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SELECTING AND STUDYING UNDER A MASTER
Lecture given by Master Sheng-Yen, July &, 1984,
Ch'an Center, 90-31 Corona Ave.,Elmhurst, NY 11373

Sakyamuni Buddha once remarked that the depth of a
Buddha's wisdom and the extent of his merit are as-
certainable only by one who has himself reached
Buddhahood. It 1s similarly true that the practice of
a master can be assessed only by who one is himself a
master. A student, consequently, cannot measure the
extent of a master's attainment. The most he can do is
to acquaint himself with the correct view of Buddha-~
dharma and be certain that the master teaches this
view.

Three fundamental principles make up the right view
of Buddhadharma. They are the principles of causes and
conditions, of causes and consequences and of the mid-
dle way, this last being the path between extremes.
Let us examine each of these. Buddhadharma explains
that all things, being illusory and without self-
nature, are utterly dependent on causes and con-
ditions for their appearance. Cause and consequence
are salid to be dnextricably related over time, such
‘that no action in the past, present or future can be
separated from its corresponding cause and con-
sequence. Further, all extremes, such as the clinging
to emptiness or existence, are false and erroneous,
and thus the only recourse is said to be the middle
path, which remains free from all extremes,

The student must be wary of false views. Some
teachers hold that there are eternally existent
dharmas (phenomena). Theists, for instance, hold that
there exists an eternal soul perpetually under the
jurisdiction of an etermal God. Others believe that
the dharmas of cause and effect are unrelated through
time. They say that events occur only randomly.
Materialists admit cause and effect only in relation
to actions within the physical world, where the re-
lationship between an effect and its cause 1s exper-
imentally verifiable. But they deny the notion of a
karmic law of cause and effect that rules all planes
of existence, not just the physical.

Any master whose teachings are consistent with this
correct view of Buddhadharma must be considered to
have met at least the minimum requirement of the true




master. Hence, in selecting a master students should
concern themselves only with correct view. They
should not bother about the master's character and
conduct.

But usually they do. Typilcally the student, before
all else, judges the master by his teachings, watch-
ing with an eagle eye for any inconsistencies between
the master's teachings and actions. This causes pro-
blems. If there is any discrepancy between the
master's avowed standards and what the master himself
does, then the practitioner gradually comes to per-
ceive only the master's failings and ultimately des-
pairs of the teachings he has received. So not only
does he never actually practice, but he also loses
all faith in the practice as well.

The master is always subject to criticism by his
disciples. Because he is enlightened, he does not
need to remain in soclety, but he does so for the
good of those mired in delusion. While functioning in
society, he will necessarily betray his weaknesses,
Like anyone else, he must eat, urinate, defecate,
wear clothes and walk down the street. As a result
many people look at masters in astonishment. They ex-
claim, "My God! He eats food! How could he be a real
master since he eats food just as we do? He goes to
the bathroom just like us! How could he be exactly
tike us?"

Although a master may appear to suffer from the
same failings as his disciples, it should be re-
membered that the mind of the master is ever pure.
Were it impure, there would undoubtedly be defects in
his teaching of the Dharma.

Masters belonging to some religions prefer to hide

their personal lives. You will never see them sleeping,

eating or using the bathroom. The master is only seen
sitting in a nice place, wearing the most magnificient
robes,looking quite splendid, pure and somber. He
looks like God's representative.

I often say that you should never think of me as
God or as a bodhisattva. I am exactly the same as all
the rest of you. I eat food when I am hungry. I also
sleep like anyone else. In fact, I believe that I
snore, but I am not certain since I cannot listen to
myself while sleeping.

Once in the last retreat while everyone was par-



ticipating in the evening service, I went to pick up
one of the implements for use in the ceremony, but
because I was feeling very exhausted, I dropped it.

My thought at that time was that it is definitely best
not to be a master once you have grown old, because
the body ceases to listen to the commands of the mind.
If disciples see apparent carelessness in thelr master
they will proceed to imitate this fault. 0f course, if
while doing the Mengshan Food Ceremony everyone
started dropping things and making mistakes, I would
become very cross. I can make mistakes. But that is

my privilege,and my disciples do not share it.

Even if the master tells lies, steals, or chases
women though knowing perfectly well that such actioms
are contrary to the Vinaya (the canon of Buddhist pre-
cepts)~-indeed, even if he does so in full view of his
disciples—-he is still to be considered a true master
as long as he scolds his disciples if they too commit
transgressions. Such a master will undoubtedly reap
the bad consequences of his transgressions. But this
is his concern and no one else's.

Most disciples cannot understand this, so trouble
arises. It is worst for those disciples who are com-
pletely blind to the purpose of practice and who study
with the master only because others do. Instead of
paying attention to the master's teaching, they focus
on his conduct and imitate it. If the master breaks
certain precepts, so do they. The difference is that
they carry their infractions far heyond those of the
master, Thus if the master transgresses the Vinaya 50%
of the time, they will do so 60% of the time. If the
master curses someone, these disciples will im-
mediately begin cursing others. If the master insists
that, unlike himself, his disciples are not permitted
to commit wrongs, then these disciples will proceed
to say, "I can do this, but you others cannot."

Blind and directionless, they do not grasp the correct
view and their load of bad karma grows heavier,

The moral problems that we now hear about regarding
Buddhist students and masters in the United States are
not unprecedented. These have occurred since the time
of Sakyamuni Buddha. During the lifetime of the Buddha,
for example, there lived a man called Devadatta whose
prescriptions for the Vinaya were even stricter than
those of Sakyamuni and who himself possessed a large




following. He accused the Buddha of laxity.

Which man's teaching was right? It is a question of
correct view. Sakyamunl neither forbade nor promoted
the bitter ascetic practices of Devadatta. He said
only that the ascetic life is useful for minds mired
in obscurations but that it is purposeless in other
instances. Sakyamuni's view, then, was centered in
the middle way: indulging neither in the extreme of
asceticism nor in that of epicurianism. Devadatta's
view, however, fell into the extreme of rigid as-
ceticism. From the perspective of correct view, it is
therefore Sakyamuni's standpoint which is preferable.

Throughout the history of Buddhism, there have been
frequent debates about which is more important: hold-
ing of the correct view or keeping to the precepts.
There is an aphorism in the Ch'an Sect that instructs
the practitioner to prize the correct view above all
and to be relaxed about the precepts. If a student
were to put this into practice, he would probably
break many precepts. This would be incorrect. Instead,
the attitude suggested by this aphorism is meant to bhe
adopted only in relation to the master: the student
should treasure the master's teachings, but wink at
any of his fallings in conduct.

A master's misdemeanors are symptoms of his own
weakness or illness. The disciple should not desire
to contract such illoness. The student should desire
only to find a master whose teaching is in accord
with the Buddhadharma. It is thereafter the student's
duty to apply the teaching to his life, and te his
life alone. If he accomplishes this, he will have
achieved much.

Master Sheng-Yen was born in the countryside near
Shanghai on Mainland China. At the age of 13 he be-
came a monk in a local monastery. In 1849 he left for
paiwan where he continued his studies and meditation
practice. In the late 1960s Master Sheng-Yen studied
at Rissho University and practiced under various
Japanese Zen masters. In 1975 he came to New York
and is at present teaching at the Ch'an Center in
Queens.




STEPPING OUT

The other evening
Philippe Petit stepped
out on the high wire at
the Museum of the City
of New York. He has the
body of a dancer, the
style of a mime and
from below the face of
a 45-year old man--a
wide gash for a mouth,
sunken eyes, sinewy
arms and tousled blond
hair. At the end of
each act-—juggling,
walking blindfolded,
scampering at high
speed over the wire--
he would emerge from
his work and smile to
us below. Throughout
what was most apparent
was his utter con-
centration, the com-
plete, harmonious con-
trol of his technique,
his posture and ver-
ticality poised on the
edge of a space that
might swallow him up
at any instant. Looking
round you could see
every single face in
the crowd uplifted,
gazing like sunflowers
at this shining person.

-athoner bow their fore-

Then Petit did some-
thing quite wonderful--
he threw his left arm
wide to acknowledge
applause for himself,
then to the chamber
music players, then to
the museum entablature
and finally to the wire
itself. There was a
slight pause of be-
wilderment in the aud-
ience. It was really
splendid. When do you
see a tennis player
thank the net or a mar-

head to the asphalt?
Petit acknowledged the
delicate path the wire
offered over death. So
it was the gesture of
a man who understands
and respects both wire
and absence of wire,
He cannot express him-
self without either one.
Later, on the ground,
wrapped in a kimeono,
completely at ease and
gracious in the par-
ticularly social way of
the French, he shrugged
off the daredevil el-
ement. "I am," he said
simply, "an artiste."
by J.Shapiro

PLEASE NOTE that the FZI has a new telephone
number: (212) 686-2520. A recording machine
takes messages when the phone is unattended.
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