from the beginning to the end; then the sense 
of doubt can be generated.
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Why Does the Dog not Have Buddha Nature?
“The dog does not have Buddha nature” is a comment given 

by Master Zhaozhou. The Buddha said that all sentient beings 
have Buddha nature; why does the dog not have it? Who is 
right, and who is wrong? You must keep asking and continue to 
investigate. You will find out that the question is not about right 
and wrong. If you focus only on investigating “Wu,” this single 
word might not be effective enough to generate the doubt. If 
that is the case, then go through the entire sentence — why does 
the dog not have Buddha nature? This way can be helpful for 
generating the doubt sensation.

The doubt must be uninterrupted and your mind should be 
fully devoted. Unconsciously, you will flip over while walking a 
step and do a somersault suspending in midair. Then it is time for 
you to take my beating.

The Doubt Should not be Interrupted
How can one “flip over while walking a step?” It is an 

analogy to the sensation of “casting off body and mind through 
Huatou investigation.” The mind has nowhere to attach to and 
nothing can be obtained. “A somersault in midair” means that 
the practitioner has turned around and has reached the level to 
undertake the beating. Otherwise, the beating will not work for 
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him.

35. Master Konggu Long Instructing the Assembly
Don’t just repeat the Huatou like a spaced-out idiot. Don’t 

engage in reasoning and speculation, either. Instead, at any time 
you must be furiously determined to understand this matter (of 
birth and death). All of a sudden, on the top of a cliff you let go 
of your holding. Flipping over, for the first time, you will see 
the outstanding and shining brightness. You must not abide in 
such a state because there is still a hammer waiting at the back 
of your head to hit you, and this barrier is extremely difficult to 
surmount. Now even more than before, you need to persist in 
investigating.

Do not Search for Answers by Analyzing the Huatou
Some people may put in great effort to raise the Huatou, 

repeating the Huatou steadily to a point where scattered thoughts 
no longer arise; these people can be numb with the mind in 
blankness like an idiot. He probably takes it as a good state, but 
actually it is not. Another common mistake is that the practitioner 
may try to find an answer from the Huatou through reasoning or 
using his doctrinal knowledge.

We must have great determination and willingness to figure 
out the matter of birth and death. Do not waste our life engaging 
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in illusions. We need to practice relentlessly to a point as if we 
suddenly release our holding hands and fall off from the top 
of a cliff. We are crashing to death and everything is going to 
disappear, both our life and our body. We turn around and revive 
from death at that moment; then we will thoroughly understand 
what birth and death are really about. But even at this realization, 
we should not have any attachment because there is another 
barrier ahead to transcend.

This concise instruction from Master Knoggu Long is a 
complete and profound guidance on the proper way to practice. 
Those who do not have personal experiences cannot really get the 
essence.

The Doubt Sensation Must be Generated
In order to generate the doubt sensation, at first we need to 

relate our Huatou to questions which are closely connected to our 
birth and death. Without such a fundamental motive, it is not easy 
for people to be wholeheartedly engaged in a Huatou.

The “fundamental motive” is to single-mindedly put all 
energy to attain ultimate understanding of the matter of birth 
and death. If the Huatou is a simple one, people may feel that 
it doesn’t work at the beginning. No matter what Huatou we 
are investigating, the first step is to intentionally generate the 
attention. Such attention is not for seeking an answer through 
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analysis or tying up the mind on the Huatou to avoid scattered 
thoughts.

Whenever we feel that the question is not effective, we need 
to check if we are using the method properly. Again, in order 
to make the doubt more powerful, we need to evoke the feeling 
of unknown and the feeling of urgency to unveil the reality of 
all phenomena, but do not seek for answers. For example, if we 
start to feel stuffy, bored, or blank during the practice, we can 
immediately ask ourselves: “Who is feeling blank?” or “Where 
does the feeling of blankness come from?” It will help us come 
out from this situation. Another example, if we have a new 
physical or mental experience, we should immediately remind 
ourselves not to attach to it and continue to attentively focus on 
the doubt.

If the effort is not on the generation of the doubt sensation 
but just on watching the Huatou, our mind is prone to follow 
the physical and metal change. Once the doubt sustains in our 
mind, we will no longer attach to phenomena or be scared by 
extraordinary experiences. Some experiences can be so unusual 
that the practitioner is frightened, and the sense of fear will 
obstruct him from advancing further in the practice. No matter 
what kind of experiences or situations arises, we must pay our 
entire attention to the doubt; we can also remind ourselves: “All 
with forms are empty and illusory, so what is the point to attach 

禪關策進講要.indd   315 2022/5/5   下午 07:13:19



316 A General Explanation on

to this mortal flesh?”

Don’t Repeat the Huatou like an Idiot
We must be very clear of the situation of our practice, our 

physical and mental conditions, and how to properly apply the 
method in different stages. If we take the Huatou as an object 
similar to the Buddha’s name or breath-counting to focus our 
body and mind, this is not the approach adopted in Patriarchal 
Chan.

“Be furiously determined to understand this matter” is 
the fundamental motive of Huatou investigation. What does 
liberation from Samsara really mean? What ultimately is the pure 
self-nature? We should have the unshakable determination and 
perseverance to figure it out. This is what “furiously” refers to.

Don’t Abide in any Physical or Mental Situation
Many people may get stuck at certain level. For example, 

when body and mind turn empty, this state can become a 
hindrance to the Chan practice. The masters instructed you to “let 
go of your holding on the top of a cliff,” which means you must 
completely leave behind all physical and mental experiences. 
This guidance is not universally applicable. For a student whose 
body and mind have not been unified, it is too early to talk about 
letting go of the holding because he has not reached the top of the 
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cliff yet.
When body and mind are deeply unified in uninterrupted 

tranquility and the thought of practice completely disappears, 
the pure self-nature can fully manifest. However, if one abides 
in such a state and is unwilling to let go, he will be obstructed by 
this state of meditative concentration. It will be very difficult to 
see into the self-nature.

At this point, one must let go of the holding and flip over. 
After the turning around, one will find out that he still stands at 
the original place facing the same direction, but things are totally 
different. He will see the “outstanding and shining brightness” for 
the first time and have true understanding of what birth and death 
is really about. That has already been well explained in any of the 
sutras or recorded sayings. Any doctrinal teaching is redundant, 
and he can immediately understand what the reality of the mind 
is and what ultimate liberation is about.

To See into the Self-Nature is to Cast off Attachments to Body 
and Mind

Before enlightenment is realized, practitioners always have 
lots of attachments, such as which method is the best for them or 
how they can be more self-motivated, and so forth. They believe 
that putting in great effort is a must for the cultivation. After the 
awakening, they will finally realize that nothing can be obtained 
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through practice. A method has to be taken up to practice only 
because people have strong attachments to physical and mental 
forms. As said in the sutra: “There is actually no flower in the 
space.” The form of birth and death does not exist at all. As 
long as one still believes in the existence of a “self,” there will 
be forms of birth and death, and sufferings and afflictions are 
entailed accordingly. In order to be liberated from afflictions, 
one has to practice. Practitioners usually believe that they are 
practicing when they are actually working hard on the method. 
When they finally awaken, they will realize that all phenomena 
are as they are; the practice is actually redundant.

However, is the practice indeed unnecessary? When the 
Buddha was ultimately enlightened, he told us that the self-
nature is inherently complete and perfect. It neither increases 
nor decreases and cannot be obtained through practice. The 
intrinsic self-nature is irrelevant to the practice. However, if 
we don’t practice, we cannot find out the reality. Don’t have 
the misconception that we can get something through practice 
in a certain manner. After one has seen the self-nature with all 
attachments thoroughly left behind, he will no longer regard any 
method as the best or the most ultimate.

A Hammer Strike at the Back of the Head
Master Konggu Long said that those who have seen the self-
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nature still need a hammer strike at the back of his head. What is 
a “hammer strike?” If one believes that the pure self-nature has 
been obtained and abides in such an experience, the master will 
give him a hammer strike to push him to a dead corner again. 
When reviving from death, one can be truly actualized. It is the 
unique Chan teaching to make us thoroughly let go of everything 
to a point where there is nothing left to be let go.

The “hammer strike” is an extremely difficult barrier to 
pass, much more difficult than reaching the level of seeing into 
the self-nature. During this period, some people may go to a deep 
mountain to practice solitarily while others choose to live with 
the assembly to cultivate in the daily life. Both approaches can 
be useful to make the understanding attained from enlightenment 
align with the actions.

Chan investigation is by no means an easy path. No matter 
how difficult the exploration can be, you should never give 
up, not only in this life but also life after life. “You just go 
on investigating.” Indeed, all methods have been taught, and 
anything else said is repetition. <The Stimuli to Transcend the 
Patriarch Chan Barriers> has included all practicing methods 
collected from all patriarchs’ quotations. When you listen to 
it again and again, I hope you understand the way to start the 
practice. Today is the last day of 2007. It is now only a few hours 
away from the Chinese New Year Eve. We will be demanded to 
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pay our bills by King Yao Cuo. Are you sure to be able to get 
to the goal of enlightenment? If not, a year vanishes in a flash 
of time. You might feel it is particularly cold today. Those great 
practitioners who have seen the true-self nature are not sensitive 
to coldness and heat. You may think they are not human beings; 
they are ghosts instead. When feeling hot, the patriarchs would 
say it is hot; when feeling cold, they would say it is cold. The 
further you grow in Chan cultivation, the less you will pretend, 
not to mention trying to convince people you are great. What 
Chan practitioners show is nothing but real emancipation and real 
calmness. Therefore, I hope all of you can go on.

In the ancient times, there might be people who were 
enlightened naturally without going through the investigation. 
However, from then on, none can be awakened without making 
great effort in the investigation.

Practice Honestly
Those who naturally awakened might be ancient Buddhas 

or innate patriarchs. As we all know, even the Sixth Patriarch had 
to practice diligently to achieve the realization. He worked in 
the kitchen to pound rice for eight months during his study with 
the Fifth Patriarch. After awakening, he continued to deepen his 
practice in other places. Take him as an example; how can we 
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have any excuses not to practice hard?
Therefore, you should work hard and walk one step at a 

time. Never fear any hardships. Don’t be afraid of sufferings. 
Just keep going with your practice. Furthermore, I will not push 
you hard all the time. Chan practice doesn’t depend on someone 
to push you with an incense board. “What is this?” If you can’t 
answer the question, you get hit immediately, which gives you 
only a temporary shock. You must stand on the edge of a cliff. 
When you hesitate to jump, the master will push you at that 
moment. The push works only at this time.

Master Youtan asked the students to investigate “Who is 
reciting the Buddha’s name?” It is not a must to use this Huatou. 
Just investigate with an ordinary mind, but never forget the 
Huatou at any time. When confronting certain circumstances or 
the causes and conditions, you will turn around and understand 
that the Pure Land with peaceful light is not apart from this 
place. Amitabha Buddha is in your own mind.

Who is Reciting the Buddha’s Name?
Master Youtan asked people to use “Who is reciting 

the Buddha’s name?” It is a good Huatou. However, it is not 
necessary for everybody to take up this one. No matter which 
Huatou is used, the most important thing is to raise it all the time. 
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If we haven’t reached the edge of a cliff, the master can’t push 
us ahead. At that moment, we know that “the Pure Land with 
peaceful light” is within us here and now. “The Pure Land with 
peaceful light” refers to our pure self-nature, and our mind is 
never away from Amitabha Buddha.

Comments from Master Lianchi
“At any time you must be furiously determined to understand 

this matter.” This sentence is marvelous because it expresses 
everything needed to be said about Huatou investigation.

Fiercely Determine to Understand this Matter
When we start to investigate a Huatou, we must honestly 

take the Huatou as our original motive, letting it drive us forward; 
otherwise, we will not fiercely determine to figure out this matter. 
Without such an incentive, we can easily be flushed away by the 
flood of Samsara. After we have some mastery of the method and 
the doubt sensation has become a sustained flow, the practice will 
become effortless. At this point, we just maintain the doubt, and it 
is unnecessary to intentionally enhance the determination because 
such thinking will become an obstruction to the practice.

36. Master Tianqi Instructing the Assembly
All of you should pluck up solid determination from now 
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on. Firmly raise your original Huatou for three days and 
nights to figure out what it is really about. You must ultimately 
understand it. With months and years passing by, without 
dispelling drowsiness, the drowsiness is gone; without removing 
scatteredness, the scatteredness is severed. Your mind will be in 
complete purity without any delusion, and no thought will arise. 
Suddenly you will understand it as if waking up from a dream. 
Looking back at the past, all are illusions. The self-nature itself 
is complete and perfect. The reality of myriad phenomena is 
outstandingly and absolutely revealed. In this great country of 
the Ming Dynasty, you will not waste your life, and on the path of 
Buddhist cultivation, you will not waste your time being a monk. 
Then you can live a life following causes and conditions. How 
wonderful it is! How happy you will be!

Firmly Raise the Original Huatou
Without solid determination to be liberated from Samsara, 

if you just study a little bit here and there, it will be of little 
help. You must firmly raise the original Huatou and dig to the 
deep bottom of it. Also, don’t often change Huatou when the 
investigation is tasteless.

“What is ‘Wu?’ Why the dog does not have Buddha 
nature? Why?” Keep questioning. “The Buddha said that all 
sentient beings have Buddha nature, but why the patriarch said 
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the opposite?” “Why the weight of the patriarch’s robe is seven 
kilos?” Try to ask why, but don’t look for answers through 
reasoning. Also don’t explain the question. Just investigate.

As time goes by, the doubt mass will become more and more 
powerful; then the drowsiness and scatteredness will naturally 
disappear. The mind will be purified, and no thoughts will arise. 
When causes and conditions mature, you will awaken from the 
dream to realize the great path. Then you will find out that all 
things are illusory and the self-nature is intrinsically perfect and 
complete.

Ultimate Reality Resides in Every Single Phenomenon
The ultimate truth or reality is residing in every single 

phenomenon. So any phenomenon is presenting causes and 
conditions to induce enlightenment.

“Live a life following causes and conditions” is not a passive 
attitude toward life. Rather, you can actively involve yourself in 
daily life to help others while not thinking that “I” want to deliver 
sentient beings or “I” want to propagate the Buddha Dharma, and 
so forth.

For example, when looking at my master’s life – leaving 
home, practicing solitarily in the mountains, studying in Japan, 
propagating the Buddha Dharma in the US, establishing Dharma 
Drum Mountain in Taiwan, and so forth — we can find that 
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he had been working very hard, advancing with the times and 
responding to the need of the public; however, there was no mark 
of effort in the process. This is truly the state of “…live a life 
following causes and conditions.”

When causes and conditions mature, you can provide 
teachings to the living beings; when they don’t, you can focus on 
your own cultivation and perfect your Bodhi mind in the practice 
of the Six Paramitas. Such a life is truly free and at ease.

Be mindful of the Buddha’s name all day long without 
knowing that the Buddha is mindful of you. If you don’t 
understand, you need to investigate: “Who is reciting the 
Buddha’s name?” Wholeheartedly concentrate on raising the 
Huatou and determine to have a thorough breakthrough.   

You Are Mindful of the Buddha or the Buddha Is Mindful of 
you?

If you cannot understand: “You are mindful of the Buddha 
all day long. But are you mindful of the Buddha, or the Buddha 
is mindful of you,” then investigate “Who is mindful of the 
Buddha?” Concentrate wholeheartedly on this Huatou until you 
understand it ultimately.

Many people recite the Buddha’s name all day long and 
do sitting meditation whenever they find time; during the sitting 
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meditation, they still recite the Buddha’s name. This is not the 
so-called “investigation while reciting Buddha’s name” because 
these two methods are very different. Unless you do it in the way 
instructed by Master Ou Yi, with which the practitioner recites 
the Buddha’s name for two or three times and then immediately 
raise the Huatou: “Who is reciting the Buddha’s name?” In this 
way, the purpose of the Buddha’s name is to help unify body and 
mind, not to use these two methods at the same time.

Although both investigation and reciting the Buddha’s name 
can reach the ultimate realization, you cannot adopt both methods 
at the same time and expect to get to the ultimate realization. 
Before seeing the self-nature, they are separate methods to work 
with. One completely relies on the Buddha to offer help while the 
other needs to make sure what “Buddha” really means; the latter 
is what is instructed by patriarchs.

When practicing the Patriarch Chan, you need to have 
faith in the Buddha and the Buddha’s teachings before having 
personal experiences. It’s just like I cannot deny the existence 
of the US because I haven’t personally been there and have only 
heard about it through the geography textbook or the television. 
In Chan investigation, you need to have faith in the original wise 
and pure nature. “Having faith” doesn’t mean blind acceptance; it 
means you are sure to have personal experiences after continual 
practice.
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“Be mindful of the Buddha’s name all day long without 
knowing that Buddha is mindful of you” means when you are 
reciting the Buddha’s name, you must firmly believe that this 
afflicted ordinary person himself is Buddha, and it is the pure 
self-nature that is reciting the Buddha’s name. You can investigate 
“Who is reciting the Buddha’s name” and make all efforts to dig 
it out.

Comments by Master Lianchi
Both master Dufeng and master Tianqi taught the method of 

“investigation while reciting the Buddha’s name,” but why master 
Konggu said that this method was not necessary? It is because 
students have different karmic potentials, and different methods 
can be adopted according to different causes and conditions.

Investigation While Reciting the Buddha’s name vs. 
Mindfulness of the Buddha’s name

When practicing investigation while reciting the Buddha’s 
name, the practitioner makes use of the Buddha’s name to 
remove the wandering thoughts so that the mind becomes pure 
and unified, and then raises the Huatou to generate the doubt 
sensation. For the practice of the mindfulness of the Buddha’s 
name, the practitioner should generate the wholehearted intention 
to be reborn to the Pure Land in the west. Such intention can be 
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generated before he picks up the practice or after reciting the 
Buddha’s name for some time. In comparison, Chan practice 
is to generate the doubt, not to vow to be reborn to the Pure 
Land.  These two methods are different.

37. Master Guyin Qin Instructing the Assembly
No matter what good or bad states connected with sensory 

objects you experience in sitting meditation, they are all due to 
absence of right contemplation, right investigation, and wisdom. 
You may just sit in quiescence with eyes closed, but the mind is 
not alert on the Huatou. Your thoughts are chasing the flow of 
sensory objects in half-dreaming and half-awakening state, or 
you attach to the bliss of tranquility. Under such circumstances, 
you may experience lots of states.

Establish the Right View
When body and mind start to be unified, one may experience 

good or bad states. If the experience is good, the practitioner 
is prone to grasp it. Once the attachment arises, the “demonic” 
situation will follow. The so-called “demonic situation” is not 
about something scary but is typically related to the desire to 
supernatural power. On the other hand, if one sees or experiences 
something horrible, he might be very much frightened. Under 
such a condition, some people may even discontinue the practice. 
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No matter good or bad experiences come up, as long as one can 
stick to the right view and keep his mind unmoved by attentively 
focusing on the doubt, the phenomena will naturally disappear.

Right Contemplation and Right Investigation
If our mind is easily affected by sensory objects, we must 

contemplate that all sensory objects are illusions and just ignore 
them. Tell ourselves all with forms are empty and illusory. 
Ask ourselves who is in fear? If there is a mind, where is it? 
Keep asking questions like these. Such application is the right 
contemplation and right investigation.

If one does not apply the right contemplation and only sits 
peacefully with his eyes closed, the sense of doubt is difficult to 
be truly generated. When the meditator is in deep quiescence, 
although wandering thoughts have been stopped, the mind does 
not have much power and is in a half-dreaming and half-awaking 
state. Since it is not a real dreaming or a drowsy state while the 
right contemplation is lost, the mind is prone to follow sensory 
objects; at that time good or bad experiences can be entailed.

Completely Devote Yourself to the Huatou
When the mind becomes clearer, emptier, and brighter, 

one may take this state as progress, so he wants to grasp such 
an experience. As long as a thought of clinging arises, lots of 
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wondrous experiences will entail; the practitioner won’t be 
able to move forward before completely letting go of these 
experiences.

For those who are in such a situation for the first time, they 
can just observe and experience it and see how it will change. 
The sense of a boundless mind, infinite brightness, or vast bliss 
can be quite a new experience for the practitioner. Those who 
already have such experiences, they should not allow themselves 
to repeatedly fall into such situations; otherwise, they are chasing 
the transient phenomena, which is an obstruction to the practice.

For a person who knows how to approach and engage 
properly in the practice, he should sleep when he needs it, get up 
as soon as waking up, summon his spirits, rub his eyes, tighten 
his jaws, and clench his fists so as to directly investigate into 
the bottom of the Huatou. He should bear in mind not to indulge 
himself in drowsiness or be moved by any external circumstances.

Sleep When You Need It Even When the Doubt is Arising
“To approach and engage properly in the practice” means 

that when one is investigating the Huatou, he should not raise 
speculations such “I want to remove karmic obstructions 
by accumulating merits, reciting the Buddha’s name, doing 
prostration, or doing repentance.” Those auxiliary methods are 
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unnecessary when we wholeheartedly apply the Patriarchal Chan 
approach. The only thing we need to do is to fully focus on the 
doubt. However, during the course of cultivation, if one’s mind 
has not been calmed yet, taking up an auxiliary method such as 
recitation of the Buddha’s name or doing prostrations can be a 
good preliminary expedient to help the practitioner step on the 
right path. “To approach and engage properly in the practice” is 
to directly investigate the Huatou so as to develop the sense of 
doubt.

Although Master Guyin Qin told us to sleep when it is 
needed, we don’t have to sleep if we are not tired. If we make a 
great vow to practice vigorously, it is fine to rest less for a few 
days, which is up to our energy level. However, it is not the right 
approach if we keep practicing without sleep.

When we feel exhausted in sitting meditation, we can rub 
our eyes or wash our face with cold water. If it doesn’t work, 
we can try clenching the teeth, widely opening the eyes, or even 
standing up for a walk so as to bring up our energy to continue 
the investigation. We must be careful not to lose concentration or 
be flushed away by drowsiness or scattered thoughts.

No matter you are walking, standing, sitting, or lying down, 
the mindfulness on Amitabha (the Buddha’s name) should not 
be interrupted. You should firmly believe that all causes lead to 
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corresponding consequences, so there will be a point that the 
mindfulness on Amitabha can work by itself without our making 
effort. When all mindful thoughts are firm, the mindfulness will 
definitely form a sustainable flow, and then you will realize that 
the person is in mindfulness at every single thought. At this 
moment, one realizes that Amitabha and the self-nature are one 
and the same.

Firmly Believe in Causes and Consequences
No matter what we are doing, mindfulness on Amitabha 

should be steadily maintained. After that, we can attentively 
investigate: “Who is reciting the Buddha’s name?” We must 
firmly believe that great determination and hard practice are 
conducive to great consequences. As long as we can investigate 
persistently, sooner or later we will reach the point where the 
doubt follows us without our putting into any effort; then we 
will be in the doubt mass at any moment. We will realize that the 
person in birth and death, Amitabha, and the self-nature are one 
and the same.

If one practices with an absent mind, he can never have 
genuine realization. The whipping and pushing from the master 
can only offer some help. In order to be truly liberated from 
Samsara, one has to be sincerely self-motivated and self-reliant.
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38.  Chan Master Yiyan Deng’s <Collection of Questions 
and Answers>
Question: “When I seek teachings from masters, some told 

me to raise a Huatou while others told me to question a Huatou. 
Are these two instructions same or different?”

Answer: “As soon as a Huatou is raised, the doubt 
sensation should be generated at that moment. How can they be 
two separate things! As the thought of raising the Huatou arises, 
the doubt sensation arises simultaneously. Thoroughly investigate 
and deeply question the Huatou over and over. When your 
practice deepens and the strength reaches to the utmost, you will 
be enlightened spontaneously.

When the Huatou is Raised, the Doubt Has to Be Generated 
Immediately

It is not firstly raising the Huatou and then generating the 
doubt in the Huatou investigation, but the two things have to 
happen simultaneously. For example, when you investigate “Who 
is reciting the Buddha’s name,” you need to bring about the doubt 
sensation at the very moment when you ask “Who.” When the 
power of doubt is fading, raise the Huatou again; the doubt will 
arise as soon as the Huatou is raised.
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Comments from Master Lianchi
In <Collection of Questions and Answers>, this paragraph 

is the most precise and appropriate. Many people in the present 
time are torn between the two sides, not being able to decide 
which to follow. Either raising the Huatou or questioning the 
Huatou means the same thing. When raising the Huatou, you 
should be enlightened right away, and you question the Huatou 
the moment you raise it. Keep questioning the Huatou until the 
doubt loses its power, and then you raise the doubt again. This 
way to practice is called wisdom. People are torn between the 
two sides because they don’t have genuine practice experiences.

39. Master Yuexin’s Instruction to the Assembly
Be determined to raise the Huatou. Fiercely apply fresh 

momentum to maintain the doubt sensation as long as possible 
from the last word of the Huatou. Exert your deep sincerity and 
perseverance to either investigate silently or keep questioning 
aloud as if something valuable is lost and you have to find it by 
yourself. No matter where you are at any time of the day, there is 
no other thought.

Forcefully Raise the Huatou
“Fresh momentum” means being full of energy. One must 

investigate actively with fierce determination. In Chinese, the 
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last word of a Huatou is usually the key questioning word. For 
example, “Who is reciting the Buddha’s name” is expressed 
as “Reciting the Buddha’s name is who” in Chinese. “What is 
‘Wu?’” “Wu” is the key word. The doubt sensation should be 
immediately brought about and prolonged from the word of 
“Who” or “Wu.”

“Silent investigation” means when the doubt sensation 
is fading or when we want to strengthen the sensation, we can 
silently investigate what the Huatou really is so that the power 
of doubt sensation can constantly remain. However, “loud 
investigation” should be applied only in the assembly in order not 
to annoy or frighten other people.

There is a story about a rich man and his son. The man 
put the most precious gem inside the boy’s belt and told him no 
matter what economic difficulties he might encounter, with that 
pearl he would be able to solve them all. Unfortunately, the boy 
lost his memory and started wandering all over the big country, 
losing his traces and undergoing all kinds of hardships and 
humiliating situations.

After several years, one of the boy’s close friends happened 
to meet him. He recognized him in big surprise and called his 
name. The boy suddenly recovered his memory, wondering what 
he was doing. He remembered the precious gem in the belt, and it 
was still there. He shouted: “I’m rich again.” Did he become rich 
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or he had always been rich? Actually, we are in the same situation 
as the boy, going around begging for “food” with the most 
precious treasure in our pocket. How sad! If we keep practicing 
in the way the Chan Patriarchs told us, we can theoretically 
understand it and also directly realize it. Huatou investigation is 
worthy to be practiced for a lifetime, and we should never give 
up. What ultimately is it?

Part Two: Stories about the Diligent Practice of 
the Patriarchs

1. Solitary Sitting in a Quiet Room
Master Dao’an used to solitarily sit in a quiet room for 

twelve years. He put his entire being into the mental application 
and finally reached the ultimate realization.

Master Dao’an (312~385) is respectfully regarded as 
the Little Shakyamuni Buddha of the east land (China). His 
importance lies in overseeing translation of some Buddhist texts 
into Chinese, writing some exegetical words, and compiling the 
most important early collections of Chinese Buddhist translation. 
Thanks to his efforts, Chinese Buddhism is transformed into a 
more complete shape. Some of his disciples, such as Huiyuan and 
Daosheng have great influence on later generations.

禪關策進講要.indd   336 2022/5/5   下午 07:13:20



337Item III

Doa Sheng advocates all sentient beings have Buddha 
nature, including the Icchant Ilia, who do not have any kindness 
at all. These people can become Buddhas, too. However, it is 
Huiyuan, the first patriarch of the Pure Land School, that is the 
one with the greatest influence. In the early days, practitioners 
of the Pure Land School used the sutra of <The Meditation on 
Amitabha Buddha> or Pratyutpanna-Buddha Sammu Thavasthita 
Samadhi as their way to practice, instead of chanting the name of 
Amitabha Buddha. In other words, it was Mahayana Buddhism’s 
Tathagata Chan that was applied in the practice. However, in 
the process, Theravada Chan methods like breath-counting 
or following natural respiration were also used; tranquility 
meditation was developed first and then insight meditation. In the 
end, Tranquility meditation and insight meditation were applied 
simultaneously, which was exactly the practice of Mahayana 
Buddhism’s Tathagata Chan. At that point, there was insight 
meditation in tranquility meditation and vice versa; tranquility 
meditation and insight meditation were thus not two distinct 
things.

In Tathagatha Chan, practitioners have to analyze the mind 
layer by layer until all thoughts come off and they are in line with 
the Buddha nature; the ultimate method is not directly applied 
here. Actually, the reality of all phenomena is the empty nature 
of dependent arising. Therefore, it is tranquil and motionless, 
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beyond birth and death, neither the same nor different. In a word, 
the way to practice Mahayana Buddhism’s Tathagatha Chan is to 
hold on to one thing to experience the reality of all phenomena.

In Patriarch Chan, there is nothing for you to experience. 
It tells you “not mind, not an object, not a thing, so what in the 
world is it?” These are two different approaches. In Tathagata 
Chan, you cultivate your mind step by step, so it’s not easy to 
have setbacks. In Patriarch Chan, even with right views, if your 
behaviors can’t catch up with your understanding, you might 
still live in delusion. Therefore, in Patriarch Chan, you need to 
verify the enlightened views in your daily life. That is, you need 
to maintain both the principle and the phenomena, regarding 
them as no difference. You can even cultivate the mind until it 
reaches the state of having no obstructions among phenomena. 
In this tradition, maintenance and cultivation are both not step-
by-step methods. You can directly exert your pure mind to help 
all sentient beings to gain enlightenment, no longer depending on 
anything.

Comments from Master Lianchi
This old monk “put his entire being into the mental 

application and finally reached the ultimate realization.” He was 
by no means just sitting in quiescence.
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2. Sitting on a Tree Overhanging a Cliff
Chan Master Jinglin abandoned lecturing on doctrines and 

shifted to practice Chan. His mind was constantly deluded by 
drowsiness, so he went on a cliff and looked down from the top. 
The cliff was a thousand-feet high, and there was a tree growing 
from the side of the cliff. He put some grass on the tree and sat 
on it with crossed legs, fully focusing his mind on a single object. 
He often sat on the tree throughout day and night. Due to fear for 
falling off, he was able to completely concentrate his mind. Later, 
he realized ultimate enlightenment.

Master Jinglin was a patriarch in the early days of 
Chan history. The practice at that time emphasized attaining 
concentration through sitting mediation so as to further develop 
wisdom. If a practitioner becomes drowsy in the practice, his 
mind will be deluded and he will lose the clear awareness of the 
physical and mental sense object. Take the method of breath-
counting as an example. The meditator should not only count 
the number but also observe the breathing process. When the 
air comes into the body through inhalation, is it warm or cold? 
Which part of the body does the air touch? What is the sensation? 
One must be very clear of the entire process.

One can advance to “The Sixteen Contemplation Methods,” 
starting from observing breath to observing impermanence, 
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dissolution, cessation, and finally equanimity. In other words, 
the practice starts from the worldly Chan, the Four Dhyanas 
and Eight Samadhis, and then advances to the out of the world 
Chan (Pali: Lokuttara-Jhana), the liberation Chan. The Sixteen 
Contemplation Methods are different from merely observing in 
and out of the breath; it is the liberation path, not the pagan Four 
Dhyanas and Eight Samadhis. However, the essential method is 
still related to breathing. If we only practice our breathing, it is 
called Samantha. It makes our mind stable first and then we can 
proceed to contemplate our real self. At this moment, we are clear 
about all phenomena, yet we are still in the practice of Samantha. 
Not until we are in harmony with the Four Noble Truths — 
suffering, emptiness, impermanence, and no-self — can we say 
we are practicing Vipassana. In other words, the contemplation at 
that time can really cultivate our wisdom.

Although Master Jinglin’s great determination to counteract 
drowsiness was very inspiring, his condition was special. 
He already had deep understanding of the Buddha Dharma 
and mastered practicing skills so that he could try to use this 
vigorous way to spur himself for the ultimate realization. 
Ordinary practitioners should not follow his way, but they must 
firmly commit to the practice so as to achieve proficiency on 
the method. In Huatou investigation, once the doubt sensation 
becomes a steady flow, one’s body and mind will be in clarity 
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moment after moment, and consequently the practitioner will no 
longer be drowsy.

The spiritual cultivation is not something trivial; it requires 
great determination and relentless effort. This is the most 
important inspiration we can get from the stories of the patriarchs. 
We need to ask ourselves if we indeed commit to the practice. If 
not, we should do our best to follow patriarchs in those stories 
and never stop working hard.

3. Eating Grass and Resting against a Tree
Master Tongda went to the Mt. Taibai bringing nothing with 

him, not even a piece of grain. He ate grass when he was hungry 
and leaned on a tree when he needed rest. He sat straight to 
investigate deeply for five years without stopping. When he hit a 
piece of soil lump with a wood stick one day, the lump broke and 
his mind suddenly opened up to enlightenment.

In order to seek the supreme Way, people in the ancient 
times had great courage to thoroughly leave behind their body 
and life. Although we cannot act the same way, their spirit is a 
good model for us to follow. As long as we have enough supply 
to support the practice, we should not be picky on food, clothes, 
or accommodations. Especially for practicing Huatou method, we 
do not need to have profound theoretical knowledge. As long as 
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we can focus on the method, we can practice in any condition, no 
matter sitting or lying down.

There is a book named <The Three Pillars of Zen> written 
by a US Chan Master, Philip Kapleau. There is a story about a 
female practitioner in this book. When she started to learn with 
Kapleau, she already suffered from an incurable disease. At the 
beginning, she was still able to practice sitting meditation under 
the guidance of the master. The method she used was Huatou 
investigation. Gradually her physical situation was getting worse. 
She could not get off the bed anymore, and then could not even 
move on the bed; however, she never gave up her practice. 
Keeping on writing to the master to report her experiences, 
she persisted in investigating the Huatou to the last moment of 
her life, which kept her mind unaffected by afflictions from the 
disease. According to Master Kapleau, she was very peaceful and 
experienced the self-nature before death.

Don’t have the misconception that you cannot practice 
because of old age, poor physical condition, or any other reasons. 
The method adopted in Patriarchal Chan is a mind method, which 
can be applied under any circumstances. The most important is 
to keep the mindful investigation and not to drop the sense of 
doubt. Don’t care about the body too much. The more you care 
about it, the more likely it will become an obstruction. It doesn’t 
mean that the Chan practice can fix all the physical problems. 
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However, through your practice, the fear for death can gradually 
be lessened, and you will be less afflicted by diseases. This of 
course can only happen when the practice is deepened.

I had been suffering from hemiplegia before starting to 
practice with my master. He knew my physical condition but still 
asked me to practice very hard. I indeed wanted to follow his 
instruction but just could not make it. My body was painful, my 
mind was restless, and the method did not work for me. It was a 
very difficult situation to go through, and I was tortured by many 
karmic obstructions.

I was gradually able to use the method skillfully, but the 
physical pain was still there; even the shadow of death continued 
to cast over me. However, I was no longer under their control. 
I was able to settle on the method, and the pain was less and 
less a burden for me. With further practice, the changing of 
karmic causes and conditions brought about some inconceivable 
experiences.

Don’t be bothered too much by physical and mental 
situations. Nobody can escape from sickness. The more problems 
arise to make us suffer, the more courageous we should become. 
All of these will help us understand the impermanence of life and 
understand that the present moment itself is the ultimate truth. We 
can gradually let go of frustration and aversion caused by birth 
and death.
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The pain and discomfort are still there when we are sick. We 
can just observe and contemplate the suffering, and they will be 
lessened if we can gradually let go of attachments and cravings. 
The patriarchs have already set up good role models. By 
following their footsteps, we can generate solid determination to 
walk on the path, and leave behind whatever is not necessary to 
carry so as to be able to fully devote ourselves to practice. When 
our practice is deepened and our mind settled, even if we have 
not seen the self-nature, we can still depart from the physical and 
mental afflictions at the immediate moment. So, do work hard on 
the cultivation.

Comments from Master Lianchi
Even though you may eat grass and rest against a tree, if 

you don’t investigate in profundity, no matter how many years 
you have spent, there will be no difference between you and a 
wild man who lives in the deep mountains.

An ox also eats grass when it is hungry, and it never kills 
other animals. Can we say that it practices better than us? We 
must understand if we don’t exert our mind on the Dharma, we 
can never be liberated.
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4. Never Taking off Clothes to Sleep
Master Jinguanzhao left home at thirteen. At nineteen he 

went to Mt. Hongyang to study under Master Kasyapa. Diligently 
serving the master for three years, he never took off his clothes 
and never laid down to sleep. Later, he went to Mt. Gushe and did 
the same thing there. His mind opened up with great awakening 
suddenly.

In the Buddhist sutra, there is a story about Mahakaushtila, 
one of the Buddha’s disciples. He is Shariputra’s uncle. 
Shariputra is another disciple of the Buddha who is famous for 
his great wisdom. Mahakaushtila used to be a well-accomplished 
practitioner of an outer path. After his sister got pregnant, he 
could never win the debate with her. He realized it was because 
of the upcoming baby that his sister was getting wiser. Therefore, 
he determined to practice harder. He even did not have time to 
trim his nails. His nails ended up long and curved, so he got the 
nick name “Long Claw Determined Practitioner.”

I did not have such strong willpower and persistence as 
Master Jinguanzhao when he served Master Kasyapa. When I 
was the attendant of my master, I was living next to his room. 
I never knew when the light in his room was turned off at night 
and when it was turned on in the morning. Every night after the 
clapping of the sleeping board, his light was still on. I usually got 
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up at three-fifty in the morning, and his light was already on at 
that time. I had no idea if he had any sleep at all.

My master was just incredible in leading our practice, 
giving lectures, managing the monastery, writing books, 
propagating the Buddha Dharma in the US, and so forth. As 
the abbot of a monastery in the US and the founder of Dharma 
Drum Mountain in Taiwan, he was already very accomplished. 
I did not understand why he still kept himself so busy. He had 
very little rest and never stopped working, even in sickness. I 
was wondering how he can have such strong inner strength, not 
fearing any hardships and obstacles, and unselfishly dedicate his 
entire life to helping others. As his attendant, I did not offer much 
help to him; I still feel guilty about that now.

Compared with the diligence of the patriarchs, we should 
feel ashamed of ourselves. There is a reason why they achieved 
so much and also a reason why we are still entangled with 
afflictions.

5. Jabbing Oneself with an Awl
Three monks— Ciming, Guquan, and Langya— went to 

Fenyang County together in order to study with Master Fenyang. 
At that time, the east Yellow River area where they were heading 
was extremely cold, most people were afraid of going there, but 
Master Ciming was determined to seek the supreme Way there. 
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During the study there, he never stopped practicing. If he felt 
sleepy during the sitting meditation at night, he took an awl to 
jab himself. He became the Dharma heir of Master Fenyang 
later. Since his teaching style was sharp and violent, he won the 
title “West Lake Lion.”

Fenyang County was located in the east of Yellow River. 
The three monks lived at the end of the Tang Dynasty (618~907). 
They heard of Master Fenyang’s reputation and decided to study 
with him. That was a time of wars, and all the roads to that area 
were blocked. They disguised themselves as hunters and then 
joined the army to work as laborers. After surviving from many 
dangerous situations, they finally reached master Fenyang’s 
monastery.

It was winter time. They knelt on the ground outside Master 
Fenyang’s room together with some other people. Trembling in 
freezing weather, they hoped that the master could accept them to 
study there. However, the master asked his attendant to pour cold 
water over their heads. Irritated by such unreasonable treatment, 
some of them immediately stood up and left. The three monks 
with other three people continued to kneel there. After a long 
period of kneeling, they were almost frozen to death. Finally, 
Master Fenyang said: “Since you are here and do not mind the 
rough life here, come in and stay.”

禪關策進講要.indd   347 2022/5/5   下午 07:13:20



348 A General Explanation on

If people come to me to seek the Dharma with such 
determination, I would immediately open the door to welcome 
them and prepare hot soup for them. The three monks went 
through all the life-risking difficulties, and what they received 
was the pouring of cold water. Under such a condition, some 
people retrogressed and left. However, those with unshakable 
resolution to pursue the Way were never scared away. No matter 
how harsh they were treated by the master, they would never 
give up seeking the Dharma. Later, all of the six people became 
great masters in the Song Dynasty, significantly influencing the 
development of the Chan tradition.

Master Ciming was known as the “West Lake Lion” because 
a lake named West Lake was near the monastery where he 
resided.

Compared with the relentless endeavor put forth by the 
patriarchs, we need to review ourselves to see if we have the 
same spirit. Although we may not be able to do the same as 
they did, at least we should long for it and motivate ourselves to 
advance forward, not to be afraid of the difficulties or to give up 
easily.

6. Being Conscientious Even in a Dark Room
In the early days when Chan Master Hongzhi was the 

attendant of Master Donxia Chun, at one time he burst into 
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laughters while Danxia Chun was discussing a Gong’an with 
another monk. Danxia Chun scolded him: “The sound of this 
laughter made you lose so many good things! Don’t you know 
that if the supreme Way departs from you for even a short 
moment, you will be like a dead person? Humbly accepting 
Danxia Chun’s admonishment, Hongzhi prostrated before the 
Master again and again. Later, even when he was in a dark room 
by himself, Hongzhi never dared to be careless.

When we are alone or in a dark place, we are likely to be 
less disciplined or dignified. There is a Chinese saying “Don’t 
cheat in the dark room,” which conveyed the idea that one should 
not be less conscientious even if nobody is around.

In this story, possibly Hongzhi saw that the monk couldn’t 
understand Danxia Chun’s explanation on the Gong’an, so he 
could not help laughing. Such a behavior was mindless and 
arrogant not only to the Dharma and the teacher, but also to other 
people and to himself. As soon as such an attitude arises, the 
supreme Way is immediately away from the practitioner.

In Chan teaching, there were always some deep meanings 
behind the scolding from a patriarch to his student. The scolding 
can only be effective to the student after he has attained some 
experiences and understanding through his practice. For ordinary 
people, they might think that the laughing was not a big deal, and 
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might even be frustrated by being scolded in public. They will 
not look inward to seek their own problems, letting alone make 
rectifications.

To Hongzhi who had already reached certain level, the 
admonishment from his master was like a sudden hit on the head 
which immediately inspired him, so he completely accepted the 
teaching and corrected his actions from then on.

Comments from Master Lianchi
Laughing during a discussion of the supreme Way was 

condemned by the ancient wise people. But people nowadays 
never have enough of joking or bursting their sides with laughter. 
If Danxia had witnessed such behaviors, how would he react?

We can tell that the ancient patriarchs were strictly self-
disciplined and they behaved the same no matter in public or 
alone; that is, they treated everybody, everything, and themselves 
with equal respect.

7. Weeping Every Night
Chan Master Yin’an Quan was very diligent. He wept and 

said every night: “Today has passed in vain again, and I have no 
idea how my practice will be tomorrow.” When he was with the 
assembly, he never talked with anybody, not saying even a single 
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word.

As a novice monk in the Cultural Center in my early days 
at my grandmaster’s practice place, I wept every night too. I was 
not used to life there and could not bear the strict requirements. I 
was getting used to it gradually, but I still cried a lot, wondering 
why my fate was so rough and why I met such an unreasonable 
grandmaster. Master Yin’an Quan’s weeping was not because of 
such helplessness. He was sad because another day had passed 
but his cultivation was not progressing, so he whipped himself to 
work harder.

During Chan retreats you don’t need to greet the masters 
when you meet them. I won’t take it as impoliteness. All you 
have to do is put your entire effort into the practice. Whenever 
you encounter any obstruction or you don’t know how to handle 
a situation, you need to ask for instructions right away. The real 
respect and best offering to the master is your improvement in the 
Chan cultivation.

8. Practicing Solidly for Three Years
Master Hui Tang Xin said: “At the beginning of my 

cultivation on the path, I felt it was quite easy. Not until I met my 
late teacher, Master Huanglong did I realize that lots of my daily 
actions were not in accord with principles of the Buddha Dharma. 
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I determined to fully put myself into real practice. During the 
following three years, no matter in cold winter or hot summer my 
determination was firm and never shook. The principles could be 
embodied in all my activities. No matter coughing, spitting, or 
swinging arms, the purpose of the first patriarch coming from the 
west could always manifest, which made followers all the easier 
to cultivate themselves on the path.

Soon after stepping on the path of Chan cultivation, Master 
Hui Tang Xin quickly got an entry into both the theoretical 
understanding and the settlement of his body and mind. He 
believed that Chan investigation was quite easy. When he met 
Master Huanglong, he started to realize how far away he was 
from the goal. After three years’ relentless effort, whatever he 
experienced or thought was fully consistent with the middle 
way. In the end, he was also able to help sentient beings while 
applying marvelous functions of the intrinsic wisdom and the 
Buddha’s teachings.

Patriarchs in history usually did not give much theoretical 
explanation as I do now. Actually, too much knowledge may 
become an obstruction. Practitioners in ancient times were 
generally more down to the earth in the practice than people at 
the present time. Some of them might not have much theoretical 
understanding, but they were able to persist in putting in effort. 

禪關策進講要.indd   352 2022/5/5   下午 07:13:20



353Item III

However, people have changed today; they are reluctant to 
undertake hardships, and their incentive to put in effort is 
much less. Under such an occasion, if they don’t have any 
understanding of the principles, things may become even worse. 
Therefore, it might be helpful for people to have some theoretical 
ideas from the beginning so that they are more willing to practice.

I also hope that my teaching can help you understand how 
to handle all the situations you might encounter while walking 
on the cultivation path. You should not attach to what I say or 
take these teachings as deep knowledge or expertise. Just use 
them as tools to help you with your practice. When we see the 
great words and deeds of patriarchs and know how much effort 
they put in their practice, we should follow their ways and push 
ourselves to do the same.

9. Sleeping Alert while using Round Wood as a Pillow
There was an attendant named Zhe, who took a piece of 

round wood as a pillow. Once he fell asleep, the pillow would 
roll. Awakened by the rolling, he would continue to practice. He 
took this approach as his daily routine. Someone criticized him 
for overworking. He retorted: “I have shallow karmic affinity 
with Prajna. If I don’t practice so hard, I’m afraid I will be 
dragged away by illusory thoughts and habits.”
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In the old times, most pillows were in square shape made of 
bamboo or porcelain which can provide stable support for sleep. 
But the spherical pillow was unstable and easy to move. Zhe used 
such a pillow so that he would not sleep much.

The practitioners usually slept in the Chan Hall at night in 
the ancient times. They might take their robe or even their arms 
as a pillow. Generally, sleeping was not allowed during day time. 
In some monasteries if dormitories were provided, the head 
monk in charge of dormitories would forbid people to go back to 
dormitories except during sleeping time at night. For those who 
were badly sick, a special dormitory was provided where they 
were able to rest and take herbal treatments.

10. Unaware of Being Caught up in the Rain
Master Quan, head of a monastery, was so fierce in pursuing 

the Way that he even had no time to eat or rest. While leaning 
against rails one day, he was investigating the Huatou — why 
a dog does not have the Buddha nature. It started to rain but he 
was not aware of that until his clothes were totally wet.

People who are immersed in the Huatou investigation 
can have similar experiences as Master Quan had. When the 
practitioner’s body and mind are unified, his mind is no longer 
discriminating or attaching to external phenomena. He may have 
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no idea where he is or what he is doing. However, his mind is in 
clarity; it is aware of the Huatou and the state of his practice. It 
cannot be distracted by any other things. During this period, if 
something happens suddenly, such as the arising of a loud sound, 
the doubt might be interrupted and the practitioner is brought 
out of the state. He may suddenly realize where he is or what is 
happening around. He can be stunned for a moment, and then 
immediately raise the Huatou to continue the investigation. Such 
an experience can happen not only in the rain but also while 
walking, eating, working, or doing other activities. For other 
people who are not clear about the practitioner’s actual state, they 
may think that he is drifting away with his wandering thoughts.

Once Chan Master Laiguo was having a meal in the dining 
hall, he was in a deep state while eating and suddenly his mind 
went frozen. The monk on duty happened to pass by, and he 
fiercely slapped Laiguo on the face so that Laiguo’s bowl and 
chopsticks fell onto the floor. Laiguo, as a young student at that 
time, thought that the monk made a mistake. He actually neither 
intentionally stopped eating nor was immersed in wandering 
thoughts. It was because his practice was going on and his 
mind had a momentary pause when he was raising chopsticks; 
however, the monk on duty did not understand the situation. In 
later years, when Laiguo became an abbot, he set a rule that the 
monk on duty was not allowed to beat people when they were 
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eating.
Master Xuyun also had such an experience. When people 

meditated in the cold winter, there was always someone offering 
tea in the Chan Hall. When the person who offered tea came to 
the front of Master Xuyun, he naturally stretched out his arm with 
his bowl. Because of the person’s carelessness, the hot tea burned 
Master Xuyun’s hand. He immediately let go of the bowl and 
withdrew his hand. As a result, the bowl dropped to the ground 
with a loud sound, which brought some enlightenment to him.

At the moment Master Xuyun’s hand was burned, he must 
have reached a certain state. The sudden burn shocked him, 
making the bowl drop to the ground and break. The bowl was 
very likely his only bowl to eat meals. That’s why once it broke, 
he was enlightened at once. His work must have been very 
deep, so when the bowl broke, he saw the empty nature of all 
phenomena.

When a practitioner reaches the state of unified body and 
mind, he is able to be immersed in doubt sensation a little bit. 
Gradually, he will be able to develop the doubt sensation into 
doubt mass. Even if the doubt mass has been formed so solidly 
that there is no possibility to interrupt it, the practitioner has not 
yet seen the self-nature and is still in the initial stage of being 
skillful with the method. If the practitioner can’t even reach 
this stage, it means that he does not work hard enough on the 
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investigation and doubt sensation. It’s likely that he works hard in 
the Chan Hall, but when the sound of chime stone arises, illusory 
thoughts come up immediately. When he goes for water or uses 
the toilet, his mind wanders even further; when scolded and 
pushed by the master, he starts working hard again. In this way, 
the Huatou is always interrupted and cannot be kept constantly. 
Actually, the Huatou practice has to remain in a steady stream 
without any interruption at any time. The practitioner must stay 
with the Huatou no matter what he is doing. When the wandering 
thoughts arise, ignore them and continue to raise the Huatou; then 
the practice can become effective.

11. Determined not to Unfold the Quilt
Master Fodeng Xun studied with Master Fojian; he sought 

the Dharma together with the assembly but failed to have any real 
progress. He sighed: “If in this life I cannot achieve the ultimate 
realization, I vow not to unfold my quilt.” In the following forty-
nine days, he leaned against pillars when he needed to have a 
rest and practiced as if his parents had just passed away. Finally, 
he attained the great enlightenment.

I had a similar experience sleeping against a pillar. When 
I was a novice monk, I had to get up very early to attend the 
morning service. I was always so sleepy that I could not help 
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sleeping even while hitting the wooden fish. My grandmaster 
often hit me on the back and shouted: “What are you doing?” I 
would reply: “I’m reciting the sutra.” It is true that people can 
sleep while standing reciting the sutras, especially if they are very 
familiar with the sutra.

“To practice as if his parents had just passed away” is an 
urgent and committed attitude toward practice. When my master 
led the retreat in the past, there were always people practicing in 
the Chan Hall throughout the night with some leaving very late at 
night and some showing up very early in the morning. Can we do 
the same?

It was because Master Fodeng Xun had great determination 
and diligence that he was able to have such a great achievement. 
The matter of birth and death is fair and equal to everyone in the 
past, at presence, or in the future. If we are still bound to Samsara 
and haven’t gotten any benefit from the practice, we cannot 
blame anyone but ourselves.

12. Ignoring the Letter from Ancestral Temple
Master Tiemian Bing was once having a study tour. Soon 

after he left his hometown, he received a letter from the temple 
where he was tonsured. He was told that the temple caught fire 
one night and was totally destroyed. He threw the letter to the 
floor and said: “I won’t let this situation distract me from my 
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goal.”

In the old times, renunciants having a study tour may have 
received letters under two circumstances. One was from their 
family and most likely the letter was to tell them that their parents 
were in serious physical conditions; the other could be a notice 
from the temple where they were tonsured to inform them that 
the abbot had passed away. Under such occasions, the monastery 
where they were staying temporarily for practicing would allow 
them to go back.

Some practitioners vowed to fully commit themselves to 
the cultivation and did not want to be distracted no matter what 
happened. If they could help their parents or masters recover from 
sickness, they would go back for sure. If the purpose of going 
back was to take part in the funeral, it would be of no help and 
their practice had to be interrupted. After all, the genuine filial 
respect to their parents or masters was the ultimate realization of 
the supreme Way.

Upon receiving the information that their ancestral 
temple was destroyed by fire, most renunciants might concern 
about their masters and Dharma brothers, or worry that they 
themselves might have nowhere to stay after finishing the study 
tour. However, Master Tiemian Bing was determined to be fully 
dedicated to the supreme Way. He understood that all phenomena 
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of the world were impermanent and it would be useless to worry. 
The most important matter was to penetrate the ultimate truth of 
birth and death, so he threw the letter away.

During my master’s study in Japan, his professor passed 
away, leaving him without any financial sponsor. He was almost 
ready to go back to Taiwan, but his advisor told him: “In clothing 
and food there is no mind for the path, but with a mind for the 
path there will always be food and clothing.” So, he decided to 
stay. He not only found another professor but also surprisingly 
got donation enough for him to finish his education from a 
sponsor in New York.

As long as one has the solid determination to pursue the 
supreme Way, he will be blessed sooner or later. The cultivation 
will help him dissolve afflictions and obstructions; moreover, 
the more he raises the mind to help others, the better his life 
conditions will become.

13. Solid Determination and Introspection
When Master Lingyuan Qing studied under Master 

Huanglong Xin at the beginning, he followed the assembly to 
seek the Dharma from the master, but he could not get a clue on 
what the master talked about. One night, he made a vow in front 
of the Buddha: “Throughout the entire life, I will dedicate this 
body as my offering to the Buddha, I hope that I can awaken and 
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attain the ultimate understanding as soon as possible.” After 
reading the recorded sayings of Master Xuansha one day, he 
became tired, so he leaned against the wall to rest for a while. 
After that, he started the walking meditation. Since he walked too 
fast, one of his shoes dropped. When he bended forward to put on 
the shoe, he suddenly achieved great enlightenment.

“Solid vows” mean unmovable pledges and wishes. 
“Introspection” means to examine our own behaviors, wishes, 
and thoughts. Chan cultivation is in daily life instead of being 
limited in the Chan Hall. We put on shoes everyday, but why are 
we still not enlightened? Our practice has not reached the ripe 
level; otherwise, any situation or phenomenon can be a cause 
and condition to wake us up. So, we need to be patient and work 
hard. As long as we have great determination, honest practice, 
and persistence, the deeper our practice is, the more complete 
our enlightenment will be. The more our understanding can be 
embodied in daily activities, the less likely we may retrogress.

14. Not a Single Moment Being Distracted
When Master Yuanwu Qin studied under Master Dongshan 

Yan for the second time, he became the master’s attendant. He 
dedicated his entire being into the investigation. Many years 
later, he said: “When I studied with the assembly, there was 

禪關策進講要.indd   361 2022/5/5   下午 07:13:20



362 A General Explanation on

not a single moment I was distracted from the object which I 
was investigating. It took me ten years to attain the ultimate 
understanding.”

“To dedicate his entire being into the investigation” means 
he was investigating without even a momentary break or without 
even a second thought. “There was not a single moment I was 
distracted from the object which I was investigating ” means 
that his mind never departed from the Huatou which he was 
investigating, without ever wandering around or attaching to 
other phenomena, without giving rise to discriminating thoughts 
or engaging in random chatting with people, and without chasing 
any external things.

He had been working extremely hard for ten years and 
eventually achieved the ultimate enlightenment. If we spend ten 
years working as hard as he used to, we should at least be able to 
alleviate our attachment to birth and death a little bit. In this way, 
we won’t waste all the effort.

Comments from Master Lianchi
“In ten years there was not a single moment I was distracted 

from the object which I was investigating.” Let me ask you — 
How many distractions do you have even in a single day? How 
long will it take you to achieve the ultimate realization?”
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We ordinary people are so pathetic. Although we know that 
the Dharma can help us to be liberated from Samsara, we are 
reluctant to practice honestly. However, when our body is sick, 
we are willing to do anything in order to survive. The matter of 
birth and death is the most serious event, and we have the method 
in hand now. However, we don’t want to use the method because 
of aversion to hardships. We are all deeply attached to our 
physical body while hesitating to investigate the Dharma that can 
unveil the truth of birth and death.

You need to ask yourself what the purpose of your practice 
is. If it is indeed for the liberation from birth and death, what are 
you doing now? You should not cheat yourself! No matter how 
great the teaching from patriarchs is, if you do not put it into solid 
practice, all that you have learned is nothing but accumulation 
of some theoretical knowledge. Such an attitude is of no help for 
you to achieve the ultimate realization. You have to follow the 
way of the patriarchs. Have you established such determination?

We are so much infatuated with the delusion of birth 
and death that before the arrival of the moment of “complete 
hopelessness,” we are not likely to abandon our delusion of 
birth and death. We can’t give up on our body, our family, and 
everything else in the world. We always regard mind cultivation 
as other people’s business, and we will just work as much as we 
can afford. We draw a circle to confine us in, but we expect much 
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higher and bigger achievements. This is just like cooking sand 
and waiting for it to become rice, which is absolutely ridiculous! 
Patriarchs’ words are always the same. If I keep saying them, 
they will become clichés. However, these are all that I can say. 
I hope whenever you see them, you can feel ashamed and push 
yourself to work harder.

15. Never Forgetting the Huatou under Any Situation
Chan Master Mu’an Zhong studied the Tiantai tradition 

at the beginning of his Cultivation. He determined to follow the 
Chan tradition and studied under Master Longmen Yan later. 
He never forgot to raise his Huatou at any moment or under any 
circumstances. One day, while quickly walked by a watermill, he 
saw some words carved on the watermill “The Dharma wheel is 
constantly turning.” He suddenly attained great enlightenment.

People used a watermill to grind grains in the past. The 
stone mill was round and could turn driven by a waterwheel. 
Why could master Mu’an Zhong be enlightened by seeing the 
words “The Dharma wheel is constantly turning?” You might 
say because the watermill is round and can turn constantly, 
which represents the turning of the Dharma wheel. This is the 
speculation from your conscious mind, not the truth. What 
understanding did the master attain? What made him enlightened? 
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Why can he be enlightened— the concept of “The Dharma wheel 
is constantly turning” or the watermill itself or something else. 
You need to investigate.

16. Unaware when Arriving at the Ferry
Chan Master Qingshou Xiang studied under Master Puzhao 

Bao. He practiced relentlessly from morning to night. He went 
to Suiyang County for some chores one day. Throughout passing 
Zhaodu County he was able to maintain the sense of doubt, and 
he arrived at the ferry in an unknown state. The fellow traveler 
reminded him: “We are at the ferry.” He suddenly felt sad and 
joyful at the same time. He told Master Puzhao Bao about his 
experience later. The master said: “Such an experience was just 
like a dead person. You have not penetrated into the reality yet.” 
Then the master asked him to investigate the Huatou “What is 
the Sun-faced Buddha? What is the Moon-faced Buddha?” While 
sitting in meditation in the guest room one day, he was suddenly 
enlightened when hearing the clapping sound of the wooden 
board.

When Master Qingshou Xiang heard the fellow traveler 
reminding him of his arrival at the ferry, he suddenly felt sad 
and joyful. The causes and conditions at that moment cut off his 
conscious activities and enabled him to see into his self-nature. 
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Why was he sad and joyful at the same time? As a practitioner, 
he would for sure be joyful when seeing into the self-nature and 
also felt sad because it had taken him such a long time to find the 
self-nature, which was intrinsically perfect and complete. The 
sadness was not from agony but from the sense of pity that after 
the enlightenment he finally knew he used to abide in ignorance. 
He was joyful because he understood the ultimate truth, and he 
would no longer be in confusion.

When Qingshou Xiang reported his experience to Master 
Puzhao Bao, the master scolded him that he was still like a dead 
person, meaning that he had not turned around to exert marvelous 
functions of wisdom. The master asked him to investigate another 
Huatou. In Chan cultivation, it is quite an acknowledgement if 
a student is criticized by the master as a dead person because 
ordinary people are so smart that it is not easy for them to put 
their conscious mind to death.

Qingshou Xiang was in sitting meditation in the guest room 
one day; having heard the clapping sound of the wooden board, 
he suddenly achieved great enlightenment. This time he turned 
around from the dead state, which is analogized as “revive from 
death” in Chan tradition, and this is the genuine enlightenment.

17. Both Sleeping and Eating are Forgotten
At the beginning of Master Songyuan Yue’s Chan cultivation, 
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he was a laity. He studied under Master Ying’an Hua, but he 
was not able to get an entry into the practice. He became even 
more self-motivated and diligent; later, he went to study with 
Master Mi’an Jie. No matter what question was asked of Master 
Songyuan Yue, he could freely respond. Mi’an Jie remarked: 
“This is just boxwood Chan.” It means not being likely to grow, 
and then Songyuan Yue practiced relentlessly to the point that he 
even forgot to sleep and eat. One day, he heard the master asked 
a monk: “It is not mind, not Buddha, not a thing, what is it?” 
Songyuan Yue was suddenly awakened.

Many laities enjoy reading different Buddhist doctrines. 
Through such theoretical study, they may believe that they have 
achieved some understanding. When Songyuan Yue studied with 
Master Mi’an Jie as a laity, he could freely answer questions from 
the master, but he was still at the level of word-chasing Chan.

In fact, it is not easy to reach the level of word-chasing 
Chan. One must have some deep understanding of the Buddha’s 
teachings and have attained some authentic experiences in 
practice. Some people may even have seen into the self-nature 
but not yet realized the ultimate truth. That’s why Master Mian 
Yan criticized Songyuan Yue, saying that what he had attained 
was nothing but boxwood Chan.

Boxwood has a unique feature — for every hundred years’ 
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growing, it shrinks a little bit so that the texture of the wood 
becomes more solid. “Boxwood Chan” means that one has 
attained some benefits from Chan training, such as becoming 
more flexible or having less attachment to forms, but he has not 
completely realized the ultimate principle.

Some people may become complacent and arrogant after 
being somewhat enlightened to the principle, and then they may 
start to criticize instructions of the master or to look for other 
places to study. However, Songyuan Yue did not leave his master. 
When he heard the master said “It is not mind, not Buddha, not 
a thing,” the causes and conditions were ripe for him to achieve 
ultimate enlightenment.

There is a saying in Chan: “Although a student’s view can 
reach the same profundity as that of his teacher, his virtuous 
deeds might still be half way behind his teacher.” Thus, a 
student must keep on practicing. One has to shoulder greater 
responsibilities when he has established the determination to be 
wiser than the masters. Also, it is great if a student can excel his 
teacher, but the deep respect and gratitude toward his teacher 
should never change.

18. Both Eating and Physical Health are Forgotten
When Master Gaofeng Miao studied with the assembly, 

he never lay down to rest,and both eating and concern for his 
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body were forgotten. He sometimes even forgot to put on the 
robe before coming out of the lavatory. After reading a sutra, he 
sometimes left without fastening the hasp of the sutra’s cover box. 
When he studied with Master Jingshan later, he achieved great 
enlightenment.

Many people are living a comfortable life at the present 
time, so they become more and more attached to physical 
pleasures. For example, they cannot sleep without having a 
shower or easily be annoyed by the snoring of other people and 
so forth. Master Gaofeng Miao was so devoted to the practice 
that both eating and the concern for his body were forgotten, 
which is a great example for us.

Buddhist clergies have two kinds of uniforms in the Chan 
tradition — long and short robes. When they went to the lavatory 
in the past, they needed to take off the long robe and only wear 
the short one; coming out they should put on the long robe. 
Master Gaofeng Miao sometimes forgot to do that and directly 
went back to the Chan Hall to continue the practice.

The sutras were thread-bound and they were put in a paper 
box in old times. There usually were ten books in each box. When 
reading sutras, one needed to unfasten the hasp of the box to take 
out the books. After reading, the reader should put the books 
back to the box and fasten the hasp. Again, Master Gaofeng Miao 
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sometimes forgot to do that.
Such behaviors are experiences of the unified state of 

mind, which happens when one is fully devoted to the Huatou 
investigation or the recitation of the Buddha’s name. For instance, 
one may stop in the process of walking meditation or forget to 
get up while doing prostrations. During walking meditation in a 
retreat, if the person in front of you suddenly stops, don’t touch 
or bother him. He will come out from that state by himself.

19. Thoroughly Giving up the External Clinging
Master Jie Fengyu cultivated under the guidance of 

Master Guya Shimen at the beginning. He fully accepted the 
master’s teaching and practiced sitting meditation day and night. 
However, he could not get an entry into the “gate of Chan.” 
He went to study with Master Zhiyan later and investigated 
the Huatou “Not mind, not Buddha, not a thing.” The doubt 
sensation was developed to a point where all external clingings 
were abandoned. He even lost perception of eating and sleeping, 
just like a dead person. One day, he sat in meditation until 
midnight and heard the monk next to him reciting a stanza from 
the Song of Enlightenment: “neither discard wandering thoughts 
nor seek the truth.” He suddenly felt relieved as if all heavy 
burdens were completely let go. He then wrote these verses: “At 
midnight suddenly the finger pointing to the moon was forgotten; 

禪關策進講要.indd   370 2022/5/5   下午 07:13:20



371Item III

red light of the morning sun was seen gushing out of the empty 
space then.”

In practice, we need to discard all clingings so as to 
wholeheartedly dedicate ourselves to the Huatou investigation. 
From these stories, we can tell that all patriarchs put their 
entire being into the single-minded practice, regardless of any 
hardships. This is the prerequisite to succeed in Chan cultivation. 
Master Jie Fengyu is such an example. He worked so hard that he 
did not know he was chewing rice when eating and slept without 
feeling he was lying on a pillow and mat . His situation is like “one 
without any breath.”

When one is fully absorbed in the Huatou investigation, 
he may resemble a breathing dead person with body and mind 
fully integrated with the Huatou. One still needs to continue the 
investigation at this point. Under right causes and conditions, 
when the body and mind are thoroughly cast off, he can be 
thoroughly relieved: “Wow, this is what it is about!”

It is a big mistake if someone takes the finger pointing to the 
moon as the moon itself, meaning one should not take the clarity 
of mind or certain state as the pure self-nature or something “non-
arising and non-perishing,” which is just the finger pointing to the 
moon. We must reach the state: “At midnight suddenly the finger 
pointing to the moon was forgotten; red-light of the morning sun 
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was seen gushing out of the empty space then.” We must work 
hard enough that the finger pointing to the moon disappears, and 
red light shines in the sky out of darkness. We can tell how much 
effort the patriarchs put into their practice from the story; we 
should do the same.

20.  Abandoning All Social Activities for the Forceful 
Investigation
Prime Minister Yici Chucai studied with Master Wansong. 

He left behind all social activities for solitary practice. He never 
stopped the investigation, no matter it was in cold winter or in 
hot summer. He never went to sleep until dawn and often forgot 
to eat. After three years, he finally received verification from the 
master.

As a Prime Minister, Yici Chucai managed to abandon 
social activities for the practice and was finally able to realize the 
highest principle. He is a great role model for lay practitioners.

Comments from Master Lianchi
With such whole-hearted practice and such cultivation, he 

can be considered a lay Bodhisattva. If laities only stay close to 
monks to talk about Chan after they have eaten meat to the full, 
what is the point of practicing Chan?
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Very few people had the opportunity to be educated in the 
old days. Since great Chan masters were usually knowledgeable 
and with profound wisdom, many scholars and officials liked to 
hang out with them. These people were usually only able to talk 
about some word-chasing Chan with the masters. They did not 
have much authentic experiences with the practice. Unfortunately, 
it is even difficult to find someone who can talk about the word-
chasing Chan nowadays.

The Buddha often told his disciples: “Do you think that 
those who stay around me can see the Buddha? No!” Only those 
who seek the truth and act in accord with the truth can stay near 
the Buddha. As laities, it is good to go to monasteries to offer 
incense, to take part in some Buddhist rituals, or to give donation. 
However, if your practice is only limited to such activities, you 
have not yet understood the real essence of the practice, and all 
you have done can just help you accumulate some blessings. For 
those who keep on practicing meditation and Chan investigation 
in this life but are not able to see into the self-nature, the good 
karmas brought about from the practice may enable them to be 
reborn in the Form Realm in their next life, and they still need to 
continue the practice there.

I hope all of you can work hard on the real method. I dare 
not say that I have accomplished a lot from the practice, but 
I indeed have gained some experiences in the practice. I can 
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offer you some help, enhancing you to move forward on the 
path at your initial stages. You can develop yourselves further 
on the basis of what I have given to you. I hope you can find 
better masters to learn with, keep going with your good work, 
and achieve a great deal. I don’t expect your rewards; your 
achievements and genuine hard work are the best rewards to me.

21. Hitting a Pillar with the Head
When Chan Master Zhongfeng Ben was the attendant of 

Master Gaofeng Siguan, he practiced diligently day and night. 
When he felt sleepy, he hit a pillar with his head in order to 
awake himself. When he was reading the Diamond Sutra one day, 
coming to the line about “Shouldering the Tathagata teachings,” 
he suddenly understood. He started to practice even harder 
without any slacking off. When seeing the flowing water one day, 
he attained ultimate enlightenment all of a sudden.

In Chinese history, it is highly valued that officials should 
be extremely loyal to the sovereign and adhere to right practices. 
It was not uncommon that when an official failed to convince 
the emperor to adopt the proposal he firmly believed to be right, 
he would rather die, sometimes committing suicide by knocking 
their head on a pillar. We should have such kind of determination 
in Chan practice.
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“Shouldering the Tathagata teachings” means to shoulder 
the teaching and mission of the Tathagata. Master Zhongfen Ben 
suddenly actualized some understanding when he read this line. 
The texts and words can also be the catalyst for enlightenment. 
Once the practitioner reaches the right level and the causes and 
conditions are ripe, any situation can be an enlightening situation. 
However, according to ancient masters, the enlightenment gained 
from daily phenomena is much deeper than that from doctrinal 
study. Master Zhongfen Ben attained profound enlightenment at 
the sight of flowing water is a good example.

Master Zhongfen Ben knew that understanding achieved 
from words was just small enlightenment, not the ultimate 
one. He worked even harder and asked the masters to verify 
his understanding. Later on, when seeing the flowing water, he 
gained the ultimate realization. “Understanding before words” 
and “understanding from words” are both enlightenment 
from theories, which are less profound. Enlightenment 
from phenomena is much deeper. Master Zhongfen Ben’s 
enlightenment from “seeing the flowing water” is deeper than 
the enlightenment from reading “shouldering the Tathagata 
teachings.”

Comments from Master Lianchi
Master Zhongfen Ben was aware that his initial awakening 
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was not ultimate, so he worked even harder and finally attained 
the ultimate enlightenment. Nowadays, many practitioners take 
the half way as the final destination. How pathetic they are!

It is true that some people take some shallow realization 
as ultimate enlightenment, but actually they probably just pass 
the first Chan barrier. There are many practitioners who have 
established right views through deep theoretical study; however, 
they still need to apply the principles in daily activities through 
practice. Cultivation on the Buddhist path takes long-term 
practice and each step ahead must be solid. The first priority is to 
establish right views and then gradually unite views with actions 
in daily life through long-term practice.

Some people work hard on the path for a lifetime, but they 
never see the truth. Such practice can be rewarded in the Deva 
Realm to the utmost, which is really a pity. If the practitioner 
can see the true self-nature and start the practice from that 
point, he will understand that all phenomena return to the self-
nature and manifest from the self-nature. In the light of Prajna, 
all phenomena neither go upside down nor differentiate. To this 
point, one still cannot say that he has reached the ultimate state.

22. Relentless Practice as a Hermit in Seclusion
Master Dufeng Shan started solitary practice in a secluded 
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place called Yuxi. He did not set up a bed in the room to sleep 
but only had a stool. He set the actualization of the ultimate 
truth as the goal for the solitary practice. One night, he couldn’t 
help resting a while on the stool; he woke up about midnight 
and decided to throw away the stool so as to keep practicing 
in standing and walking position day and night. Later on, he 
fell asleep leaning against the wall. He made a vow not to lean 
against a wall and started to stay away from the wall. As time 
went by, he started to get more and more fatigued and drowsy, he 
wailed in front of the Buddha. By pushing himself in all kinds of 
ways, his practice really started improving day by day. When he 
heard the bell ring one day, he felt his body and mind disappear, 
and then he wrote a poem: “Deep and quiescent, all intentional 
effort is extinct; nothing is touched, but a sound comes up roaring 
like a thunder. With the earth-shaking sound, all is emptied. The 
skeleton is shattered while the dream awakened.”

“Practicing in standing and walking position day and night” 
is a special method of practice. The practitioner stands and walks 
for many days without lying down to sleep. Some people may 
hang a rope on the ceiling of the room. When they really need 
sleep, they bind themselves with the rope so as not to fall on the 
ground; besides, they cannot sleep deeply because the instability 
of the body will wake them up so that they can continue the 
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practice.
Master Dufeng Shan pushed himself to practice harder and 

harder. “He felt his body and mind disappear,” which means 
that the body and mind’s intentional activities stopped. At that 
moment, a poem describing his actualization naturally came up 
on his mind.

“All intentional effort is extinct,” refers to the intention 
to work hard, achieve, or pursue. For example, why do we 
investigate a Huatou? By generating the sense of doubt, it 
will help us see into the true self-nature and be liberated from 
Samsara. All of these mean intentional effort. With intentional 
effort, the mind is still fabricating things, which means one has 
not yet seen the true self-nature.

“Nothing is touched, but a sound comes up roaring like a 
thunder.” Was it the ringing of a bell that made him enlightened? 
No, it was just the ripening of causes and conditions. That’s why 
he said nothing is touched. When he heard the sound of a bell, it 
was like a thunder shaking the earth. At that moment, everything 
was shattered and emptied, and he felt like awakening from a 
dream.

These stories show us the right attitude toward cultivation 
and how the process might be. We should not be content with 
just acquiring theoretical knowledge. Instead, we can take one 
of the patriarchs in these stories as our role model. As a disciple 
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of Confucius said: “Confucius is as high as the peak of the Tai 
Mountain.” Although Confucius is seemingly unreachable, we 
should at least admire him and try to follow him. So, we should 
try our best to follow the role model and do not limit ourselves 
on the path of cultivation.

If one is determined to practice hard, he can certainly 
experience emptiness within birth and death. When one can keep 
body and mind extremely quiet, he may feel empty and having 
nothing to gain. It seems that there is something he absolutely 
needs to attain. He has the understanding of it but cannot express 
it clearly. He seems to have grasped something but is not sure of 
it. This state is certainly different from that before he started the 
practice. If the practitioner is in this state, he should vow to keep 
going until reaching the ultimate realization.

23. Never Lying down to Sleep
When Chan Master Bifeng Jin studied under Master 

Jinyun Hai, he was asked to investigate “All phenomena return 
to one, where does one return to?” He investigated it for three 
years. While he was harvesting vegetables in a field one day, 
he suddenly stopped and stared at the vegetable for some time. 
Jinyun Hai asked him: “Samadhi?” He answered: “Not relevant 
to Samadhi or motion.” Jinyun Hai continued to ask: “Who is 
not relevant to Samadhi or motion?” Bifeng Jin showed him the 
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basket. However, the master did not give him acknowledgment. 
Then Bifeng Jin threw the basket on the ground, and the master 
still did not give the acknowledgment. From then on, Bifeng 
Jin practiced even harder. He was in sitting meditation for 
seven consecutive days without lying down to sleep. When he 
heard the sound of someone chopping wood, he attained great 
enlightenment.

When the master asked Bifeng Jin “Who is not relevant 
to Samadhi or motion?” he showed him the basket. The master 
did not give him acknowledgement of enlightenment because 
he knew that Bifeng Jin was just in a temporary state when the 
conscious activities were stopped. Then Bifeng Jin threw the 
basket to the ground, meaning he did not abide in this state. 
However, he still did not receive the verification from the master.

It seems that Bifeng Jin was able to freely and easily get out 
from that state. Why didn’t his master take that as enlightenment? 
It is because the master thought that he inferred the conclusion.

Master Bifeng Jin was a patriarch who liked to show off 
his supernatural powers. He lived in the Five Dynasty period 
(891~976), a time of war in Chinese history. He passed by a 
battle field one day where the troops of two states were fighting 
against each other. Upon seeing that, he threw his walking stick 
up to the sky, and amazingly the stick transformed into two 
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fighting dragons. Both armed forces were shocked at that sight 
and consequently stopped fighting, so he successfully pacified the 
war.

In Chan tradition, the monastics are not allowed to use 
supernatural powers. If one breaks this precept, he must die 
immediately. Although it was good to stop a war, Bifeng Jin still 
had to die. He asked people around him at that moment: “How 
many ways of dying have you seen? Standing, sitting, or lying 
down? Have you ever seen someone passing away in an upside-
down position? People said no. He immediately stood on his 
hands and passed away. When he stood with hands, his clothes 
were supposed to fall down toward the ground due to the gravity. 
Surprisingly, it did not happen that way.

After Bifeng Jin died, nobody was able to move his body 
as if his hands firmly rooted in the ground. People were very 
surprised and had no idea what to do. He had a sister who was a 
nun. She already knew in advance that his brother was going to 
die, so she came. When she saw Bifeng Jin’s body in an upside-
down position, she said: “You used to be such a freak and remain 
as quirky even after death.” She pushed the body, and the body 
fell on the ground. People then carried the body away to cremate.

It is already a big achievement if someone can be free from 
birth and death, not to mention he can show the supernatural 
power after death. In the recorded sayings of the patriarchs, he 
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was not given the affirmative acknowledgement. This means 
that no matter how deep one’s practice is, one is absolutely not 
allowed to use the supernatural power to help sentient beings 
in Chan tradition. The precept must be followed. Once the 
supernatural power is shown, the person must die immediately.

24. Being Persistent in Honest Practice
Chan Master Wuji was from Shu region of China. Since 

he started the practice, he never read any texts or books but 
committed himself to the honest and solid practice as if a blind 
person was doing message. Finally, he achieved great and 
ultimate enlightenment.

This paragraph is about what the right approach for Chan 
cultivation is. When I followed my master to practice, I could not 
really make improvement at the beginning because I already had 
the theoretical understanding of what my master taught and thus 
did not devote myself wholeheartedly to the practice. Whenever I 
had some experiences in the meditation, I started to speculate on 
what the situation was about and what would happen later.

Such speculations are different from right views. If a 
practitioner can guide his practice with right views, he will be 
very clear of the situation of his body and mind in the process 
of practice and will also know how to proceed without abiding, 
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expecting, or seeking. When guided with speculations, one may 
expect what is going to happen or wonder if he can have some 
good experiences as described by the master. These kinds of 
speculation come from a craving mind.

You just wholeheartedly do what you are supposed to do 
according to instructions of the master. If there is any special 
experience, clarify them with the master and continue your 
practice without hesitation or speculation. The mass of doubt 
sensation will gradually become uninterrupted and smooth.

Comments from Master Lianchi
This instruction is absolutely right. However, those who 

have not established right views from doctrinal studies should not 
blindly follow it.

Master Lianchi pointed to the fact that practitioners need 
to have right views to guide the practice, either coming from 
texts or from masters. The Huatou investigation is not separated 
from doctrinal teachings; rather, it is to embody the theoretical 
understanding in life experiences. We should not attach to such 
teachings, but we should have the right view and clear awareness 
to guide our practice.

We need to have deep faith in what the Buddha has 
actualized. All sentient beings have exactly the same pure nature 
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as that of the Buddha. This pure nature neither arises nor perishes 
and neither comes nor goes. It is complete and perfect. We name 
it “the master” or “the original face before given birth” or “the 
original face.” We must firmly believe it, but what really is it? We 
need to ask, to investigate, and to actualize. The prerequisite of 
Chan investigation is to have faith in it.

In most gradual approaches, more and more methods are 
adopted with the advancing of the process. It is quite different 
in Chan. We just simplify and let go of everything to a point 
where nothing remains, and then the pure nature manifests itself. 
Someone may wonder: “Does the teaching of Patriarchal Chan 
originate from the Buddha’s teachings?” It is deeply rooted in the 
Buddha’s teaching, of course.

If someone asks: “What is Buddha?” We can find in the 
Buddhist doctrines that Buddha is a completely enlightened being 
with the uniting of compassion and wisdom, with the perfection 
of merit and wisdom, and with the perfection of enlightenment 
and the embodiment of enlightenment in the actions of helping 
other beings. However, many patriarchs, such as Zhaozhou, said 
that the dog shit is Buddha or a wood block is Buddha. What 
does that mean? Who should we believe? Those who do not have 
any genuine realization will become very confused. In order to 
help Chan practitioners to transform theoretical knowledge into 
authentic experiences, Master Lianchi provided this direct and 
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mind-to-mind teaching. The result is not gained from conscious 
thinking and reasoning; instead, it is the natural outflow from the 
pure nature. We can experience it right here and now. All words 
and explanation of the teaching are the complete and perfect 
manifestation of the pure nature right at the moment.

Part Three: Extracts from Sutras to Authenticate

1. Maha-prajna-paramita Sutra (Great Wisdom Sutra)
A voice  f rom the  empty  space  to ld  Bodhisa t tva 

Sadaprarudita (Always-Weeping): When you travel eastward to 
seek Prajna, don’t be afraid of fatigue; don’t indulge yourself 
in sleeping; don’t worry about eating and drinking; don’t think 
of day and night; don’t be afraid of cold or heat. In amidst of 
internal and external Dharmas, your mind should not scatter. 
When you are walking, don’t glance right or left, don’t look 
ahead, back, up, down, toward the four directions, and so forth.

2. Avatamsaka Sutra (Flower Adornment Sutra)
Bodhisattva Diligent-Head verses:
When drilling a flint to obtain fire, if you stop several times 

before the fire emerges, the spark will die down. The same thing 
happens if you are not diligent and persistent when practicing.
Comments from Master Lianchi: Use your wisdom to 
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concentrate on one sense object with expedient and skillful 
means; don’t let your mind abide anywhere. When there is 
no gap among four forms of deportments (walking, standing, 
sitting, and lying down), the supreme Way unveils itself. Even 
raising a thought for a short moment or losing the illumination 
for an instant is called the dying down of sparkles before the fire 
emerges.

3. The Mahasamnipata-Candragarbha Sutra
If you can stay focused and diligent and can tie up your 

thought without scatteredness, then all afflictions will be 
dissolved. It will not take much time before you realize the 
Supreme Bodhi.

4. The Sutra on Contemplation of Amitayus
The Buddha told Vaudehi: concentrate your mind and tie up 

the thought on one object.

5. Chuyao Jing
Wise people train their mind with wisdom, thoroughly 

scrutinizing all defilements. It is like melting iron ore hundreds 
of times so that it will become purified metal. It is like that the 
ocean keeps waving day and night so that precious pearls can 
be produced. Human beings are the same. Apply the mind in the 
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practice day and night without interruption, and then the ultimate 
realization will be achieved.
Comments from Master Lianchi: People only know how to rest 
the mind in Dhyana at present. However, they don’t know how to 
subdue the mind to achieve the realization.

6. The Great Consecration Sutra
The monk cultivating Dhyana does not have any extraneous 

thoughts but completely stays on one method. He can have the 
opportunity to penetrate.

7. The Buddha’s Last Request
If a person can dedicate his entire effort to a single thing, 

how could anything not be achieved?
Comments from Master Lianchi: Stay on one method and 
dedicate the entire effort to one single thing. It is very fortunate 
for us to have such an admonishment.

8. The Shurangama Sutra
Further, the person uses his mind to intently investigate 

inside and outside. Further, the person uses his mind to 
investigate to the utmost point.
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9. The Amitabha Sutra
Hold the Buddha’s name uninterruptedly with a single and 

undistracted mind.
Comments from Master Lianchi: The words “with a single 
and undistracted mind” have thoroughly expressed the key point 
of Chan investigation, but they are usually overlooked by many 
people.

10. The Lankavatara Sutra
If a person wants to ultimately understand that the 

discriminative mind and all subjects and discriminated objects 
are manifestation of the discriminating mind, the person should 
be away from confusing situations, scatteredness, drowsiness, 
sluggishness, and sleepiness, and should diligently practice from 
early morning to the late night.

11. The Vajra-prajna Sutra
Bodhisattva Sadaprarudita started walking and standing 

meditation since he was seven years old; he never sat or lay 
down.

12. Maha-ratnakuta Sutra
Buddha told Shariputra about two Bodhisattvas engaging 

in diligent cultivation. They were never disturbed by sleepiness 
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for even an instant for a thousand years. They never raised any 
discriminative thought whether the food was salty or tasteless, 
good or bad for a thousand years. When they were begging for 
food, they never noticed if the person offering food was male or 
female for a thousand years. When they lived or stayed under 
a tree, they never turned up their face to look at the tree for a 
thousand years. They never put their thoughts on their families 
or relatives for a thousand years. They never raised a thought 
of wishing to shave their head for a thousand years. They never 
raised a thought to get some coolness when it was hot or to get 
some warmth when it was cold for a thousand years. They never 
engaged in any useless secular chatting for a thousand years.
Comments from Master Lianchi: This is the realm of Great 
Bodhisattvas. Although ordinary people may not reach that state, 
it’s important to know about it.

13. Maha-samghata Sutra
Monk Enlightened to the Dharma had been constantly 

mindful of the Buddha’s name for twenty thousand years without 
sleeping, without raising greediness, hatred, thoughts of families, 
clothes, food, or other life supporting facilities.

14. Buddha-nusmrti-samadhi Sutra
Sariputra had constantly and diligently practiced Vipassana 
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for twenty years with the right introspection while walking, 
standing, sitting, and lying down, without any distractions.

15. Vikurvanarajapariprccha Sutra
When Monk Diamond-Evenness cultivated the true Dharma, 

myriads of demons patiently waited for an opportunity to bother 
him. Having waited for a thousand years, the demons never found 
a chance to disturb him because he had not had even one single 
scattered illusory thought.

16. Sarva-tathagata-jnanamudra Sutra
The wheel-turning king named Prajna-Arises left his 

country behind to be a renunciant. He tied up his thoughts and 
never leaned or lied down for a rest for three thousand years.

17. Madhyamagama Sutra
Venerable Aniruddha, Venerable Nanda, and Venerable 

Kampila lived together in the woods. They went out to beg 
food one after another and then went back to practice sitting 
meditation separately. The first one came out from the sitting 
to fetch water with a bottle at about three to five o’clock in the 
afternoon. He carried the water on his own if he was able to do 
so. Otherwise, he would wave his hand to call another monk, and 
they would carry the water together without talking to each other. 
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They had a gathering every five days. During the gathering, they 
either talked about the Dharma or kept golden silence.
Comments from Master Lianchi: This is a good way for 
collective practice of all time.

18. The Sundry-simile Sutra
A man in Varanasi country left home and made a vow that 

he would never lie down to rest before realizing the ultimate 
truth. He engaged in walking meditation day and night; he 
actualized the supreme Way after three years. Likewise, a monk 
in Rajagrha country spread some grass as cushion and then sat on 
it. He made a vow that he would not stand up before actualizing 
the supreme Way. Whenever feeling sleepy, he used an awl to 
stab his own thigh. He actualized the true Way in one year.

19. Samyuktaagama Sutra
This monk attentively and diligently practiced in an 

expedient way. He was as skinny as a skeleton, but he never 
departed from good Dharmas. Before succeeding in obtaining 
“what should be obtained,” he never stopped practicing. He 
constantly tied up his thoughts and never slacked off.
Comments from Master Lianchi: Talking about “what should 
be obtained,” we need to know what it is first. In this sutra, it 
means to thoroughly cut off all leakages — the realization of 

禪關策進講要.indd   391 2022/5/5   下午 07:13:21



392 A General Explanation on

the Three Kinds of Awareness and Six Supernatural Powers to 
reach the state of Sravaka. Here in our book, we are talking about 
something deeper — the attaining of complete understanding 
of the mind and the actualization of the Universal Cognition — 
which is the Buddhahood.

20. Agama Sutra
Achieving the Three Kinds of Awareness, eradicating 

gloominess, and obtaining the great wisdom should all be 
attributed to attentive and diligent practice, enjoying quietness 
and living in solitude, and an unceasingly concentrated mind.
Comments from Master Lianchi: With an unceasingly 
concentrated mind, after months and years the person can reach 
the state of one-pointed concentration without scattering.

21. The Dharmapada
If someone has practiced in a slack way for a hundred years, 

it is not as good as being fiercely diligent for a single day.
Comments from Master Lianchi: If you understand the 
meaning of this passage, you will completely understand and 
have no doubt about the fact that people like Zhang Shanhe 
(a butcher) can be reborn to the Pure Land by invoking the 
Buddha’s name for only ten times at his dying moment.
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22. Amitayurbhavana Sutra
Be diligent to the utmost and never stop pursuing the 

supreme Way, and you will definitely get the fruit. There is no 
goal that cannot be achieved.

23. Single-Mindedly Going-Forth Bodhisattva Sutra
Amitabha Buddha in the distant past was a prince. Upon 

hearing this subtle and delicate Dharma teaching, he respectfully 
held it and practiced diligently in accordance. For seven thousand 
years, he had never lain down and his mind was never moved 
under any circumstances.

24. Maha-ratnakuta Sutra
He joyfully seeks the Mahayana with a fierce and brave 

mind. Although he has to dedicate his body and life, he does not 
have any concern or hesitation. He practices the Bodhisattva way 
persistently and diligently without even little slacking off.

25. Six-paramita-collection Sutra
“Unlimited practicing zeal” means that one practices in 

accord with the profundity of the Way and proceeds without 
laxity; he will never be interrupted no matter lying down, 
sitting, standing, walking, or even gasping. His mind is always 
persistently attentive to the practice without any slacking off.

禪關策進講要.indd   393 2022/5/5   下午 07:13:21



394 A General Explanation on

26. Yoga-carya-bhumi Sutra
The Buddha said: “When you are able to look at your past 

lives, you will realize that in the immeasurable eons you have 
been rambling in birth and death. The bones of your past life are 
higher than Mt. Sumeru, the bone marrow can cover the ground 
of thousands of great worlds, and the blood is more than the rain 
falling from the heaven from past to present. If you want to avoid 
afflictions of birth and death, you need to practice diligently day 
and night to reach the state of neither arising nor ceasing.
Comments from Master Lianchi: Seek the supreme Way, 
hear the subtle and delicate Dharma teaching, joyfully seek the 
Mahayana, be delicately in accord with the profundity of the 
Way, and pursue the state of neither arising nor ceasing. Such 
diligence is the right diligence. Otherwise, even if the person 
has been performing ascetic practice with fierce determination 
for years and eons, he still may either fall in outer paths or non-
ultimate paths without obtaining any genuine benefit.

27. Bodhisattva-purva-carya Sutra
In all cases, becoming a Buddha depends upon enduring 

diligence.

28. Maitreya-pariprccha Sutra
The Buddha told Ananda: “Maitreya Buddha raised the 
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mind to cultivate the supreme Way forty-two eons before I did. 
Because of greater diligence, I realized the Way that is supreme, 
right, and genuine nine eons ahead.
Comments from Master Lianchi: Shakyamuni Buddha started 
cultivating later but surpassed the forty-two-eon predecessor 
because of his great diligence. According to the Sutra, the 
reason why Maitreya actualized later was because he attached to 
fame and profit, and liked to hang out with big families. While 
Shakyamuni abandoned seeking fame and profit and went to deep 
mountains to stay away from kings and officials. It would be 
good to know about this.

29. Manjusriprajna Sutra
The person immersed in One-Practice Samadhi should live 

in a secluded place, discard all scattered thoughts, tie the mind 
to genuine truth, and be mindful of one Buddha’s name thought 
after thought steadily without sacking off. Then in one single 
thought, the person can see Buddhas of the ten directions and 
obtain great eloquence.

30. Pratyutpanna-samadhi Sutra
The person never sits or lies down in ninety days. Even if 

the tendons go broken and the bones dry up, he never takes a rest 
before reaching Samadhi.
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Comments from Master Lianchi: The above two passages 
both refer to the practice of mindfulness of the Buddha’s name. 
However, they also apply to other methods. For those who 
practice the Pure Land method must know about that.

31. The Forty-Two Section Sutra
One who cultivates the supreme Way is like the person who 

fights against ten thousand enemies. He puts on his armor and 
goes out. He might cowardly retreat half way, or grapple with 
the enemies and die, or attain victory and then return. When a 
monk practices the supreme path, he should steadily maintain the 
diligent, courageous, and sharp mind without fear of upcoming 
circumstances, so that he can defeat and destroy the myriads of 
demons and reach the ultimate realization.
Comments from Master Lianchi: Those who retreat half way 
are impeded by self-created obstructions. Those who grapple 
and die have achieved certain advancement but fail to reach the 
ultimate accomplishment. Those who attain the victory and return 
have destroyed delusion and obtained the ultimate realization. 
The reason of the victory lies completely in the steadily diligent, 
courageous, and sharp mind. Practitioners should have the 
single-minded determination to move forward. Don’t raise the 
thought of retreating and don’t be afraid of death. As said in the 
previous section: “I can guarantee that this person will achieve 

禪關策進講要.indd   396 2022/5/5   下午 07:13:21



397Item III

the realization.” According to the Lotus Sutra, “Today I can 
guarantee you for this matter; it is absolutely not a lie.” Since the 
Buddha had made the promise, there is no need for you to worry 
and fear.

32.  Bhaisajya-raja Bhaisajya Samudgata Bodhisattva 
Sutra
Constantly be one with the Mahayana Vehicle; never forget 

or lose it in your mind. Be persistently diligent as if you need to 
put off fire on your head.
Comments from Master Lianchi: “Be persistently diligent as 
if you need to put off fire on your head.” In today’s monasteries, 
these words are recited in daily morning and evening services. 
However, if people read the words without thinking of their real 
meaning or they understand the meaning but do not put them into 
practice, what benefits can they get?

33. Ratnamegha Sutra
Use the mind to tie up the mind; use the mind to settle 

the mind. Since the mind is in the one-pointed state, there is 
no gap between different developmental stages. Because the 
concentration of the mind is reached, the mind is constantly in 
stilling of thought.

禪關策進講要.indd   397 2022/5/5   下午 07:13:21



398 A General Explanation on

34. Saddharma-smrty-upasthana Sutra
Diligent and persistent practice will  result  in the 

actualization of the ultimate truth. The person should live in 
stilling of thought in the wilds and keep the right and one-pointed 
mindfulness, not engaging in any unnecessary talks and social 
activities with old or new friends.

35. Abhidharmasamgitiparyayapadasastra
Even if the blood and flesh in my body have dried up, and 

only the skin covering the skeleton is still there, as long as the 
supreme Way which I have been seeking has not been attained, 
I will never stop to rest. In order to be truly diligent, I shall 
accept and bear the exposure to cold, heat, hunger, thirst, snakes, 
scorpions, mosquitoes, horseflies, winds, rain, and so forth. Also, 
I shall be patient when being severely insulted by other people. I 
shall accept any extremely bitter, life-takingly harmful slanders 
or insulting words.
Comments from Master Lianchi: “If the supreme Way which 
I have been seeking has not been attained, I will never stop to 
rest.” In Chan, it means that one should vow never to stop before 
the original Huatou is shattered.

36. Yogacarabhumisastra
In the six paramita (generosity, precept, tolerance, diligence, 
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concentration, prajna), the first three are the morality training, 
concentration is the mind training, and prajna is the wisdom 
training. Only the paramita of diligence covers everything.

37. Mahayana-sutralamkara
If you can wholeheartedly cultivate the Way and generate 

great courage and fierce determination, you will definitely 
actualize Bodhi.

38. Abhidharma-kosa-sastra
A Bodhisattva, at the time of Tisya Buddha, joined palms 

with ten fingers, raised one foot, intoned one stanza to praise 
the virtue of the Buddha for seven consecutive days and nights. 
Therefore, he leaped forward nine eons.
Comments from Master Lianchi: When we contemplate this 
line in the Dharmapada, “one day’s diligence surpasses hundred 
year’s slackness.” These words are indeed true.

39. Records of the Western Regions
Parsva left home at eighty. A young man laughed at him: 

“The mission of leaving home is either to practice Chan or to 
study sutras. You are so old now; what can you achieve?” After 
hearing these words, Parsva made a vow: “If I am not able to 
truly understand the Tripitaka, not able to destroy the desires in 
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the Three Realms, not able to attain the Six Supernatural Powers 
and Eight Liberations, my rib would never touch the bed.” He 
studied the doctrines during the day and practiced meditation at 
night. His vow was fully realized in three years. People deeply 
admired and gave him the name of Parsva (Venerable Rib) at that 
time.
Comments from Master Lianchi: This hale and hearty old man 
is good enough to inspire those slacking monks. We should know 
people nowadays, even if closing to a hundred years old, let alone 
eighty years old, still need to practice hard as so to move forward.

40.  A Record of Buddhist Practices Sent Home from the 
Southern Sea
Dharma Master Shanyu was mindful of the Buddha’s name 

without interpretation in four deportments (walking, standing, 
sitting, and lying down). In a very short while, the small beans he 
used to count the recitation could fill up two carts.

41. Collected Pearls in the Dharma Garden
There was a monastery named Xixia in the Chen Dynasty. 

Monk Huibu lived in the west of the Sarira pagoda in the 
monastery. He practiced walking and sitting meditation and 
vowed not to lie down. He had eighty disciples, and all of them 
never stepped out of the monastery.
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42.  Commentary on <Treatise of Contemplating the 
Mind>
Even if you want to achieve trivial goals, without the mind 

being firmly determined, you cannot attain them, let alone you 
want to pass the barriers of the Five Entrenchments of Affliction 
and cross over the ocean of Samsara. Without diligence, there is 
no way that the marvelous Way be actualized.

43. The Compilation of Yongjia
Diligently pursue the supreme Way regardless of your body 

and your life. Practice Prajna day and night, be diligent life after 
life, and constantly keep the sense of urgency as if putting off fire 
on the top of your head.

44. Guishan’s Warning Whip
When studying the meaning of the Dharma to the utmost, 

take ultimate enlightenment as the principle.
Comments from Master Lianchi: “The principle” means the 
criterion; ultimate enlightenment is the criterion. It means the 
destination where we should stop in Chan investigation. It has 
pointed out here that we should never stop before achieving 
ultimate enlightenment.
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45. Repentance Rites for Rebirth in the Pure Land
No matter sitting or walking, your mind should not wander 

around; you should not give rise to the five worldly desires for 
even an instant; you should not chat, laugh, or play with other 
people; and you should not make excuses to delay, slack off, or 
sleep. You should tie up your mind every moment without any 
interruption, even in the instance when raising or lowering your 
head.

46. The Order of the Dharma Realms
Double the whipping and diligence and work hard to 

cultivate without any break; this is called the root of diligence.

47. A Prose-Poem on Mind
Firmly seek the supreme Way; don’t be defeated by fatigue 

no matter in the morning or at night; don’t seek outside; detach 
your mind and purify your thoughts; quietly sit in a secluded 
room, and just concentrate the mind without doing anything else.
Comments from Master Lianchi: When reading the line “don’t 
seek outside and quietly sit in a secluded room,” the Dharma 
practitioners should not have the misunderstanding that the 
mindfulness of the Buddha’s name is not necessary. You should 
know that “mindfulness” is inside the mind, and the Buddha 
is the self-nature. Use your mind to be mindful of your self-
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nature, which is the true meaning of not seeking outside. When 
the mindfulness turns steady and without any interruption, it 
results in Samadhi, which is the best result for staying quiet and 
secluded.
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Item IV. Postscript for the Reprint 
of <The Stimuli to Transcend the 
Patriarch Chan Barriers>

When we read a book, starting from the preface may help 
us to have a general idea of the book. Usually the preface is at 
the beginning, but sometimes it is at the end. When it is put at the 
end, it is called postscript. Now, let’s read the postscript of <The 
Stimuli to Transcend the Patriarch Chan Barriers>.

Postscript for the Reprint
People in the ancient times said: “Sit next to a bright 

window reading doctrinal teachings to illuminate the mind and 
practice meditation to cultivate the Way in the Chan Hall. The 
conjoint adoption of these two approaches make one concomitant 
with patriarchs’ mind-to-mind transmission, just as two wheels 
are needed to make a chariot move ahead.” Those who cultivate 
the Way without ultimate guiding principles to illuminate the 
mind will definitely abide in incomplete views, like the followers 
of Sravakayana, Pratyekabuddha, or even worse. They will fall 
in outer path or evil teachings. Those people with the illuminated 
mind but without authentic practice have only some incomplete 
or incorrect theoretical understanding. The Dharma teachers, 
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Vinaya teachers, Confucians and word-chasing Chan speakers 
all belong to this category.

True practitioners should investigate what the sense organs 
and their corresponding objects are about through proper 
practice of meditation. They solidly cultivate concentration 
and wisdom and support it with the guidance of the Buddha’s 
teachings. The Buddha and the patriarchs are our role models, 
and we should sum up great determination and perseverance to 
emulate their actions.

I’m an old man without any good karmic roots. I have heard 
of various sufferings in hells since childhood and started to seek 
liberation from then on. I prayed to deities and made vows to 
Buddhas. Without fear of any harsh conditions, no matter fires or 
floods, I devoted myself to tough practice to train my body and 
mind, only taking some break while eating and sleeping.

While reading the section in Lotus Sutra about causes, 
conditions, and analogies, I thought that my practicing approach 
was not right. I stopped the practice for three or four years. When 
I was nineteen years old, I went to live in a Chan monastery 
again. I read a Gong’an about a monk named Yantou who was 
killed by a thief. In the story, the monk burst out a shout and then 
died. His shouting was so loud that it could be heard several 
miles away. I was greatly discouraged by this story, doubting that 
if one could not turn around the calamities in this life through 
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practice, there would be no way for him to escape from the hell!
If such an outstanding ancient practitioner still had to 

undergo such a tragedy, how could we be liberated? I sighed 
deeply, thinking that the Buddha Dharma was illusory and not 
real, and Chan cultivation did not have any actual meaning. I 
was wondering if I should continue to be a monk or go back to 
secular life. I saw no hope for the future and felt ashamed if I 
decided to step back. I gave up on the practice and became more 
and more depressed. During that period, my evil views were 
getting even deeper.

I went to Nongzhi Ruiyun to study with old Master Ma the 
next year. I had the opportunity to discuss literature and poems 
with Wen Mashan and other people. When sitting idly one day, 
some thoughts came to my mind suddenly: “I am a renunciant but 
what I enjoy is the worldly stuff; I appear as a monk but what I’m 
craving for is secular things. No matter what great achievements 
a courageous man can gain, there is still something he can never 
escape from.”

It was the season when people took out books and put them 
in open space to let the humidity dry up. All kinds of sutras and 
masters’ records were piled up in the Hall. I quietly went there to 
do prostrations, praying sincerely: “Which path should I follow, 
Confucianism, Buddhism, Daoism or other teachings? Dharma 
protectors and deities, please show me the right direction!” 
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With my eyes closed for quite a while, I randomly picked up a 
small booklet which is called “The Stimuli to Transcend the 
Patriarch Chan Barriers.” I accepted it with great reverence and 
immediately started to read it.

Once I opened the book, it happened to be the page of 
“Jabbing Oneself with an Awl.” It was the story about a monk 
called Ciming, who practiced together with six or seven people 
including Dayu, Langya, and the others. At that time, the east 
area of the Yellow River was extremely cold. Most people were 
afraid of going there, but Ciming was so determined that he 
practiced from early morning to late night. I could not refrain 
from scolding myself: “It was because ancient people were so 
diligent that they could definitely achieve the great enlightenment. 
I am just a small potato. Being alive and growing to this age, 
I have not made any real contribution to this world. If I die, 
nobody will notice it. What is the point of living such a life?” 
Then I jabbed my thigh with an awl.

Fierce determination was generated from then on as if I had 
swallowed the finest cream. I asked Master Ma to give me this 
book and ever since then, I always had it with me, taking it as a 
friend to seek advice and guide my practice. The shadow from the 
Gong’an about monk Yantou was thoroughly let go, and the sense 
of organs and their corresponding objects were cast off. After I 
had experienced the forceful and tough expedient means given 
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from the masters, all my evil opinions were absolutely dissolved.

The Gong’an about monk Yantou seems harsh and evil, and 
the lesson it gives appears unreasonable. However, the contact 
with this Gong’an was such a tough experience that it cut off all 
my evil opinions. My concepts about self and others, together 
with all discriminations, were dissolved.

Master Yunxi Shuhong had ultimately understood the 
Buddha’s preaching on the Griddhakuta Peak in his forties 
and was able to propagate Master Huanglong’s teaching when 
he was nearly sixty. His skillful means delivered numerous 
monastics all around, and his virtues were widely admired by 
the noble, scholars, officials, and ordinary people. Such a great 
achievement can be attributed to the book <The Stimuli to 
Transcend the Patriarch Chan Barriers>. I highly endorse the 
admonishments from Master Ciming to his students: “When I 
was young, I recited the recorded sayings of patriarchs for three 
times every day. However, my practice was still not good. Not 
until getting old did I start to have some authentic experiences.”

He also said: “Among all the books written by Master 
Yunxi Shuhong, only this one is about Chan tradition. If besides 
your practice you still have some extra capability and skills to 
propagate the Dharma, you should reprint and widely circulate 
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this book so that it will not be lost in case of a big fire. There are 
several sections about the approach of investigation conjoint 
with the mindfulness of the Buddha’s name in this book. Although 
this approach is also good, somehow such teachings discourage 
the bravery of Chan practitioners, making them think they are not 
good enough to reach the ultimate realization. Therefore, I think 
such sections can be taken away.”

“Chan investigation” and “mindfulness of the Buddha’s 
name” are different approaches to attain the Buddhahood, which 
cannot be integrated into one approach. The practitioner should 
wait until they gain achievements in the Chan approach and then 
start developing the skill to be reborn to the Pure Land.

Why? A lion never eats the leftovers from eagles, and tigers 
never eat a corpse. For those who pursue to be reborn into the 
Pure Land, they need to follow the Pure Land tradition. In Chan, 
we must abandon everything to a point where even the idea of 
having wisdom should be let go. How can we accept the approach 
which relies on the Buddha’s name? When a Chan practitioner 
is practicing in a way like a farmer searching his cattle which 
has been driven away or like a starving person whose food has 
been taken away. Only at that time can he be considered a real 
practitioner and a real investigator.
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A farmer needs cattle so as to plow the land. To a farmer, 
cattle are his life. If the cattle are taken away from the farmer, 
isn’t it cruel to him? If food is taken away from a starving person, 
isn’t it cruel to him? It is pitiful if food is taken away from a 
starving person. However, this is exactly what Chan patriarchs 
do. They cut away the most precious things in life; even the 
desire to survive is cut off. Chan cultivation appears to be very 
cruel, but it helps a practitioner be able to depend on nothing. 
If a practitioner wants to depend on the Buddha, it tells him 
there is no Buddha in existence. When the practitioner dwells 
on a particular state of mind, it tells him the method is incorrect. 
Whatever the practitioner depends on is wrong; it intends to kill 
the mind. People without great perceptiveness can hardly take 
such Chan ways. Some people who have practiced for a long 
time still dwell on perceptions of body and mind. These people 
certainly cannot experience the fantastic functioning of Chan.

In the winter of the Year Xinsi, I visited venerable monk Hu 
and his friends. They tried to fulfill my wish to circulate this book. 
It happened that there were two donators named Lin and Du who 
were willing to offer funds. They invited me to write some words 
to explain my background and my affinity with this book and 
then my wish for the book to be widely spread and passed down 
forever.
Donglin Monk Yuanci, Written with Great Respect in the  Twelfth Year of Baoli, 1762
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Item V.  F ina l  Exhor ta t ion  f rom 
Master Guoru

Buddhist cultivation is based on proper motives. If the 
purpose of the practice is only for personal benefits, no matter 
how deep the practitioner’s skill is, he can never let go of subtle 
attachments to the perception of self, so seeing into the self-
nature will be quite difficult.

In order to be truly benefited from the practice, we must 
establish right views and right attitudes. Some of us may already 
make the vow to achieve realization through Chan practice, 
which is a correct way because without such incentive or faith it 
is impossible that we put in our best effort. However, this is not 
enough. We need to go further and raise the ultimate motivation 
and determination; otherwise, no matter how hard we practice, 
we won’t be able to absolutely let go of attachments and will 
not penetrate all phenomena and reach the ultimate reality. It is 
extremely important to bear right views and right attitudes while 
practicing.

1. Raising the Bodhi Mind
Raising the Bodhi mind means that our practice and 

effort are not only for our own benefit and liberation. Through 

禪關策進講要.indd   413 2022/5/5   下午 07:13:21



414 A General Explanation on

cultivation, we can experience that our body and mind are formed 
by causes and conditions and they keep changing. Although we 
understand the emptiness and impermanence of life, all afflictions 
and sufferings seem so deep and real that even though we have 
tried our best to practice we still cannot subdue the ignorance and 
delusion formed in innumerable past lives; therefore, we are still 
not able to be the true master of our life. Such experiences can 
help us realize that even with the bliss to study and practice the 
Buddha Dharma, the path remains very challenging. For those 
who have no access to the Buddha Dharma, it is hard to imagine 
how pathetic they are!

The sense of empathy helps us feel the suffering of all 
sentient beings and also helps us understand that all beings are 
closely connected. Our experiences and benefits attained from 
the practice can be turned into a wish to help other people so that 
they can enhance their life as well.

Once such a wish arises, the temptation to discriminate 
against things or expect rewards will be gradually lessened. When 
we have such a wish, our words, actions, and manners will be 
concomitant with the understanding attained from our practice. 
Such a state of mind is described in Confucianism as “All people 
are our brothers and all animals are no difference from us.” In 
Buddhism, we say it is the manifestation of “the universal loving-
kindness and compassion.”
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The power of such a wish should radiate infinitely; that is, 
while we are practicing, we need to keep in mind the interests 
of other beings. From our own suffering experiences, we know 
that other beings suffer too; therefore, we hope all beings can be 
liberated from afflictions too. This is the genuine Bodhi mind.

The arising of the Bodhi mind can enable us to truly 
actualize the supreme Way because what we do is not just for 
our own happiness but for helping others as well. Without the 
Bodhi mind, even when one sees into the self-nature, it is not 
the complete realization; he sees only one side of the self-
nature, which is called “imbalanced emptiness.” He still needs 
to illuminate the mind through practicing the six perfections to 
integrate understanding with actions.

We must raise the Bodhi mind life after life. We should 
practice for the liberation of all sentient beings, not only for our 
own liberation. Although such a wish can be abstract and feeble 
before our practice becomes effective, it doesn’t matter. As long 
as we keep going, our mind will gradually open up and we will 
take care of other beings more and more, instead of attaching to 
some experiences gained from practices.

2. The Detached Mind
The ultimate detached mind is a liberated mind. It does not 

mean that one will abandon his family or secular life in such 
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a state of mind, but it does mean that no matter renunciants or 
laities, people should not be bound to or attach to worldly desires, 
materialism, and so forth. It is not easy, but we need to practice 
in this way and let go of attachments, cravings, or clingings all 
the time. The more one grabs the worldly fame and interests, the 
stronger his self-attachment is. As a result, he will never be able 
to perceive the ultimate truth — the law of dependent arising and 
its empty nature.

All worldly things are momentary coming together of causes 
and conditions which do not have everlasting nature. There is not 
a single thing that can be called “mine.” We always believe that 
body and life are precious. Due to the attachment to the body, 
we want to have more material stuff to maintain it or want to 
keep long-lasting relationships, and so forth. With the increasing 
of age, the desire is growing and the concept of “mine” is 
becoming even stronger towards many things, including family, 
reputation, fortune, and so on. With a deep-rooted concept of 
“self and mine,” the practice can never be effective because the 
practitioner craves to obtain something, reach certain levels, or 
have supernatural powers.

Such an attitude is a big hindrance to the practice because 
the more one intends to get, the more he becomes anxious. If he 
cannot get what he wants, he may feel deeply disappointed and 
will consequently suffer or even give up on the practice.
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During the practice, we must always remember that 
all Dharmas, no matter physical, mental, or environmental, 
are momentary and illusory existence formed by causes and 
conditions. They don’t really exist, but it is not right if we deny 
them. We need to adhere to the right view at every moment — 
form is emptiness and emptiness is form. We can practice in 
the amidst of the phenomenal world while not attaching to or 
being affected by forms. Don’t have the delusion that we can get 
something from the illusory phenomena and don’t have cravings 
either. Even the thought of becoming a Buddha or achieving the 
Buddhahood through practice should be abandoned.

As explained in sutras, all phenomena are like dreams, 
illusions, bubbles, shadows, dews, flames, empty flowers in the 
sky, and reflections of the moon on water. Although they are 
illusory and not real, they manifest in all kinds of forms. We 
need to constantly remind ourselves not to abide in these forms. 
Gradually, we will be able to function in the middle of forms and 
be detached from them at the same time. This is the real Chan 
practice.

3. The Diligent Mind
No matter what practicing approach we adopt, it cannot be 

effective if we only work sporadically. There is a saying — the 
best way to practice is to be honest and straightforward — which 
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means we just do it without having any speculation. For example, 
if we investigate “What is ‘Wu,’” we just keep asking this 
question without thinking about things like “Can the investigation 
make me enlightened?” or “How does enlightenment feel like,” 
and so forth. Upon hearing the sound of the chime, we don’t 
raise the thought that it is finally the time to rest. Just honestly 
immerse ourselves in questioning “Wu” moment after moment.

Diligence means not to be scattered and never slide 
backward. Don’t be discouraged when confronting obstacles. 
Leave behind all concerns about body and mind and accept 
whatever situation that arises because all worries and speculations 
are useless. Stay with the method without any other thought, and 
then the method will become effective.

For example, I’m lecturing right now. You just keep listening 
to let the sound of my voice flow into your consciousness. You 
are clearly aware of what I say, but the doubt sensation developed 
from Huatou investigation is still there. Your mind does not give 
rise to any other thought entailed from my words. Your mind is 
like a mirror, reflecting all phenomena clearly. However, nothing 
remains. There are no cravings or discriminative thoughts. This is 
real diligence and real Chan practice.

4. Great Determination
We need to keep motivating ourselves and not fall in 
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stagnation. Keep in mind that life is impermanent and it is very 
precious to have good causes and conditions to practice. We must 
work very hard to actualize the ultimate reality.

Ask ourselves: “If other people can make it, why can’t 
I?” Is it because we did not work hard enough or we have deep 
karmic obstructions? We need to feel ashamed and sum up great 
determination to achieve the final goal.

Plucking up great determination seems contradictory to 
the attitude of detachment which we discussed previously. 
That’s somehow right. When we need to whip ourselves to 
move forward, we need to fiercely determine to work hard and 
to convince ourselves that we can make it. This will help avoid 
slacking off. Once the power is established, we need to be 
aware that all phenomena are equal and liberated here and now. 
When the mind is constantly on the method, the inner strength 
will gradually grow and endure; at that time the mind can be 
concomitant with the ultimate truth and thus we will move 
forward automatically without making further effort.

5. Long-term Persistence
Long-term perseverance is a must for any kind of practice. 

In Huatou investigation, our body and mind should become one 
with the method from the first day of our practice till our last 
breath in this life and even to the next life.
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According to the Sutras, ” arousing the Bodhi mind” means 
that one will not depart from Mahayana Buddhism life after life. 
Why are we born in China, where Buddhism is rooted? We can 
sometimes meet amazing causes and conditions to guide us on the 
cultivating path. When we get to know a method, we immediately 
feel strong affinity with it. All of these happen because of our 
devotion to the practice in past lives. That’s why our mind leads 
us on the Bodhi path in this life.

No matter in a retreat or in daily life, I hope all of you 
can keep developing the Bodhi mind, the detached mind, the 
diligent mind, great determination, and long-term perseverance. 
Whenever you find your mistakes or weaknesses, make 
rectifications and improve them immediately. Whip yourself to 
work harder so that you can always be in accord with the Buddha 
Dharma. At the same time, you need to have the solid faith that 
Huatou investigation is a great method to help you achieve 
genuine and ultimate realization.
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Chan affirms that every sentient being has an intrinsic 
pure nature which is complete and perfect. From time without 
beginning, it has always been this way. We are actually right 
here and now perfect and the same as all Buddhas. Nothing 
needs to be acquired. But, to truly realize this requires a lifetime 
persistence and commitment in practice.

禪法指出，人人自性本來清淨圓滿、自在如如，當下即

是，轉身便得，關鍵在於你自己能否以全部生命的力量與之

相應。 

Chan practice is a process of having direct and first-hand 
experiences. Any teaching given by other people can only help 
you have some intellectual understanding, which is not your 
own experience. As an old saying goes: “Practice is like drinking 
water; only the drinker knows if it is warm or cold.”  

所有修行過程，我們要一一去揣摩，去體驗，任何人的

教導都只能瞭解，不能成為自己真正的體驗，所以經典中常

說：「修行如人飲水，冷暖自知。」

In the process of Chan practice, there certainly will be time 
when we are discouraged or frustrated and cannot find anybody 
for help. Then, reading the ancient patriarchs’ stories about their 
cultivation path will be quite effective to calm our mind, let go of 
the anxiety, and bring back the energy.
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在禪修過程中總會遇到沮喪和懊惱而找不到幫助的時

候。讀一讀祖師們精進修習的故事會幫助我們把內心平靜下

來，不再焦慮，重新打起精神。

 Chan Master Guoru
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