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Namo Buddha, Namo Dharma, Namo Saṃgha.
May all the Multibeings

Have all their good wishes fulfilled
And attain the Supreme Bodhi

As soon as possible.
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PREFACE
To the Third Revised Edition

This is a totally new edition of The Sweet Dews of Ch’an.  
In this edition, I have virtually revised every paragraph of the 
entire book, and in some pages, even every line of it, to the ef-
fect that it seems to me to be a “new” work.  I have extensively 
revised and improved the diction, phraseology and Buddhist 
terms in the hope that it would greatly enhance the terminologi-
cal and conceptual perspicuity, as well as the verbal fluency 
and readability.  At the end of the book I also included a letter 
from a reader, as well as my response to it.  This communication 
concerns the quality and status of Mahāyāna and Hinayāna, and 
the Buddhahood and the Arhathood.  It could provide, I believe, 
poignant and interesting reading.  Besides, since this is a totally 
new edition, I would suggest that the readers of previous editions 
also read this one; hopefully they would find out that the reading 
would be worth their while.

The Author.
On July 18, 2002, at AB Temple,
Michigan
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Chapter 1:

The Essentials of
Ch’an Buddhist Meditation

Ch’an or Zen is the outcome of meditation.  The purpose 
of meditation is usually not very well recognized; for different 
people have different ideas about the purpose of Ch’an:  some 
people take it this way, while others would view it otherwise.  
But I am going to put it very simply and, when we go into the 
Sūtra (Buddhist Scripture), you will know more about the nature 
of Ch’an.

There are two “right” or “highest” purposes of Ch’an.  The 
first purpose is to achieve Dhyāna (Sanskrit,  ).  Dhyāna is 
a combination of relaxation, concentration and calmness or tran
quility.

The second purpose of Ch’an is, using your very composed 
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at the highest, and yet we should start from the lowest point in 
the execution.  Probably just like Don Quixote, we are aiming at 
the presumably “impossible,” with our head high in the air, and 
our feet treading solidly on the terra firma.

And so, the object that we are talking about here is the high
est form of Buddhist meditation.  More importantly, in medita
tion, we should not do it with a view to finding or looking for 
any “ghosts” or “devils.”  What is meant by ghosts or devils?  
When we sit in meditation, due to our past and present Karmic 
Hindrances, we might “see” or “hear” something out of the ordi
nary.  Be it what it may, however, all those colors or sounds per
ceived are delusive, and cannot be counted on or trusted as real.  
You may do well just by ignoring them.  Do not ever feel or 
think that those are your credits of practice.  Although in some 
cases the phenomena in meditation may be good and real in
deed, but if you become attached to any of them, they would be 
instantly transformed to be your stumbling stones in your overall 
practice.  And just for that reason, very inconceivably bad things 
can happen to you in meditation pretty soon.  Therefore, I need 
to inform and warn you at the very outset against these situa
tions as a precaution for genuine High Meditation.  You should 
look upon these phenomena as unfaithful “mistresses”—for sure 
you have to view them no other than that, and you should try to 
ignore them altogether and never become attached to them at all.

and tranquil mind, to observe clearly all the dharmas or phe
nomena externally and internally.  As an outcome of Dhyāna, 
you will be able to observe these phenomena very clearly be
cause your “Mental Mirror” is very clear—for there are no more 
disturbances to veil it.  Out of these observations will come Tran
scendental Wisdom, which in Sanskrit is called Prajñā.

What does this wisdom transcend? It enables us to tran
scend the Three Realms.  (We will discuss this in detail later.)  It 
enables us to transcend desire, attachment, anger, etc. so that we 
will not stay in Samsara or Transmigration any longer.  We will 
be emancipated—emancipated, not through the mercy of any
body else, but rather through our own power of will and power 
of wisdom, coupled by the willingness to practice to achieve per
fection.  The total outcome will be Dhyāna plus Prajñā ( ):  
tranquility together with wisdom.

Therefore, tranquility is the “Body” of the power, and wis
dom is the “Application” of this power.  In the Sūtra the Buddha 
often instructs us, “to utilize the Sword of Wisdom to eliminate 
the Thieves of Worries and Troubles.”  Therefore Dhyāna plus 
Prajñā becomes Samādhi ( ).  And Samādhi, in turn, is 
the tool that leads to Enlightenment.

There are diverse levels of Enlightenment; yet we should set 
our goal on the highest one, which is called Anatana-samyak-sa
bodhi, or the Supreme Enlightenment.  Although we should aim 
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to the Mind and they are called karmas (  in Sanskrit mean
ing “action”).  These Karmas have been accumulating through 
eons of ages.  For they are formless and intangible; therefore, 
without the Eye of Transcendental Wisdom, no one would be 
able to perceive them, let alone eliminating them.  Yet even if 
we cannot perceive them with the naked eye, we still can vividly 
feel their active presence, and unmistakably feel ourselves at 
their mercy constantly.

Therefore, in meditation the first thing we must do is to 
practice according to the correct rules.  Since all games have 
their own rules, and just because this “game” of Enlightenment 
happens to be the most serious one, its rules are perforce the 
most demanding of all.  If we can but abide by these Rules, we 
can be for sure to achieve excellent results.  One of these ex
cellent results would be to acquire the ability to “settle” all the 
Defilements—just like settling the dregs in the muddy water of a 
pond.  Our mind is just like a Pond, which is full of muddy water 
or Defilements.  If we wish to wipe out the Defilements, we must 
first of all try to “tranquilize” our mind, and not to agitate it in 
any way.  In order to quiet this mind of ours, we must sit in med
itation and utilize a certain technique which is called Śamatha, 
meaning the “Subjugation” or “Cessation” of worries.  However, 
Śamatha is not the final goal, since what it does is merely to 
settle the Defilements like sediments to the bottom of the Mental 
Pond—yet  as “dregs” they still lie there; for Śamatha alone is 

All the phenomena occurring in meditation, either mental or 
physical, can be good or bad; it totally depends on how you re
ceive them.  This is the fundamental rule of thumb that we need 
to develop and keep forever in mind:  when anything comes up 
during meditation, do not be shocked, or taken aback.  In some 
cases, during meditation, some people would “rock” their bodies 
or perspire profusely or become suddenly cold.  They might en
visage images beautiful or horrible.  You should treat all of these 
as fleeting dreams.  Do not be horrified by them, and do not en
gender a love toward them as some deluded people do, for that 
will lead you into deep trouble; specifically, the loving or appre
hension of these phenomena could mislead one from mispercep
tion to a situation of bewilderment, or hallucination, or even to 
derangement and insanity.  So you need to watch out for this!

These are the “Right Views” and essential starting points of 
meditation; we need to have these knowhow beforehand in order 
to perform a good meditation, for we really have a long way to 
go in the way of Bodhi and so we cannot afford to be involved 
with mistakes like these.

Next, we need to be quite clear about the purpose of our 
practice by inquiring ourselves:  “What are we trying to achieve 
in meditation?”  Now let us try to answer this question.  First of 
all, we are trying to calm our mind down and to eliminate At
tachments, Aversions, and Ignorance that have been occupying 
our Mind.  The Aversions, Anger, Jealousy, etc. are Defilements 
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this is exactly the essential purpose of meditation.

Meditation, therefore, as we can see from the foregoing 
statement, does not mean merely to sit and seclude yourself 
from the crowd in order to achieve a few minutes of calmness or 
to enjoy some moments of quietude.  That is only the very first 
step, not the ultimate goal.  There is much more to meditation, 
and we will try to study all those things at large in this class as 
we go on.

The above are the fundamental concepts and principles 
about Buddhist meditation.  Talking about specific techniques, 
for beginners, usually the first step is Ānāpānasm ti, that is, 
the breath-watching contemplation.  It involves watching your 
breaths and counting them from one to ten.  In doing this medi
tation, you do not have to take deep breaths, though; just breath
ing naturally will do, for this is not any kind of physical exercise, 
but a mental one; nor is it ’chi kung.  As you inhale, you will 
count “one,” and then exhale.  As you inhale again, you will 
count “two.”  Do not count both the inhalations and the exhala
tions, only one or the other.  If you should lose count, do not try 
to guess where you were and begin from that surmised point; 
rather, you should start from “one” all over again.  After you 
have reached the number “ten,” you will begin anew with num
ber “one.”  Believe me, simple as it may sound, this is far from 
an easy task—Try it, and you will see what I am talking about.  
Anyhow, don't treat it lightly:  If your mind is not clear and calm 

not capable of cleansing and eliminating the Mental Dregs.  In 
other words, after the genuine execution and accomplishment 
of Śamatha, on the surface level of the mind, it might look calm 
enough, but at the subconscious depth of the mind, the Defile
ments are still deposited quietly there.

The next step in meditation is to actually eliminate the deep
sunken Deposits of Karmic Defilements through Vipaśyanā 
( ), or Transcendental Visualization.  In order to perform 
Vipaśyanā well, we will need to acquire some Transcendental 
Wisdom first, because without this wisdom we would not be able 
to tackle our task.  And so to review the whole process, the com
plete scenario of Meditation is that first of all we need to calm our 
perturbed mind down by means of Śamatha, so as to get the Kar
mic Defilements settled down to the bottom of our Mental Pond, 
and then secondly we can get rid of these Sediments for good by 
means of Vipaśyanā combined with Śamatha.

As for the ordinary beginner, the first principle of medita
tion is Relaxation; the second one is Concentration.  Through 
concentration, you will develop the skill to attain Prajñā (Tran
scendental Wisdom).  Since Transcendental Wisdom is not com
patible with a wandering mind, you must first learn to harness 
your mind, and then to focus it on the contemplation of a certain 
Buddha Dharma so as to achieve Śamatha.  Once you can get 
to Śamatha, you will be able to employ your mind like a “sword 
of wisdom” to cut through all entanglements of Vexations.  And 
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all over your body, your skin, and all the pores of your entire 
body.  With this done well, then you can do the next technique of 
“Cool-Warm Contemplation”:  that is, to feel the coolness of 
the air as it comes through your nostrils, and the warmth of it as 
it exits through your nostrils.  After this, comes the “Long-Short 
Contemplation.”  In this contemplation the work is to observe 
whether each of your breath is long or short:  sometimes the 
inhaling is long; at times it is shorter.  Be fully aware of every 
aspect about your breathing—the most fundamental and vital 
phenomenon of your Life.  When you can do this well, some
times you can even feel the “sweetness” of the air at the tip of 
your tongue!  (But do not anticipate it, though.  If it happens, it 
is a good thing; if it does not, that’s OK—after all, meditation is 
for the “transformation” of the mind, not of the matter.)

The striking of my Dharmic Instrument “Wood Fish” twice 
is the signal for the beginning of a meditation session.  One strike 
on the small bell signals the end of the meditation session.

When the meditation session is finished, open up your eyes, 
rub your hands gently to warm them.  Then, rub your eyes, face, 
and arms gently to restore them to normal circulation of the 
blood.  Rub your legs gently before moving them or standing up.

Following the Sitting Meditation, we will practice some 
Walking Meditation.  We will walk to the sound of the Wood 
Fish.  As the striking becomes quicker and quicker, we will walk 

enough, you would just seem never to be able to reach number 
Ten.

When you sit, you must relax all of the muscles and bones 
and sinews in your body.  Sit up straight, with your back bone 
upright.  Sit upon the front end of the meditation cushion; do 
not sit with the whole of your buttocks upon it.  If you can sit in 
the full lotus position, by all means do so; if not, you should at 
least sit in the halflotus position.  Any other way of sitting will 
bring little and low meditational efficacy.

During sitting, relax your body first, and then try to relax 
your mind.  Curl up the tip of your tongue to the alveolar ridge, 
or soft palate—this is very important.  Close your mouth and 
breathe in and out through your nose only, and do it noiselessly; 
do not produce hissing or panting sound.  Try to regulate your 
breathing as soft, smooth, and deep as naturally possible.  The 
finer the breath is, the finer the mind will become; but you can
not force the breath to be fine abruptly—it comes only naturally 
through constant and painstaking practice.

In the practice of Ānāpānasm ti when you can reach the 
point of concentrating your mind well, you can switch from the 
technique of “Breath Counting” to “Breath Following.”  By 
Breath Following it means to follow your inhaling Breath from 
your nostrils down through your throat, lungs, heart, and all the 
way to the whole of your body.  At this time, try to view the air 
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were all telling the truth as they “perceived,” and they were all 
right—yet they were all wrong.  They were only telling part of 
the whole Truth.  Thus, there is a danger in presenting only part 
of the facts.  However, there is also a jeopardy in presenting ev
erything altogether; for in that way, you may think that you know 
everything, and take Knowing for practice.  Although you might 
seem to know everything, without actual practice, it will not do 
you any good; therefore, you won’t be able to enjoy the fruit of 
practice.

And so my approach will be to help you get the whole pic
ture of Meditation, and then we will practice as many methods 
as we can.  Finally, we will stick to only one or two of these 
methods to the end and practice on them strenuously.  Then 
hopefully we will accomplish something!  This is my view about 
meditation learning and I will try to do it this way.  In the mean
time, this approach was also the method most adopted by great 
masters in the past.

—Lecture given on 9/17/1988

faster and faster until we gradually work into the Running Medi
tation.  As you walk, you can repeat in your heart the phrase “Namo 
AmiTo Fo”—(“Pay homage to Amitabha Buddha”).

I have heard people say that most Western people are very 
fond of meditation; but to my amazement, many of them do not 
know that in order to practice meditation correctly they also 
need to acquire knowledge by reading the Sūtras, or Scriptures, 
for acquiring knowledge by reading the Sūtras is indispensable; 
otherwise, we will not have the proper, unmistakable, authentic 
techniques to guide us.  Moreover, it is not just techniques, but 
the overall knowledge gained from them that will throw light 
into our lives, into the very deepest niche of our hearts.

As there are numerous helpful methods in meditation, what 
I am going to do is to give you a comprehensive presentation of 
these methods accompanied by a little practice on each of them.  
In this way you will have an overall idea about meditation tech
niques, which will help you to select one of them that can best 
suit you.  The Buddha related an illustrious parable in one of his 
greatest Sūtras, The Sūtra of Mahā-Paranirvā a: Some people 
who were born blind were touching an elephant in order to find 
out what an elephant looked like.  One blind man touched the 
trunk and thought that an elephant looked like a long tube.  An
other blind man touching its tail imagined that an elephant was 
like a rope.  Each of these blind men touching different parts of 
the animal had his own concept of the elephant’s looks.  They 
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Chapter 2:

Some Basic Concepts and Terms 
about Meditation

In order to do meditation effectively in a professional way, 
we need to acquaint ourselves with some basic terms and con
cepts at the outset.

Relaxation and Concentration

Relaxation and Concentration are the two most basic tech
niques in meditation.  Since our Mind is always disturbed by 
anxiety, we need to tame and quiet it down by getting it to the 
opposite side, i.e., Relaxation.  Moreover, because our mind is 
constantly wandering at large, we need to “harness” it by the 
“bridle” of concentration, so that our energy is not squandered or 

misused in useless thinking or action.

The Six Dusts (Gun. as)

The Six Gu as (  or “Dusts”) are the objects that “feed” 
the Six Senses:  Form, Sound, Smell, Flavor, Touch, and Con
cept.  So these Six Gu as are like food to the Six Senses:  in a 
way of speaking, the Six Senses live on the Six Gu as; by the 
acquisition of the Six Gu as, the Six Senses can live and grow.  
The Six Gu as are called “Dusts” for they can obscure the vi
sion of our Inner Mind or Buddha Nature.

The Six Senses

The Six Senses are the Six Sensory Organs (eye, ear, nose, 
tongue, body and mind) that react to and grasp the Six Dusts 
respectively:  i.e. the Eye grasps the Visual Dust; the Ear grasps 
the Auditorial Dust; the Nose grasps the Smelling Dust; the 
Tongue grasps the Taste Dust; the Body grasps the Tactile Dust; 
the Mind grasp the Dharmic Dust.
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The Eight Cognizances (Vijñānas)

Cognizance (or Vijñāna  )  means the capability or 
functioning of recognition and comprehension.  This is by and 
large the most significant and profound word in Buddhist Doc
trine.  Specifically, the Eight Cognizances are the eight levels or 
components of our Mind.  The first five levels, also called The 
First Five Cognizances, arise as a result of the interaction be
tween the Five Dusts with the Five Senses.  These Cognizances 
when they come into being they do not carry any interpretations 
about the Dusts—they are, in another word, crude perceptions or 
rudimentary recognitions.

And then when the Sixth Cognizance comes into play, 
all kinds of feelings, opinions, and judgments will be formed.  
Therefore, the Sixth Cognizance is the one that does all the dif
ferentiating.

The Seventh Cognizance is the Center of Ego, for all our 
Egoistic opinions, Attachments, and adherences are the working 
of this Cognizance.

The Eighth Cognizance is the Ālaya (or Ālayagarbha), 
“the Repertorial Cognizance,” or the storehouse of all karmas, 
whether they be good, bad, or neutral—all the karmas done are 
collected and accumulated in this Cognizance, which is the Main 
Body (or Corpus) of the Psyche (or the Mind).

Dhyāna

Dhyāna (  ) is often used as a general term for “medita
tion,” or as the outcome of quietude or tranquility gained through 
meditation.  It can also mean the middle way between Śamatha 
and Vipaśyanā.  The first effect that Dhyānaic meditation gains 
is the ability to clarify our “Mental Water” of the Six Dusts so as 
to reduce their influence on the emotions, sensory impressions, 
and thoughts in our mind.  This efficacy of Dhyāna will gradu
ally enable us to liberate ourselves from the disturbances of ex
ternal stimuli.

Śamatha

Śamatha (  ) means the quietude achieved through 
the practice of dhyāna.  It serves as the springboard for starting 
to learn the Buddhist Teachings.  Śamatha, by itself, is not of im
mense value unless we utilize it as a powerful tool to strive for 
Enlightenment.

Vipaśyanā

Vipaśyanā (  ) means the Visualizations performed 
in meditation, especially those done after one has achieved 
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Śamatha.  When in Śamathic quietude, in order to develop Tran
scendental Wisdom, one will need to practice the techniques of 
various Buddhist Visualizations, such as the Four Contempla
tions, the Contemplations Upon Physical Uncleanliness, etc.

Samādhi

Samādi (  ), or Equanimity, is the perfectly balanced 
effect of both Śamatha and Vipaśyanā.  If there is too much 
Śamatha in meditation, the mind will tend to be too still to the 
point of dullness or dormancy; while too much Vipaśyanā will 
incline to make the mind too elevated and excited, or even rest
less.  Only the balanced state of Samādi can keep the mind at 
once calm and keen with perceptive wisdom.

Prajñā

Prajñā (  ), or Transcendental Wisdom, is the consum
mate fruition gained through proficient Samādhi, i.e., the perfect
ly balanced combination of Śamatha (quietude) with Vipaśyanā 
(Visualization) as stated above.  This Transcendental Wisdom is 
the eventual outcome of all the practices on Buddhism.  And it 
is the power of this Prajñāic Wisdom that actually enables the 
practitioner to see through his Timeless Nescience (or Ignorance) 

and break it apart, and thereby to perceive and realize in full his 
Buddha Nature and become fully enlightened.  Therefore the 
great Prajñāic Wisdom is actually the final goal that a Buddhist 
practitioner aims at, for without it, any Enlightenment would be 
impossible.  But again, Prajñāic Wisdom does not stand alone: it 
comes from longterm innumerable painstaking strenuous prac
tice on all aspects of the Dharmas.  It does not come easy; nor 
is it of a sudden flash of inspiration or “revelation,” or anything 
like that.

—Lecture given on 8/20/1988
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Chapter 3:

Some Advanced 
Meditation Techniques

Here are some other advanced Vipaśyanic meditation tech
niques, which are very significant in Buddhist meditation prac
tice.

A. The Four Contemplations

The Four Contemplations are designed to meditate upon 
the Body, the Feelings, the Mind, and the Dharma.  In doing this 
meditation, generally, we are to contemplate the physical Body 
as Defiled, the Sensations as Afflicting, the Mind as Transient, 
and the Dharmas as Egoless.  However, we can also make a 
lot of variations and combinations, such as to view the Body as 

either Defiled, or Afflicting, or Transient, or Egoless respectively, 
or all four of them at the same time.  That is to say that after 
some time of practice, when we become fairly good at the indi
vidual items, we can also try at combining some or all the items 
together and do it at the same time.  For instance, we can view 
the Body at the same time as Defiled and Afflicting; or as Defiled, 
Afflicting, and Transient; or as Defiled, Afflicting, Transient, and 
Egoless.  After having practiced these well, we can also move on 
to Sensation and do the same combinational Visualizations on it.  
With Sensation done well, we can then proceed to do the same 
with the Mind and the Dharma as well.   The combinational Vi
sualizations can be shown in the following chart thus:

              
Meditate upon the                In relation to

Defiled 
Afflicting 
Transient 
Egoless

l. Body

2. Sensations

3. Mind

4. Dharma

Afflicting 
Defiled 
Transient 
Egoless
Transient  
Defiled 
Afflicting  
Egoless

Egoless
Defiled 
Afflicting 
Transient
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a) The Body is Defiled

“Body” here stands for the eye, the ear, the nose, the tongue 
and the skin, whereas “Defilement” can mean either material 
or spiritual or metaphysical uncleanliness.  On the one hand, the 
reason why the Body is called unclean is owing to the excre
tions of the five organs.  This is the material uncleanliness.  On 
the metaphysical side, the Body is viewed as unclean is due to 
the fact that the sense organs delight in grasping things that are 
harmful for us (i.e., the “Dusts”), which would obstruct us in 
practice or keep us from getting to the final goal of Enlighten
ment.

b) The Sensations are Afflicting

There are three kinds of Sensations:  Pleasure, Pain, and 
Neutral Ones.  In respect of sensations, the primal doctrine is 
that all Sensations are painful, for all sensations are imperma
nent, transient, ungraspable, and as a result, they turn out to be 
unreal, illusive and deceptive.  All Sensations that we grasp or 
procure would bring to us, in the end, more pains than pleasure.  
It is on this account that Sensations are regarded as Afflicting.

c) The Mind is Transient

The Mind is transient or inconstant in that it really does not 
have any Real Entity to itself.  What it does have is merely the 
“shadows” or images grasped from the interactions between the 
Five Sense Organs and the Five Dusts; therefore, these shadows 
are exactly like the images shown on a movie screen—although 
actually the movies are “unreal,” they still vividly appear on the 
screen, with colors, shapes, sounds, even imaginable tastes and 
smells; and there are also hate and love, war and peace, heaven 
and hell lively manifested on the screen.  Nevertheless, the movie 
screen is still ultimately blank and uncontaminated as ever.  Such 
is also the same with the images on our Mental Screen:  no mat
ter how crowdedly the Mental Screen is filled with detrimental 
images, the Mental Screen itself always remains ultimately blank 
and clean without any contaminating stains.  Besides, the mind 
of an ordinary person is exactly like a Monkey, or like the Wind, 
or Lightning, or a drop of Morning Dew—for the Monkeyish 
Mind never sits still, it never dwells a long time; it changes from 
second to second.  This is the way to do the contemplation on 
the Mind as Transient.

d) The Dharma is Egoless

The word Dharma (  ) originally means “law” in San
skrit.  In Buddhism it has two meanings: 
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1. Everything in the world is called a dharma, either physi
cal or mental or spiritual, animated or inanimated, forma
tive or formless, tangible or intangible, since everything 
in the world has all got a law to its own; therefore, each 
thing is called a dharma.

2. Buddha’s Teaching is called Buddha Dharma, or some
times simply Dharma in brief.  For it goes without saying 
that the Buddha’s Teaching, like all dharmas, has its own 
laws to follow; consequently, it has come to be called 
Dharma as well.

However, the “Dharma” here in the Four Contemplations 
refers to the first kind of dharma, meaning everything in gen
eral.  As for the word “Ego” here it signifies something having 
an Entity that can act fully independent of anything else.  But 
we know that anything in this world cannot be totally divorced 
from other things.  All the worldly things are dependent upon 
each other to function, or so as to survive.  They are just like a 
bundle of reeds, if separated, none of them can stand upright and 
survive.  This state of interdependence (or mutual reliance) of all 
things is called Egolessness by the Buddha.  And all dharmas, 
in the final analysis, are in this kind of interdependent existence; 
therefore, they can not be totally do without others—they are not 
totally “free” to act on its own, or at its own will alone.  And so 
it follows that no dharma has a real Ego to itself.  This is one 
way to do the contemplation on the dharmas as Egoless.

B. The Contemplations on the
Four Elements—Earth, Water, Fire, Air

One of the techniques in meditating on the Four Elements 
involves visualizing everything as being of the same color.  If 
everything were of the same “color,” then everything would look 
plain and unattractive, and as a result, we will begin to lose pref
erences and Attachments for things.  And eventually,  all judg
ments will be discarded and the Wisdom of Ultimate Equality 
can be attained.

Another way to meditate upon the Four Elements is to con
template that all four of them, as well as each one of them, are 
Transient, Afflicting, Vacuous, and Egoless, very much the 
same way as we contemplated upon Forms before.  Besides, 
because the outstanding nature of the Four Elements is imper-
manent and transient, we can thereby arrive at a conclusion that 
the Four Elements are Egoless, for in these Elements there is not 
an unchanged Entity in any one of them for us to hold on to and 
claim:  “This is the Matter!”  Therefore, their nature is all egoless 
and vacuous, and for this reason they are afflicting to us, be
cause we cannot have any sure grip on either of them, in terms 
of comprehension or possession.  Having so contemplated well, 
we will neither cling to the Inner Four Elements (i.e., our body), 
nor be attached to the Outer Four Elements (i.e., the world) so 
much as we used to, and thereby will be liberated from the en
tanglement of Matter soon.
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C. The Contemplation on the Mind

Besides the contemplation on Buddha Nature, this is by far 
the most profound meditation of all, since the Mind is without 
shape and form, and it is more like abstract thing and can only 
be seen or imagined with the Mental Eye, or the Eye of Wisdom.  
The Mind is so fleeting that it is extremely difficult for one to 
observe.  If only we can be aware of our Mind at all times, we 
will not go wrong with anything, nor will we commit or speak 
anything detrimental to ourselves or others.  “Those who are 
able to observe their mind will be liberated; those who are un-
able to observe their mind will forever be under bondage,” says 
the Buddha in a Sūtra (The Sūtra of the Buddha’s Past Lives and 
the Visualization of the Mental Ground).  Please contemplate on 
this Sacred Dictum.

D. The Contemplation on 
the Buddha Nature

The Buddha Nature is also called the Original Nature.  Let 
me make use of an analogy of a gold mine to illustrate the mean
ing of this term.  The Buddha is the person that has excavated 
and refined the gold of his own Original Nature.  We, ordinary 
as we now are, also have the same quality and quantity of gold 
in our mental mine as the Buddha; the only difference is that we 

have not yet dug it out and got it purified.  Therefore, although 
we have the same amount and quality of treasure as the Buddha 
does, we still live in poverty without any merit since we have not 
been aware of our Buddha Nature and actually worked to ac-
quire it yet!

To contemplate upon this analogy, and to view all phenom
ena as the manifestations of our Buddha Nature, will deepen 
and broaden our wisdom and quicken our pace toward Enlight
enment.

––Lecture given on 8/27/1988
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Chapter 4:

The “Five Flavors” of Ch’an
(五味禪)

A.  A Prelude: 
The Composition of the Mind

In Sanskrit, Dhyāna, as I said before, means Ch’an or Zen. 
(Zen is the Japanese pronunciation for the same Chinese word 
禪 or Ch’an.)  There are five categories of Ch’an called the “Five 
Flavors” of Ch’an.

In order to make it clear to you what I am going to enunci
ate about the Five Flavors of Ch’an, at the outset, I would like to 
present to you the Buddhist theory about the Mind and the Cog
nizances.  Cognizance means the Mind’s ability or function of 

recognizing or comprehending both external and internal things, 
or more importantly, the Mind itself.  According to the Buddha, 
there are Eight Levels of recognizing ability of the Mind called 
the Eight Cognizances, and each of them stands for one kind of 
recognizing function.

The First Five Cognizances

The upper level of the Mind consists of the First Five Cog-
nizances.  These cognizances come into being as the result of 
the interaction between the Five Senses (eye, ear, nose, tongue, 
and body) and the “Five Dusts” (form, sound, smell, flavor, and 
touch).  The First Five Cognizances do not do any subtle differ
entiating work, for their functioning is of the crudest or rudimen
tary recognition; in other words, they are not “opinionated” in 
any way.

The Sixth Cognizance

The second level of the Mind is the Sixth Cognizance––it is 
this Cognizance that conducts all the sophisticated Differentiat-
ings.  Consequently, this becomes the Judgemental and Discrimi
nating office of our Mind.  It ponders, weighs and discriminates 
upon the images of the Five Dusts collected by the Five Senses.  
This level of our Mind tends to consider itself as the “boss”; 
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that is, it looks upon itself to some degree as “in control” of 
the affair.  But, as a matter of fact, it still needs to take orders 
from someone else—the Seventh Cognizance, which is very 
much like the hidden “boss” of the Sixth Cognizance.  What is 
more, the Sixth Cognizance usually tries very hard to rational
ize and make all sorts of justifications for this hidden Director.  
Therefore, the Sixth Cognizance is somewhat like a foreman 
or middleman in that it stands in between the First Five and the 
Seventh Cognizances.

The Seventh Cognizance

The third level of our Mind is the Seventh Cognizance, 
also called the Ego Center.  For this Cognizance incessantly 
grasps the Eighth Cognizance as ME and in the meantime deems 
the First Six Cognizances as MINE, and thereby constructs the 
Ego Center.  This Cognizance is also the level which clandes
tinely determines how the First Six Cognizances should act or 
react to the external world—i.e. they all secretly do its biddings.  
Nevertheless, the ordinary people would not be able to perceive 
this Ego, because it has itself all covered up behind all sorts of 
rationalizations and subterfuges which are consciously or uncon
sciously manufactured and furnished by “the foreman,” the Sixth 
Cognizance.

An Analytic Chart of the Mind
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The Eighth Cognizance

The fourth level of the Mind under the Ego Center is the 
Eighth Cognizance, also called Ālaya Cognizance (“Ālaya” 
meaning storage).  This is the storage house or database of all 
the cognizances, the jumbo repertory for all the Karmas done by 
the Seven Cognizances.  And so the Eighth Cognizance is, to put 
it in another way, the Psyche for all Multibeings (or Mortal Be
ings).

The First Five Cognizances together with the Sixth one 
enable us to function, or take actions in our daily life.  Gener
ally speaking, those daily actions of ours, if repeated for several 
times, will form themselves into habits and are thereby pressed 
down into the Seventh and Eighth Cognizance.  Once they reach 
the Eighth Cognizance, they can resurface during a time we least 
expect them to and in such a way that can startle us.  And those 
same unexpected resurfacing things are sometimes mysteriously 
called as “inspirations.”

In certain situations, the data stored in the Eighth Cogni
zance will emerge.  Incidents like this do not only occur in our 
waking hours, but also in our dreams—and so far as Freud is 
concerned, it does more so in our dreams.

Habits are at once a blessing and a curse to us—a blessing, 
because without them life is almost impossible; if we would 
have to think about literally everything before we do it, we 

would be in tremendous hardships.  And thanks to the existence 
of Habits, we do not have to think or deliberate for each ac
tion we take.  But Habit is also a curse, for they can enslave us.  
[Example of how the habit of smoking is brought down into the 
Seventh and Eighth Cognizances and becomes a “habit” is given 
by the Reverend through “enacting” at this point.]

Everything we do is called Karmas, or actions.  There are 
three kinds of Karmas:  Physical Karma, Verbal Karma, and 
Mental Karma.  In our conscious mind, when our deliberate 
actions are done, they are pressed down to the unseen levels 
beneath to be stored and made ready for use later on, just like 
readymade suits or a drivethrough hamburger restaurant, to the 
effect that we really do not need to think about what we are doing 
anymore; we just act through these habits.  In other words, on a 
larger scale, we have been carried along by our previous Karmas, 
which are so abstruse that they are far beyond our imagination or 
thinking, and in a given situation they will just spring into view 
in an almost inexplicable manner.  That is why people would at 
some time or other feel a strong drive to do something that they 
never know why they wanted to do it so much at all.  Well, it is 
just the unconscious pushing force from previous Karmic Habits.  
Karmic Habitual Force is a blind force, totally unrecognizable 
and inconceivable to the ordinary people.

Now, let us see how the workings of the Eight Cognizances 
are related to the “Five Flavors” of Ch’an.
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B.  The Five Flavors of Ch’an

The interrelationships between the five kinds of Ch’an and 
the eight Cognizances will be discussed in each section below 
respectively.

1. The Worldly Meditation

This kind of Ch’an or meditation is practiced by mundane 
people who wish to improve their physical wellbeing or health 
and in some cases, wish to achieve some extraordinary states 
of experience.  For instance, some of them would try to employ 
the power derived from their meditation to be able to stop their 
heartbeat or pulse temporarily, or to levitate or suspend their 
body in the air, or to be squeezed into a tiny box, or to be buried 
alive in a tomb or under water for a duration of time, etc.  It is 
beyond a doubt that some of these people are able to achieve 
the state of concentration similar to Śamatha, by which they can 
suspend their breath or manifest some tour de force.  Neverthe
less, such execution of extraordinary feats, at its best, are noth
ing but physical stunts.  Feats or stunts, however breathtaking 
they might appear, can never result in any Wisdom, not to speak 
of Enlightenment.  Nor can they clarify or quiet one’s Mind.  In 
fine, they cannot enable you to benefit either yourself or others 
by increasing a gossamer of Wisdom.

The execution of this kind of Worldly Meditation is based 
upon the Five Senses.  The Five Senses, in turn, will give birth 
to the First Five Cognizances in our Mind after contact with 
the Five Dusts.  The Five Senses are physical; whereas the Five 
Cognizances are mental.  The Five Senses would grasp or ap
propriate the Five Dusts (form, sound, smell, flavor, and touch).  
These external matters are called “Dusts” because they can veil 
up or becloud our Mind—specifically, they can blind our Mental 
Eye.  Usually, the Five Senses would grasp a variety of images 
of the Dusts into the Mind, to ruminate upon them, and to relish 
and cherish both the Dusty shadows and the whole procedures.  
Thus the Worldly Meditation is carried out through the employ
ment of the Five Senses and the Five Dusts, so as to result in 
some sensational consequences on the Fist Five Cognizances.  
Therefore, its accomplishment is unavoidably quite rudimentary 
and superficial; and as such, they are not to be taken seriously by 
the wise.

2. Other Religions’ Meditation

In some other religions they practice meditation, too.  But 
according to the Buddha, their practices are by and large based 
upon some faulty views or beliefs and, therefore, more often 
than not, they go astray from the Right Path.  Their fault lies in 
that, according to the Buddha, instead of seeking from within 
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themselves, some of them would seek from outside for some
thing that can save them from their sins or faults, while others 
would seek illusively to unite themselves with some external 
thing, or Being, or concept, claiming that in that way they are 
“returning to their Creator,” which is only an imaginary myth.

The practice of this category of meditation is based upon 
the Five Senses and the Five Dusts, in association with The First 
Five Cognizances and a little work of the Sixth Cognizance.  
That is to say, this category of meditation is a little higher, or 
deeper, than the Worldly Meditation, due to its slim employment 
of the Sixth Cognizance.  Nevertheless, it is still not a desir
able form of meditation, for the Sixth Cognizance is based on 
secret decrees from the Ego Center, and so more often than not 
it would make delusive or faulty judgements.  Therefore, this 
meditation is still not desirable for our pursuit.

After the Five Senses have taken the images or shadows of 
the Five Dusts into the Mind, the Mind will then go on to pon
der upon these shadows like this: Are these things good or evil? 
desirable or undesirable?  right or wrong?—and so on, and so 
forth.  As a result of these ponderings or deliberations, almost 
at that same instant, the First Five Cognizances will usher the 
Sixth Cognizance into play.  The Sixth Cognizance is contami
nated for it is guided by the Ego Cognizance, the Seventh one, 
named Mana  Cognizance, upon whose injunctions the Sixth 

Cognizance formulates all our judgements, opinions, and sense 
of values.  In sum, Other Religions’ Meditation does not go deep 
enough in that it reaches only the surface of the Sixth Cogni
zance; and also for this reason, other Religions’ Meditation is, 
to a great extent, hampered and beguiled by both the Sixth and 
Seventh Cognizance through their own wellsounding rational
izations on faulty Deliberations and subconscious Egotism.

3. Minor-Vehicle Ch’an

The previous two kinds of meditation (the Worldly and Other 
Religions’ Meditations) are also called the Mundane Meditations.  
(Incidentally, the fact that they are entitled as “Meditation,” 
rather than Ch’an, is due to this author’s discretion, not careless
ness, so as to distinguish the right from the wrong.  Besides, the 
word Ch’an, to the author, has a connotation of sacredness, au
thenticity, and legitimacy.)  The reason why the Compassion of 
the MinorVehicle practitioners is limited is because they are not 
interested in generating the wish to deliver other Multibeings.  
Their aim is solely for their own Liberations.  Once they can lib
erate themselves from Samsara, or Transmigration, they are not 
going to return to this inflicted and defiled world again.  There
fore, their goal is confined by the Ego.  Nor are they interested 
in attaining the Ultimate Enlightenment, for they would not aim 
at the highest accomplishment so as to benefit all Multibeings.  
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They feel content with Arhathood, because it is good enough to 
deliver themselves, even though it would be far insufficient for 
the emancipation of all Multibeings—it would take the great 
Compassion and Wisdom of Buddhahood to be able to undertake 
this enterprise.  (Undoubtedly it is much easier to help only one
self without having to bother about other people’s difficulties.)  
And so you can see that the quest of Buddhahood is such an im
mensely hard and long enterprise!

The practice of the MinorVehicle Ch’an is generally based 
upon the Annihilation or total suppression of the First Six Cog
nizances—which the Hinayāna practitioners call Nirvā a.  As a 
matter of fact, the Hinayānic Nirvā a is brought about by the 
willful suppression of the First Six Cognizances to the extent 
that their Six Cognizances would remain dormant or seemingly 
expired.  This is far from a desirable way of practice for Bodhi-
sattvahood practitioners, for it would enable one, as it were, to 
indulge oneself in selfobsessed quietude, while neglecting all 
the needs and pains of other Multibeings who are fighting and 
groping their way toward Liberation and Bodhi.

4. Major-Vehicle Ch’an (Bodhisattvic Ch’an)

Contrasted with the MinorVehiclists, the Bodhisattvic 
Ch’an cultivators would not simply concentrate upon their own 
Liberation.  When they are able to solve their own problems to a 

great extent, they would then go a step further to try to help ben
efit others by the wisdom they have acquired.

The practice of this category of Ch’an is based upon the 
Elimination of the Seventh Cognizance as well as some primal 
Cultivation on the Eighth Cognizance.  The Elimination of the 
Seventh Cognizance, the Ego Center, would enable these practi
tioners to engage themselves in altruistic endeavors without con
sidering their own interests or benefits.  And they would be able 
to ignore the trouble and hardship involved in benefiting others.  
Besides, the initial Cultivation on the Eighth Cognizance would 
promote the Bodhisattvic Ch’an practitioner’s wisdom to such a 
level as closer to Buddhahood.

5. The Tathāgata Ch’an (The Buddha’s Ch’an)

Tathāgata (  ) is a Meritorious Epithet for the Bud
dha, meaning “Thusness” or “ThusAdventist.”  The Chinese 
version of this word is “RuLai.”  Tathāgata Ch’an (or “Ru-Lai 
Ch’an”) is also called “Patriarchic Ch’an” since it was handed 
down from the Buddha to the First Patriarch, Mahākāśyapa, and 
from him to later patriarchs.  Hence, it is the highest form of 
Ch’an.

The central practice of this Ch’an deals mainly with the 
Eighth Cognizance and yet to a much more profound degree 
than the previous categories—so profound is this Ch’an that it is 
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almost inconceivable to ordinary people.

The fulfillment of Ru-Lai Ch’an would result in the com
plete awareness as well as the ultimate Transformation of all 
Defilements into Merits, of all Ignorance into Prajñā, and of all 
the Three Venoms (Attachment, Aversion, and Ignorance) into 
the “Three NonLeaking Virtues,” (Precepts, Samādhi, and Wis
dom.)  The total outcome achieved in this Ch’an is, in one word, 
the witnessing of one’s Buddha Nature.  However, it should be 
noted that at this level of Ch’an, the work is done not through 
Elimination, but through Transformation; because at this level 
the Wisdom has become so powerful that it can transform every
thing and turn everything into good use:  nothing at all is useless, 
and nothing will be wasted.  Such is the Transcendental Power 
of Buddha Tathāgata’s Ch’an!

The key to the accomplishment of Ru-Lai Ch’an, in fine, is 
Nonreliance:  In performing the RuLai Ch’an, one is not going 
to rely on anything whatsoever—forms, shapes, colors, breath, 
or even Dharma, anything at all.  In this Nonreliant way you 
are to execute your Tathāgatha Ch’an, which would mean as 
much as to say:  “Ascend to the Heavens, but you should do it 
without using a ladder or a rope, without taking an airplane, and 
even without jumping.  All you are required to do is just Ascend
ing unreliantly.”  This sounds very much like a “KongAn”; yet 
it is a Kong-An—as a matter of fact, it is by far the toughest one!  
(Incidentally, there is another Kong-An in the similar vein; it 

goes like this:  “Speak––without opening your mouth!”)  Such is 
the inconceivability in the Tathāgata Ch’an, which is the highest 
execution in the field of Meditation and Prajñā.

––Lecture given on 9/17/1988
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Chapter 5:

The “Five Contemplations 
for Ceasing the Perturbed Mind”

(五停心觀)

I wish to introduce to you, the “Five Contemplations for 
Ceasing the Perturbed Mind.”  This also comes under the head 
of the third stage of the “Six Wondrous Dharmic Portals,” which 
is called Śamatha, or “Cessation.”

When our mind is troubled or perturbed, it is difficult to 
calm or still it.  The Mind is without a form; it is invisible and 
ungraspable; therefore, we are almost helpless when we try to 
calm it down.  Thanks to the Buddha’s wisdom, numerous inge
nious ways have been revealed to us in order to accomplish this 
task.

Although there can be thousands of means to still the mind, 
their chief essence can be grouped under five major types, which 

are called the Five Contemplations for Ceasing the Perturbed 
Mind:

(1) Ānāpānasmr. ti—for destroying Wandering thinkings.

(2) The Contemplation on Uncleanliness—for destroying 
Attachments or Avarice.

(3) The Contemplation on the “Twelve Causality Links”—
for destroying Ignorance.

(4) The Contemplation on Compassion—for destroying 
Aversions and Hate.

(5) The Contemplation on Buddha’s Merits—for destroying 
Heavy Black Karmas.

Each of these meditations respectively consists of several 
levels, which are the rudimentary, the intermediate, the ad
vanced, and the profound level.  It depends on your skill, knowl
edge and comprehension to decide on which level of the contem
plation you can undertake.

(1) Ānāpānasmr. ti 
(Contemplation on the Breath)

In Sanskrit, Nāpāna means breathing or breathing in; Ā is a 
prefix, meaning the opposite of something.  Ānāpāna, therefore, 
means breathing in and out, and Sm ti means to watch.  And so 
the whole word comes to mean “watching the breath coming in 
and out.”
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The direct purpose of this meditation is to remind us to 
come back to our own person; that is, to search inward rather 
than outward.  The inner self, however, is so deep and profound 
that it is very hard for ordinary people to reach.  The Buddha, 
therefore, has bestowed upon us this method of Breathwatching.  
The first step of this contemplation, Breath Counting, is compar
atively easier than some other kinds, since everyone, no matter 
how rich or poor, must breathe; therefore, this method is open to 
all.  In other words, it is easily accessible and readily affordable
––it costs you nothing to do it.  It also helps you to come back to 
yourself, and to realize that you are living because you breathe:  
in practicing this meditation you might for the first time in your 
life become aware of the fact that you are breathing!

The goal of this meditation is to stop the wandering mind in 
order to attain concentration.  Our mind tends to wander from 
moment to moment and become highly uncontrollable.  By prac
ticing this meditation we can discipline our mind to stay at one 
single point for quite a long time.  At the outset, we may be able 
to stay on that point (such as the Breath, or the act of breathing, 
or the counting of the numbers) for probably only a few seconds 
before our mind begins to wander away again.  This is the cru
cial point—once we are aware that our mind has wandered away 
from the point of concentration, we should bring ourselves back 
to our concentration.  Consequently, this meditation becomes 
not just the practice on Concentration, but also the practice of 

Mindfulness or Awareness.  You should try to stay aware at all 
times—that is, to stay at “home!”  Do not run astray after External 
Objects.  Each time our mind wanders away, we need to pull it 
back again by force, if necessary.  We need to do this over and 
over again, until we can destroy the Habit of Wandering.  Bad 
habits, however, are difficult to quit; that is why we must perse
vere steadfastly with this practice until we become very good at 
concentrating our Mind.  This is the essential of Ānāpānasm ti.

(2) The Contemplation on 
Uncleanliness

There are two kinds of “Uncleanliness”:  the physical un
cleanliness and the mental uncleanliness.  According to the Buddha, 
we are “inverted” in most of our views.  Just like flies, we look 
upon all the worldly defiled objects as desirable and palatable, 
and we are so attached to these Defilements that we cannot give 
them up.  In order to cure ourselves of this “perversion,” we need 
to practice this meditation as a “correcting” means.

Therefore, this meditation is designed to help us get rid of 
Attachments, which is one of the most difficult tasks that we 
need to undertake.  I will make a more detailed presentation on 
this contemplation later, right after this general account of the 
Five Contemplations.
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(3) The Contemplation on the
Twelve Causality Links

This meditation is a great subject in Buddhist Teaching, for 
it involves one of the most significant doctrines set forth by the 
Buddhas:  the Doctrine of “Cause and Effect.”  This doctrine 
is very important in the Cultivation of wisdom.  If we wish to 
know what “cause and effect” or “Karmic Causality” really is, 
then we definitely need to acquire the knowledge about this 
meditation.  Moreover, we would also need to comprehend this 
meditation in great detail, not just the terminology itself, but the 
working of the whole system.

The ultimate goal of this meditation is to eliminate or cease 
Nescience or Ignorance (Avidia in Sanskrit, meaning Lightless
ness or Benightedness).  By Ignorance, the Buddha means to be 
ignorant of the true causes and effects, of how things come to be 
in their present state, and how they are destroyed and reborn.  In 
one word, Nescience means the ignorance of the actual state of 
things or beings.  There are twelve causes and effects, of which 
the First Link is Nescience.

Due to the blind force of Nescience, the mind of the 
Multibeing is moved or motivated into action, which results 
in Kinesis, or Motion and Working.  This Kinesis becomes the 
Second Link.  If the mind is motivated, it will be able to move 
everything else.  So, everything else comes into being or changes 

due to that Primal Blind Motion.  In the wake of this Motion, 
Cognizance arises.  This Cognizance, as the Third Link, how
ever, is not the ultimate consciousness of the Original Nature.  It 
is rather the “False Consciousness” (or the Faulty Mind), which 
embodies the Initial wrong views, faulty Differentiation or Dis
crimination.  Owing to Faulty Cognizance, there arises Form 
and Name.  This is the Fourth Link.

“Form” stands for the physical and so it is visible; while 
“Name” refers to the mental and therefore invisible.  The visible 
and the invisible combine themselves together to form every
thing else.  Form and Name causes the genesis of the Six Roots 
or Six Senses, which becomes the Fifth Link.

When the Six Senses come into contact with both the inter
nal and the external phenomena, the Sixth Link of Contact arises 
from it.

After the arising of Contact, Perception or Sensation, the 
Seventh Link, is brought forth.

Sensation is very crucial to Multibeings, for happiness, un
happiness, anger, love, etc., are all products of Sensations.  We 
take Sensations or our feelings so seriously that we can never 
tolerate to have our feelings hurt.  Whenever there is Sensation 
or Perception, Attachment, the Eighth Link will arise.

We tend to look upon our Sensations not just as our attitudes 
toward some objects, but rather as a part of ourselves:  thus my 
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feelings are virtually ME or MINE.  Therefore, it is very difficult 
to detach ourselves from Sensation.  Specifically, the hardest 
part for us to disassociate from is not the physical matter, but our 
mental feelings derived from it.  If there is Attachment, then Ap-
propriation or Grasping, the Ninth Link, arises.

Generally, we hold on to our feelings very strongly, and 
when we grasp them, we claim that we “own” these feelings.  
Therefore people usually say:  I “have” anger in my mind—I 
“have” it; I “own” it; it is mine.  In this sense, the anger is owned 
by you as if it were a piece of property.  Furthermore, if you do 
own some property, there is no way that you would let go of it 
easily.  Hence, after Grasping, Owning or Possessiveness, which 
is the Tenth Link, will come into being.  Subsequent to Posses
siveness, there will arise Genesis or Birth, the Eleventh Link, 
which will in turn lead to the Twelfth Link:  Senility, Illness, and 
Demise or Death and all other Afflictions.  Therefore, all these 
put together are called “one large agglomeration of afflictions,” 
in the Sūtra.

After death, there will be Rebirth or Reincarnation.  Thus, 
all of these links form a cycle, called the Cycle of the Twelve 
Causality Links.  These twelve elements are fused together like 
a chain.  They go round and round without ending.  Each one of 
them can be at once a Cause of that which follows after it and 
an Effect of that which precedes it.  It is such an unending circle 
that without the “Sword of Prajñā” (Transcendental Wisdom), 

The Cycle of the Twelve Causality Links

Nescience
(Ignorance)

Cognizance

Form & Name

Six Roots
(Six Senses)

Contact Perception
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Appropriation 
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Possessiveness
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Genesis
 (Birth)
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Kinesis
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there is no way to break off the bondage of this chain.  As for 
Worldly wisdom, it is even not sufficient for perceiving the exis
tence and working of this chain, let alone breaking it.  In order to 
cut through these links, we need to acquire Buddha’s wisdom.  If 
we contemplate upon these links according to the Right Teach
ing, our wisdom is sure to grow and Nescience, which we have 
been accumulating through aeons of ages of Blind Karmas, will 
gradually decrease until at last it is totally eliminated.  At that 
moment, Enlightenment will not be far ahead.

(4) The Contemplation on
 Compassion

The purpose of this meditation is to eliminate Aversion or 
Hatred, so as to make us become compassionate, not just to our 
own loved ones or our own kind, but to all Multibeings—and 
without any exceptions.  And so through the power of this con
templation, the Infinite Compassion will be engendered, so as to 
form the Infinite basis or capacity for the development of Bud
dha’s Infinite Wisdom.

(5) The Contemplation on 
Buddha’s Merits

To attain Buddhahood, one would need virtually innumer
able Merits.  Since we all have bad Karmas which will hinder 
us in attaining wisdom and realizing Buddhahood, we have to 
contemplate upon the Buddha’s sacred Merits to help us clean 
away our bad Karmas.  Also, in a more religious sense, through 
the blessings of the Buddhas, we can reach wisdom and Buddha
hood more easily.  Even if we are not able to fully understand 
how this blessing works, simply to contemplate upon the Merits 
of the Buddha is still a very pleasant joyous experience, because 
the Buddha Himself is a joyful figure to look at and contemplate 
upon.

The above is a brief account of the “Five Contemplations 
for Ceasing the Perturbed Mind.”

––Lecture given on 10/15/1988
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Chapter 6:

The Contemplation on Defilements
(不淨觀)

Right now I am going to make a more detailed account of 
the second item of the Five Contemplations—that is, the Con
templation on Defilements—so that we can begin to practice it 
today.  Before we do the Contemplation upon Defilement, we 
need to know that there are three things most detrimental to our 
goal of Enlightenment.  They are called the Three Venoms or the 
Three Banes.  The Three Venoms are Attachment, Aversion and 
Nescience (Ignorance).

You should know that if the teaching you receive, either 
from me or from others, is concentrated upon removing these 
Three Venoms, then that teaching is good and is going to lead you 
toward Enlightenment.  Otherwise, you would have to watch out 

and consider the whole thing all over again.  The genuine essence 
of the Buddha’s Teaching is that if some Dharmas are devoted 
to the elimination of the Three Venoms, they will then lead one 
to Ultimate Liberation, and hence they are Orthodox Buddha
dharma; otherwise, they can not be called the Right Dharma, no 
matter how many tour de force one can display—such as sus
pension, being buried alive, eating glass, and so on.

Among the Three Venoms, Nescience alone does not have 
a substantial Corpus (or Entity) of its own.  It manifests itself 
through the other two Venoms—Attachment and Aversion.  
While Attachment and Aversion seem to be only two items, 
they can be broken down into innumerable things—such as fury, 
hate, irritation, hurt, harm—and even killing, which is the most 
violent form of Aversion.  The coarsest form of the destructive 
state of mind is Fury, through whose force one explodes into tre
mendous anger.  Hate is comparatively more reserved than Fury 
since it does not reveal itself so conspicuously and violently; 
it is, in a way, a strong and concealed hostile emotion.  These 
secondgeneration Venoms in turn will beget all forms of other 
Venoms that will vitiate the mind and keep us from Enlighten
ment.

In Buddhism, there is nothing called “original sin” or “sin”; 
for in the Buddha’s Teaching anything that is bad is committed 
due to Ignorance.  For this reason, the Buddhas believe that 
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people are educable and reformable,  They know that all people 
are originally good; that their faults or evils do not come from 
someone else’s doing, and so there is no reason why they 
should be penalized for someone else’s sin as their Original 
Sin.  It does not make sense.  In fact, their own true sins are 
the Venoms that they foster in their own mind; and this has 
got nothing to do with others, and so nobody else should get pe
nalized for these, either.  Furthermore, their sins (or Ignorance 
and so on) would not disappear for someone else’s death.  Logi
cally speaking, nobody can die for anyone else; and ethically, it 
would not sound fair and just to let someone else die for you:  in 
fact, it would be an outrageous thing just to think and hope that 
way.  Now let us revert to what I was saying.  Consequently, 
as quite different from other religions’ views, the Buddhas just 
view ordinary people as ignorant but not damnable, and They 
believe that ignorant people can be educated to become wise.  
So far as Mahāyāna Buddhism is concerned, everybody is teach
able, even the most stupid or wicked ones, for their Nature is 
originally good.  Therefore, the Buddhas forsake no one (there 
is no excommunication in Buddhism), damn no one (there is 
no ecclesiastical Damnation or Final Damnation or Damnation 
of any kind in Buddhism).  In Buddhism there is only blessing 
and infinitely patient teaching.  The Buddhas and Bodhisattvas 
never condemn anyone, never punish anyone.  They never kill and 
are never killed.  What they do is simply leading all Multibeings 

patiently towards the Road of Ultimate Enlightenment or Bud
dhahood for it is definitely reachable and available for all:  if one 
sincerely and devotedly follows the teaching of the Buddha and 
works hard continuously, it can be done.

The purpose of the Contemplation on Defilements is to 
remove the Venom of Attachment from our heart.  It should 
be noted that Attachment does not just mean being attached to 
something desirable, for we can also be attached to anything, 
either desirable or undesirable, likable or unlikable, lovable or 
unlovable, and so on.  In fact, our mind is with such wonder
ful capacity and so allencompassing that it can absorb virtually 
everything and anything, so that the Mind often compared to 
the earth.  The earth can take and hold everything—whether it 
is clean or unclean, treasurable or abominable; the earth can ac
commodate them all.  Although the earth can hold anything, and 
yet the earth itself is fundamentally unchanged and unmoved by 
the things it holds.  Such is the same with the Mind—the Mind 
collects images of everything from outside and hold them there, 
but the Mind itself is fundamentally unmoved and unchanged in 
its nature just like the earth.  In Mahāyāna Buddhism, the Mind 
is called the Mental Terra, and the teaching about the Mental 
Terra is called the Dharmic Portal of Mental Terra.  If you are 
able to perceive your own Mind like the Mother Earth, capable 
of holding and enfolding everything, you are coming close to 
Enlightenment.
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Always remember that the Buddha told us that if we wanted 
to practice or cultivate ourselves, we should not go outwardly 
and seek externally; rather that we should come back to our
selves.  Within ourselves we have everything inherently; and so if 
we really understand ourselves, we will be able to comprehend 
everything.  This is the key to all Buddha Dharma and Prajñāic 
Wisdom:  you yourself are a self-sufficient microcosm (a small 
universe), and this very microcosm is the manifestation of the 
macrocosm (the large universe), which comprises all the worlds.  
Therefore, it is our own obligation and our own choice that we 
return to ourselves in this body and this mind of ours, both of 
which together are called “Me” or “I.”  And this “Return of the 
Original ME” would constitute the first crucial step in serious 
practice on Ch’an or Buddhism in general.

Although “I” or Ego is composed of both the Mind and the 
Body, the Mind is much finer and more delicate than the Body, 
and so without the assistance of the Eye of Prajñāic Wisdom, it 
is unlikely for ordinary people to perceive the Mind.  Therefore, 
for beginners, let us try the “rudimentary” or more evident item 
first; namely, to visualize the Body at the outset.  Then, what is 
the Body?  A person without Prajñāic Wisdom can only view the 
body as “one,” i.e., as an indivisible and integrated whole—
a vague lump sum.  But seen through the Prajñāic Wisdom, the 
Body can be analyzed and divided by its functions; therefore it is 
far from indivisible.  The Body can be classified into at least six 

major parts:  the eyes, ears, nose, tongue, body, and the Heart.  
The Heart or Mind here, however, does not mean the invisible 
Mind (or the Cognizances); it is rather the visible organ.

The six organs in our Body are also called the Six Entrances, 
for they enable us to reach the external world.  The organs con
vey matter and messages between the internal and the external; 
thus they are indispensable in the sustenance of people’s life.

When one of the Six Organs comes into contact with its 
corresponding Dusts in the external world, a Cognizance, or the 
awareness of the forms, will arise.  The process of these interac
tions can be categorized and depicted as follows:

THE EIGHTEEN REALMS

ORGAN  +      “DUST”              COGNIZANCE

EYE + Color/Forms  Visual Cognizance
EAR + Sound  Audio Cognizance
NOSE + Smell  Smelling Cognizance
TONGUE + Flavor  Tasting Cognizance
BODY + Contact  Tactile Cognizance
MIND + Conceptions  Conceptual Cognizance

*The “+” sign signifies “contacting,” and 
  the “ ” means “producing” or “Engendering.”
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Organ, Dust, and Cognizance are called the Three Cat-
egories.  The Six Organs, Six Dusts and Six Consciousnesses 
altogether constitute the Eighteen Realms; whereas the first 
two categories (the Six Organs and the Six Dusts) are called the 
Twelve Locations.

Now, let us apply the knowledge in this chart to our medita
tion.  In doing the Contemplation on Defilements, we generally 
start from the tangible items, i.e., the Six Sensory Organs, and 
then we will proceed to the Six Dusts, and the last stage would 
be the Cognizances.

Why would we contemplate upon the Defilements of the 
Body at all?  For the strongest Attachment that can thwart us 
from Enlightenment would be our adamantine love for the Body.  
And this is also exactly why we all have a strong fear of death:  
because we love this body of ours so much that we could give up 
virtually anything for it.

If we divide the Body into the Six Sensory Organs and 
meditate upon the Defilements of these organs, it will help us to 
rid ourselves of our Attachment to the Body much more easily.  
However, by getting rid of the Attachments, it does not mean 
that we need to “get rid of the Body,” but just our Attachment 
to it—the problem does not lie in the Body (the Body itself is 
not at fault); the fault is in the mind!  Once we can rid ourselves 
of our Attachment to the body, we will be free—liberated!  For 

example, if you own a piece of precious jewel, but you are not 
attached to it, you would feel free to go anywhere without being 
hampered by it.  But to the contrary, if you are deeply attached to 
that precious stone, then you would not feel comfortable unless 
you take it with you anywhere you go, so that you can be sure 
that it would not be stolen or destroyed.  Such is the case with 
this precious Body of our own:  we are so deeply attached to it 
that we would never part with it for a second for all the world; 
even at the moment of death, we would still cling all the faster to 
it, and that is only to make the inevitable final separation more 
painful.

The practice of the meditation upon the Defilements of the 
Eye is designed to free us from our Attachment to Forms and 
Colors.  This is the most difficult meditation, since most of what 
we love come to us through the eyes.  And yet bear this in mind:  
it is not the Eye that is at fault, nor the Forms or Colors per
ceived, but the Mind which grasps the Forms illusively!

Therefore, ultimately speaking, instead of merely contem
plating upon the Defilement or Uncleanliness of the external, we 
should revert our contemplation to the internal Uncleanliness of 
our Mind, because the Love in our Mind is really the root of all 
Attachments.

The Buddha teaches us that there are Nine Openings in our 
body, and that from each of them there exudes all kinds of excre-
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tions all the time (such as phlegm from the throat, sweat from 
the pores of the skin, feces from the anus, etc.).  None of the 
things excreted are pleasant to smell or touch or taste.  They are, 
essentially, unclean stuffs.  The point is that why do we love this 
Body that is always producing such unclean things so much?  
The Buddhas tells us that we love the essentially unclean Body 
because “Multibeings are inverted,”  (Multibeings means all liv
ing Creatures).  The trouble is that we never consider ourselves 
inverted and that is due to our lack of awareness of the Reality 
of things.

To the eyes of the Buddha, all Multibeings fall a victim to 
Timeless Unawareness which makes them inverted in one way 
or another.  Viewed from this standpoint, we are actually all very 
much alike.  Therefore, in order to attain Enlightenment, we 
need to correct all of the Inverted Views and habits, such as At
tachments, Aversion, Jealousy, and so on.

In performing the Contemplation on Defilements, as I said 
earlier, we would begin by contemplating upon the Sensory 
Organs.  And then, we will proceed to contemplate on the Six 
Dusts, and the final items for contemplation would be the Cog
nizances which arise from the interaction of the Organs with 
their respective Dusts.

Yet today it will be sufficient for us to contemplate upon the 
Sensory Organs only.  In fact, we might need to practice on them 

for quite a long while before we can be ready to proceed to the 
next stage—the Six Dusts.  In the meantime, there is another 
term for this meditation; namely, the Contemplation on Bodily 
Uncleanliness.

Now we have learned that the Contemplation on Uncleanli
ness is used to bring down our Attachments.  As for the power 
that the Three Venoms has over people, everybody varies:  For 
instance, some people may have more Attachments than others, 
while still others may have in their temperament more Aversions, 
or Ignorance or both combined, or even all three of them, with 
different shades.  So, the emphasis in the individual practice of 
meditation should be so designed as to suit different personali
ties.  However, we would need to know as many techniques as 
possible so that we may select the ones that are most suitable to 
ourselves.  Therefore, if you think that your worst weakness is 
Attachment, then this meditation should be the right choice for 
you.

In doing this meditation, start with the eyes, then proceed 
to the nose, then the tongue, etc.  You can also meditate upon 
the Nine Openings (2 eyes, 2 ears, 2 nostrils, mouth, ureter, and 
anus).  You can do it one by one, with their respective excretions 
as well.

There are various stages in the practice of this meditation. 
The most basic one deals with the Sensory Organs, which lie in 
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the external.  Then gradually, the practice may taper back to the 
root—from the Organs to the Cognizances and the Mind (which 
is the director of the Organs and the origin of Cognizances), and 
finally to our Original Nature, which is the fountainhead of ev
erything.  If we can get to our Original Nature, then, that would 
be a supreme accomplishment, indeed!  We can also gradually 
approach the Original Nature by using the chart of the Eight 
Cognizances that I showed you—and such a practice is com
monly done by the Bodhisattvas.

The Ānāpānasm ti meditation (Mindfulness of the Breath) 
together with the Contemplation on the Defilement are called the 
Two Sweet Dews (or Nectars) of Ch’an or the Two Dharmic Por-
tals of Buddhism.  But you should be aware that these are fun
damentally Hinayānic practices.  Hinayānic practitioners wish to 
leave this troubled world of reincarnation so urgently, that they 
would like to concentrate upon the contemplation of the ugliness 
of the inner and outer world, so as to make themselves easier to 
desert it without hesitation when the time comes.

However, in Mahāyānic practice, we are not content with 
such accomplishments alone; instead, after the mastery of the 
contemplation on Defilements we would continue, in the medi
tation, to trace back to our Original Nature––to find out, for in
stance:  

“Who is using the organs?

Who is using the eye to see?
Who is employing the ear to hear?
Who is moving the mouth to talk?
And fundamentally, who is using the Mind to think?––or, to 

contemplate?
—Who is at the back of all of these?
—Who makes all these turn defiled?
—Where does Defilement actually lie?”

We would go this far and this deep, rather than just take the “face 
value” of Sensory Organs, and denounce them on the superfi
cial level.  We would trace back to the root, to the very origin of 
them all.  And this evidently would drive into the deepest core of 
all the issues, so that we can resolve them ultimately.  Therefore 
it is palpable to anyone with good sense or wisdom, that this is 
why the Major Vehicle is, objectively speaking, much more pro
found and ultimate than the Minor Vehicle.

In order to benefit all Multibeings, as all Bodhisattvic prac
titioners do, we would need to learn all the techniques, both the 
basic and the profound ones.  (Most importantly, please bear 
this in mind:  1. the Buddha does not teach the Dharma for one 
person (or ME) only, and 2. the Buddha Dharmas are not for 
yourself only!  And by the way, this is also the secret key to 
Buddhahood:  that is, to be willing to take the trouble to learn 
and master all the Buddha Dharmas for the benefit of all Multi-
beings—not only for myself!)  The reason for this is that those 
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who are not very sophisticated in the aptitude would need more 
simplified methods, since they are not able to comprehend the 
more advanced ones as yet.  As a Bodhisattvahood practitioner, 
you need to be able to tell people the methods that they can really 
understand and benefit from them.  So, as a Bodhisattvic practi
tioner, all the practices are indispensable, including Hinayānic 
ways, and we must try to master them all for Supreme Bodhi’s 
sake.

There is a catch, though.  When we have mastered the tech
niques, which helps us to get rid of our Attachments, however, 
we must not get attached to these techniques; in other words, the 
techniques themselves should not become our new Attachments 
after they have helped us get rid of our old ones.  Otherwise it 
would be a very ironical situation.  Nevertheless, it is tremen
dously difficult to transcend this irony—to practice something 
very arduously and become very skilled at it, and then to be able 
to detach oneself from the love of the things well practiced, to 
the extent that one almost “forgets about” them or even forget 
about having owned the skill.  From the very start, we should be 
aware that these techniques are mere tools for our Enlighten-
ment.  Do not take the tool for the goal—it is just a means.  If 
you take the means for the goal, you will be hindered from En
lightenment by those means.  The phrase “Forgetting about it” 
means figuratively rather than literally; it simply means not to 
be attached to the skill, but it is far from necessary to actually 

discard it.  And so do not worry:  even if you can be unattached 
to some Merit that you have acquired, it will still remain there, 
ready to serve you at any time you want—you don’t have to 
throw it away anyhow.  But that is really hard:  you need to mas
ter it, use it, and forget about it, all at the same time.  Yet this is 
just the quintessential spirit of Bodhisattvic practice—the bone 
marrow of Bodhisattvic Ch’an.

QUESTION and RESPONSE

QUESTION:  “Can you give us an example of how the 
tongue is unclean?”

RESPONSE:  “It can be examined from two ways in which 
the tongue is used.  The tongue has two functions:  tasting and 
speaking.  First, in tasting, we need to chew.  After being chewed, 
the food becomes a mess.  As a matter of fact, it becomes so ugly
looking that should it drop out from the mouth, no one would 
like to look at it, let alone picking it up and chewing it again.  
Yet, what is the difference between the mess in our mouth and 
the mess that has fallen onto the floor?  That which is in the mouth 
tastes really so good simply because we cannot see it.  And so, 
we do not really know its real appearance or the actual state of its 
Reality:  we chew and enjoy blindly or blindfoldedly, without the 
comprehension of Reality.  Therefore, it turns out that we may 
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put it this way, “To see is to disgust,” or “To see the Reality is to 
be Detached from it.”  Secondly, you can also ponder over the 
Defilements of the tongue with regard to speech.  All kinds of 
defiled speeches come from the tongue.  These are the general 
ways that the tongue is to be viewed as unclean.

“And yet, similarly as I remarked above, the problem does 
not reside in the tongue that tastes, nor the tongue that speaks—
nor even in the food chewed and tasted, nor the speech uttered.  
To drive the question home:  fundamentally, the thing that 
makes the tongue defiled, unclean and foul is the Mind!  And 
how does the Mind make things unclean?  Why is the Mind un
clean?  It is due to the Attachment that grows in the Mind and 
takes root in it, just as weeds take roots and grow on the ground.  
And yet when the Attachment is uprooted from the Mind, the 
Mental Terra (the Ground of the Mind) still remains as fair and 
clean as it ever is.  Besides, although weeds do grow on the soil, 
they never integrate and become one with the soil:  even though 
the ground looks so messy because of the weeds, the weeds 
are never really a part of the ground—for they can always be 
separated.  Such is the same with the Mental Weeds (the Attach
ments, Aversion, and Nescience, etc.) in our Mental Ground:  
Attachments and all the other Defilements have never become an 
unseparable one with our Original Mind.  And once the Mental 
Weeds are extirpated, the Mental Ground will be restored to its 
Original Purity and fairness.  Therefore, in the highest sense, we 

realize that ultimately the Mental Ground (the Original Nature) 
is never really defiled by the Mental Weeds (Attachments, Aver
sions, Ignorance, Jealousy, etc.), nor has it been actually defiled 
by the Three Karmas (the Physical, the Verbal, and the Mental) 
or the Six Sensory Organs, nor has it been virtually vitiated by 
the Six Dusts.  The Defilements are merely superficial; they can 
be wiped away just as the Dusts gathered on a Mirror.  Only the 
Wiping takes a lot of time and hard work.”

––Lecture given on 10/15/1988
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Chapter 7:

The Nine Visualizations
 on a Corpse 

(九想觀)

Besides the techniques presented in the preceding lectures, 
there is yet another method to meditate on Bodily Uncleanliness, 
to wit, the Nine Visualizations on Uncleanliness, which is also 
called the Contemplation on a Corpse.  In this meditation, you 
are to visualize a corpse—which can be none other than your 
own body after you are dead—as it undergoes the nine stages of 
deterioration:

1. Swelling Visualization—the practitioner will visualize the 
corpse of a newly deceased person starting to swell, like a 
leather bag full of air.

2.  Blue and Mottled Visualization—After visualizing that the 
corpse has swollen, the practitioner will then proceed to visu

alize the body, being exposed to the sun and wind, beginning 
to change its color on the skin to leaden and blue, like some
one having been beaten up.

3.  Bursting Visualization—The practitioner, after visualizing 
the above, will then go on to visualize that the skin and flesh 
of the corpse, worn out by the elements, begins to burst and 
split.

4.  Blood-smearing Visualization—The practitioner will then 
visualize that the corpse, with its parts and intestines scatter
ing all over the place, is a mess of blood from crown to toe.

5.  Rotting Visualization—The practitioner will now visualize 
that the body as well as its smeared parts begin to decay, and 
that the smell produced from the decomposition becomes 
more and more obnoxious.

6.  Devoured Visualization—Now the practitioner is beginning 
to visualize that worms have appeared from the rotten flesh 
and have begun to feast on the flesh; also that vultures and 
animals have come to devour the decaying flesh.

7.  Dismembering Visualization—After visualizing the flesh 
being consumed, the practitioner will visualize that the 
corpse has been torn to small pieces, scattered pellmell all 
around.

8. Bone Visualization—And now the practitioner will visual
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ize that the scattered pieces of the corpse, with its flesh eaten 
up, is nothing but some piles of bones dispersed about.

9. Burnt Visualization—The practitioner now visualizes that 
there comes a wild fire out of the blue, which burns down all 
the bones of the corpse, creating peals of bursting noises and 
odious smoke.  He then visualizes that finally the surround
ing trees and logs and grasses also catch fire and are all burnt 
up together with the bones; and finally when the fire is out, 
there comes a gust of wind which blows the cold embers into 
thin air, with the sun still glowing and the water still flow
ing—and everything remains serene.  This is the Nine Visu
alizations on a Corpse.

This meditation is so powerful that it can demolish our lusts 
and all kinds of Attachments.  Needless to say, the most difficult 
Attachment for us to get rid of is the Attachment to the human 
form.  As homo sapiens, we consider the human form as most 
beautiful and desirable—this does not mean just the forms of 
the opposite sex, but include all human forms in general.  On 
account of this deeprooted Attachment to this “favorite” or
dinary human form, we have been detained in the Path toward 
Buddhahood for innumerable lifetimes.  If this Love of Self
Image is altered and removed through “therapeutic” meditations, 
such as the Nine Visualizations, the Original Egoless Buddha 
Nature will manifest itself to the full, and the Supreme Bodhi 

will be realized.

––Lecture given on 10/15/1988
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Chapter 8:

The White-Bone Visualization 
(白骨觀)

Here is the detailed way to make the WhiteBone Visualiza
tion:  Sitting in the crosslegged Lotus Posture, the practitioner 
will visualize one of his big toes, say the left one, beginning to 
lose its skin and flesh, and finally to have only its bones left.  
And then he will go on to visualize that the bones are becoming 
whiter and whiter, as if having been bleached.  The practitioner 
will then begin to visualize that all the other four toes of that foot 
have also become white bones in the same process.  After that, 
he will visualize that all the left foot has become white bones.  
And then he will visualize that the calf of the left leg as well as 
the thigh has become white bones—which will make the whole 
left leg become white bones.

Subsequently, he will visualize that the right leg has be
come white bones in the same manner as the left one.  Then the 
practitioner will visualize his torso becoming white bones, with 
the bone of the spine, ribs, and collarbones shown clearly to the 
eye.  Immediately afterwards, he will visualize that his hands 
and wrists and elbows, and the two arms have turned into white 
bones.

Followed by that, he will then visualize that his neck has 
become white bones, and that his head—with the muscles, flesh 
and sinews and what not of the eyes, ears, nose, mouth, tongue, 
cheek, and hair, all disappearing—has turned into a snowwhite 
skull.  And now as a result of the foregoing meditation, the prac
titioner comes to visualize that all his body has become a perfect 
skeleton, and that all its bones are bleached white, without a 
stain.  And he will visualize this distinctly either with his eyes 
closed or open.  If the practitioner is able to do all these, then 
he has reached the accomplished state of the first stage of the 
WhiteBone Visualization.

At the second stage, the practitioner will visualize that not 
only he himself has become a skeleton of pure white bones, but 
also the members of his family, one by one, have become white 
skeletons, too, exactly in the same process.  And from there he 
will proceed to visualize that his closest neighbors have become 
white skeletons one after another.  Subsequent to that he will 
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visualize that all the people on the street have turned into skel
etons, and then the whole town of Carmel becomes a town of 
skeletonpeople.

The practitioner will then visualize skeletons all over the 
city, coming and going, without the tendency of showing any 
facial expressions, but still going about all kinds of affairs—
driving, running, typing, eating, etc.  They look tremendously 
all alike, even without noticeable difference in men and women, 
young and old, white and black.  With this accomplished, the 
second stage of the WhiteBone Visualization is attained.

At the third stage, the practitioner will then visualize that 
the general population of New York city has become skeletons.  
And then New York State, the Eastern States, and finally, the en
tire United States are purely inhabited by skeletons.  Afterwards, 
Canada, Mexico, and the whole American Continent, both 
North, Middle, and South Americas, together with its islands, 
are inhabited by skeleton people, who are hustling and bustling 
about, working on all kinds of jobs, transactions, and even eat
ing in the restaurants!  Then Asia, Europe, Africa, and all of this 
magnificent Globe are replete with “skeleton people.”  And then 
the skeleton-practitioner will visualize not only this, but other 
planets—and not only other planets, but also the whole Solar 
System, the entire Galaxy, this Buddha World, other Buddha 
Worlds, and all the Buddha Worlds, are all peopled by skeletons.  

With these unobscurely visualized, the third stage of the White
Bone Visualization is achieved.

The WhiteBone Meditation has a wonderful power to cure 
people of Attachments and all sorts of Illusive Differentiations.  
In viewing people becoming mere white skeletons, the practitioner 
will succeed in ridding himself of his differentiations about and 
Attachments to both himself and other people.  Furthermore, the 
delusive Attachment to the human form, or to the business peo
ple do, or to the Five Desires (Property, Sex, Fame, Food, and 
Sleep) they seek for will all be destroyed.  It would make them 
look tremendously ridiculous or bizarre to do all kinds of jobs 
and seek for all kinds of pleasures feverishly without flesh!  
What good will Property, Sex, Fame, Food, and Sleep do to 
Skeletons?—You might as well ask yourself and try to decipher 
this perplexing inquiry.

In this visualization, it is as if the practitioner were endowed 
with the “XRay Eye,” which would enable him to see through 
the superficial layer of skin and flesh, and to see the “Ultimate 
Reality” of the Bones—that all men are fundamentally alike 
or equal.  Hence, to the practitioner, when the Visualization 
is achieved, not only the flames of his yearnings are quenched 
(without flesh and blood, whence comes the warmth of the 
body?—There would be no more fever of lusts!), but also the 
illusions of his Differentiations are subdued.  No wonder the 
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meditation of Uncleanliness (to which WhiteBone Visualiza
tion belongs), together with the Ānāpānasm ti (BreathWatching 
Meditation) are called the Two Sweet Dews of Ch’an of the Bud
dha.

––Lecture given on 10/15/1988

Chapter 9:

The Five Stages in
Realizing Dhyāna (Part 1)  

(習禪五行之一)

In a broader sense, Dhyāna (Tranquility) can be used to 
denote either Śamatha, or Vipaśyanā, or Samādhi, or the total 
effects of them altogether.  In other words, Dhyāna can be a 
general term for the various stages of accomplishments gained 
in meditation.  For instance, the word Dhyāna in the title here is 
used in this general sense.

The Five Stages in realizing Dhyāna

There are five stages in the realization of Dhyāna:

I. Fulfilling the Prerequisites
II. Realizing Śamatha (Cessation)
III. Realizing Vipaśyanā (Visualization)
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IV. Realizing Samādhi (Balanced State of Śamatha & 
Vipaśyanā)

V. Realizing Prajñā (Transcendental Wisdom—to cleanse 
and transform Bad Karmas).

This list is a summary of the subjects that we are going to 
cover regarding meditation.  It can provide you with a bird’seye 
view about what takes place with meditation, how meditation 
should be done and how we should proceed.

However, purposefully I would like to change the order of 
the sequence a little bit by switching the first item to the last—
that is, I would discuss the First Stage, Fulfilling the Prerequi
sites, at the end of this lecture for some good reasons.  There
fore, I would begin with the second stage right now.

THE SECOND STAGE

Realizing Śamatha (Cessation) (止)

Śamatha means the cessation or halting of our restless Mind.  
To arrest this “monkeyish mind” we can use the various tech
niques already discussed before (e.g., “the Five Contemplations 
for Ceasing the Perturbed Mind”).  Refer to my previous lectures 
if you wish to review how Śamatha can be obtained.

Our Mind is like a Lake, and the Mental Water therein is 
constantly disturbed; as a result, it cannot reflect images clearly; 

on the contrary, it would distort the images that come to it.  
Therefore, our first job is to calm down the Mental Water and 
make it Tranquil.  And then we can view things clearly and un
distortedly in the Water of our Mental Lake.  The things we wish 
to perceive clearly are the Internal Dharmas as well as the Exter
nal Dharmas.

By Internal Dharmas it means the functionings of our Mind; 
namely, our thoughts, judgments, and emotions, etc.  Normally, 
in our daily life, our Mind is so disturbed and the Mental Water 
so muddy and blurry that it cannot reflect truthfully the images 
cast upon the Mind, so that we nearly do not have the slight
est idea as to what is going on in our own Mind.  Only through 
the realization of Śamatha, when the Waves and Ripples in the 
Mental Lake are quiet, can we have a true look at our own Mind.  
That means to say that only after the attainment of Śamatha can 
a person really “see” his own Mind clearly.  Prior to this point, 
all of his perceptions are either vague or distorted by the Dusts 
or the Cognizant Differentiations.

THE THIRD STAGE

Realizing Vipaśyanā (Visualization) (觀)

After attaining Śamatha, we will be not only able to view 
the Internal Dharmas perspicuously, but also with the help of 
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some special techniques, to perceive them in a transcendental 
way.  In order to practice properly and effectively, we must learn 
those special techniques.  We can learn them by studying the 
Sūtras, or by listening to lectures on them.  In that way we can 
acquire the proper techniques as well as the applications.  As a 
result, we would not be misled either by other people’s bad opin
ions or by our own poor judgment.

For in the practice of Dharma, we must take the teachings 
of the Buddha Himself as our sole and irreplaceable guide.  It is un
desirable and wrong that somebody practices on his own or under 
the teachings of people who are not Buddhists, for that can be 
very precarious and misleading.  Unfortunately, there are many 
seemingly good but false teachers who provide “wonder pills” 
that can jeopardize one’s practice.  Stick to the Right Dharma so 
that genuine Vipaśyanā and Wisdom can be acquired.

THE FOURTH STAGE

Realizing Samādhi (三摩地)

Samādhi (Equanimity) is the perfect balanced combination 
of both Śamatha and Vipaśyanā (Cessation and Visualization).  
Samādhi cannot be achieved if there is too much of the one or of 
the other.  Specifically, if the practitioner has acquired too much 
Cessation, then his Mind tends to become too quiet and dull.  At 

this juncture, it is necessary to exhilarate the mind and animate 
it a little bit by Visualization, such as the Visualizations of the 
Four Boundless States of Mind.  This would prevent the Mind 
from being reduced to be too “submergent” and dormant like a 
torpid bear in the wintertime.  The goal of meditation is not to 
become a torpid bear or a piece of log; nor is it for running away 
from anything.  After all, semantically speaking, the word “Med
itation” means “deep thinking,” but not “deep sleep” or dummy
like sitting.  Then what should we contemplate in our meditation 
after gaining tranquility through the Cessation of Śamatha?  After 
the attainment of Śamatha, we should utilize the Tranquility 
gained by Śamatha to contemplate deeply on the Supreme Bud
dha Dharma so that it can be engraved and rooted deeply in our 
Ālays, the Eighth Cognizance, and finally it would form a part 
of ourselves.  This would be the chief purpose of Visualization 
(Vipaśyanā).

If, on the other hand, the practitioner has done too much Vi
sualization, his mind may become restless.  At that time it would 
be necessary for him to revert to Cessation in order to quiet the 
Mind down.

Thus, when the mind is too dull, go back to Visualization; 
if it becomes too active, then switch to Cessation again.  You 
would do this until you reach the exactly balanced point for 
yourself and, at that point, you would be able to attain Equanim
ity of Samādhi.  In other words, there are highly sophisticated 
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adjustments to do between Śamatha and Vipaśyanā before 
Samādhi can be reached.

Attaining Equinimity (Samādhi) is a proof that your medita
tion practice has reached an advanced level.  Generally this stage 
is gained through continuous and perseverent sitting for many 
hours day and night, and in most cases, and even all through the 
night without rest.  In other words, both Cessation and Visual
ization must be practiced for quite a long time and they should 
be fully mastered before Equinimity can be achieved.  I am tell
ing you this not to scare you or to discourage you, but to truth
fully explain to you what is necessary so that you will not have 
any misconceptions or impractical illusions whatsoever about 
meditation.  And the true message here is this:  Meditation is not 
a game or pastime; it is hard and serious work for the Reforma
tion of our own Karma, and the revolutionary Transformation of 
our Mind toward Buddha Bodhi.  And so do not take it lightly or 
playfully.

THE FIFTH STAGE

Realizing Prajñā (般若慧)

In the wake of the attainment of Equanimity (Samādhi) for 
some time, Prajñā (Transcendental Wisdom) will arise in the 

practitioner’s Mind.  By the power of Samādhi, you would con
template all the Internal and External Dharmas, as well as all the 
Worldly and Ultraworldly Dharmas at large, so that you can fully 
comprehend the Original Nature of everything.  From that time 
onward, your Mind would no longer be beclouded or deceived, 
and you would be able to transcend the all and sundry Dhar-
mas—to wit, to be able to fare free beyond the bondage of those 
Dharmas.  That is why Prajñā means “Transcendental Wisdom.”

Once Prajñāic Wisdom is obtained and put in practice to 
transcend the Three Venoms and all Calamities, it would then 
be called Mahā-Prajñā-Pāramitā.  Mahā means “great”; Prajñā 
means “Transcendental Wisdom” and Pāramitā means “to de
liver to the other shore”; altogether they mean “the great Wis
dom to deliver people to the other shore (of Bodhi or Nirvā a).”  
“This shore” indicates “the Shore (or Realm) of Vexations and 
Afflictions.”  “The other shore” signifies “the Shore (or Sphere) 
without Vexations and Afflictions.” 

Up to now, apart from the First Stage, we have already cov
ered four items of the Five Stages of Meditation.  Therefore, let 
us come round to present this First Stage:  “Fulfilling the Prereq
uisites.”
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THE FIRST STAGE

Fulfilling the Prerequisites (前方便)

At this stage of meditation, for the fulfillment of the prereq
uisites for the accomplishment of Dhyāna (Tranquility), there 
are three steps for the practitioner to follow.  The Three Steps 
presented here follow mostly the magnificent teachings of Bod
hisattva Nāgārjuna (meaning “Dragon Tree,” circa 3rd. cent.) in 
his great work, The Treatise on Mahā-Prajñā-Pāramitā:

STEP 1. To denounce the Five Desires
STEP 2. To renounce the Five Shrouds
STEP 3. To execute the Five Cultivations

Dhyāna is, as mentioned before, the broadest term used to 
indicate the various accomplishments gained through medita
tion.  If someone has attained Dhyāna, then he is regarded as an 
accomplished practitioner in meditation.

These things are called Prerequisites because they are the 
Requirements for practitioners to fulfill before they can authenti
cally set out to realize Dhyāna.  Hence, these are indispensable 
for the serious meditator, especially for those who are aiming 
their goal at Enlightenment and true Wisdom.

It is understood that there are some people who are inter

ested in meditation merely to improve or enhance their physi
cal health––and without a doubt, meditation, if done properly, 
is capable of doing that.  Whereas some others would practice 
meditation in order to escape from the daily affairs for a while 
to relieve the stress of a busy day and, as it were, to recharge 
for the next day.  But these “Utilitarian Meditations” are not the 
types of meditations we are talking about.  Here we are majorly 
concerned with, so to speak, the traditional orthodox meditation 
which has been handed down to us for more than two thousand 
years.  And so this is the serious genuine meditation for true 
Buddhist practitioners, and not for amateurish dilettantes.  Even 
though we might have numerous Karmic Obstacles, yet that is 
no excuse for not doing our very best to conform to the Authen
tic Teaching as we possibly can, so as to make our efforts worth
while.

 STEP 1 

To denounce the Five Desires (訶五欲)

The first Prerequisite in the first step for realizing Dhyāna 
is to denounce the Five Desires.  Some Masters in the past used 
to inculcate that we must avoid or even forsake Desires, but it 
is very difficult for us to do it that way now, since our world is 
getting more and more complicated, and our Desires are getting 
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more and more multiplied, and as a result of mass production 
and swift communication, people’s Karmas are getting much 
heavier than ever.  Therefore, I would say that instead of total 
renunciation, merely “to denounce the Five Desires” would be 
the more feasible practice for people today.  To worldly people, 
Desires are usually considered as enjoyable and good.  But as gen
uine meditation practitioners, we should not look upon Desires 
as proper objects of pursuit.  If we practice meditation while se
cretly clinging to the Five Desires and pursuing them as fervidly 
as usual, then the effect of that meditation would be marred or 
totally ruined, so that it might not be beneficial to us at all.

There are two genres of Five Desires.  The first genre con
sists of the Desire for:

1. Form
2. Sound
3. Smell
4. Flavor
5. Touch

These items sound somewhat abstract and metaphysical; 
nevertheless, they can also be quite concrete and tangible once 
their meanings are explicated and well understood.  They are ex
plained as follows:

(1) The Desire for Forms (色欲)

Although usually the term “Form” can include all kinds of 
Forms, or tangible and visible things, for meditators, the Form 
denotes especially Human Forms of the opposite sex (i.e., the 
male or female body).  This desire for Human Forms, appar
ently, is one of the strongest for sexual desire which is based on 
the Desire for Forms, and it turns out to be the primal cause of 
Reincarnation.  Furthermore, sexual Desire is one of the most 
formidable factors in disrupting a mind for Tranquility (Dhyāna).

(2) The Desire for Sound (聲欲)

As Ch’an practitioners, we should not become attached to 
any type of sounds, especially pleasant ones.  There is a story 
concerning five hundred advanced meditators who, through the 
advanced achievement of meditation, had acquired the ability to 
fly in the sky.  While flying over a Royal forest, they happened 
to hear the songs of the king’s concubines who were bathing in 
a pond in the forest.  Upon hearing the sweet voices of the con
cubines, the minds of those meditators were greatly moved and 
disrupted.  At that very moment, the practitioners lost the power 
of control of their Dhyāna, which soon vanished into thin air.  In 
the next moment, they all fell down to the ground!

Thus, pleasurable sounds can be very hazardous distrac
tions to practitioners of Dhyāna, and so as such, it should be de
nounced.
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(3) The Desire for Smell (香欲)

The desire for good odor can be a strong distraction to 
Dhyāna practitioners, too.  Another story goes like this:  Once 
there was a pond with some lotus flowers and water lilies blooming 
beautifully upon it.  A Dhyāna master chanced to come that way 
and ran across the pond.  At the sight of the magnificent lotus 
flowers, he was greatly enchanted.  He could not help stand
ing there watching and sniffing, nearly totally forgetting about 
what he had been up to.  At that instant, the Floral Goddess re
proached him in exclamation, “Don’t you steal my Fragrance!”  
On these words, the Dhyāna master “awoke” to himself; but he 
protested, “Why would you say that?  I was not stealing anything 
since I did not take anything from you.”  The Floral Goddess 
replied, “Yes, you did—you were grasping the colors and forms 
with your eyes and the fragrance with your nose.  By watching 
and sniffing so avariciously, you were at the point of losing your 
Dhyānaic state of mind, if I did not come to warn you in time.”

(4) The Desire for Flavor (味欲)

Flavor has something to do with the tongue and the enjoy
ment of food and drink.  When you are meditating, do not think 
about food at all.  During meditation, if you happen to smell 
the food that your wife or your neighbor is preparing, do not be 
ensnared by the smell or get distracted to begin to pounder over 

what is going to be served for the supper and how savory it is 
going to be.

(5) The Desire for Touch (觸欲)

Among the Five Sensations, Touch or the Tactile is the one 
that has the strongest connection with sex.  Although there are 
several kinds of Touch, the most difficult form to overcome is 
the Tactile associated with sex.  As meditation practitioners, we 
should be very consciously aware of the power of Touch in dis
rupting meditation.

There is a legend concerning an advanced meditator who 
lived in a remote mountain.  One day the king of the country, 
hearing about the accomplishments of this practitioner, sent his 
messengers to invite him to the palace as an honored guest.  The 
king wished to pay homage to the practitioner and make offer
ings to him.  To the king’s great pleasant surprise, the practitio
ner flew to the palace, and the king was overjoyed and received 
him with great honor and made generous offerings to him.  Since 
then, the practitioner came at invitation to the Palace in this way 
several times.  One day, the king asked the queen to pay hom
age to this practitioner.  In doing so, the queen prostrated before 
the practitioner and touched his bare feet, as was the custom, 
to show her highest respect.  The queen’s hands felt very soft 
over the meditator’s feet, and the practitioner, not having had 
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that kind of experience before, suddenly felt very excited at the 
touch, and all at once he lost his Dhyāna.  Subsequently, he felt 
dizzy and exhausted and his body became very weak.  As a re
sult, he was no longer able to fly and had to request a carriage 
from the king to transport him back to his mountain retreat!  So, 
this is the hazard of Touch to a meditation practitioner!

The above have been the First Set of Five Desires.  Now 
let us turn from the Metaphysical genre of desires to the more 
tangible, materialistic ones, that is, the Second genre of the Five 
Desires; namely, the Desires for:

1. Wealth
2. Sex
3. Fame
4. Food
5. Sleep

The reason why I reserved the First Stage to the last is partly 
because this Stage demands a much more thorough discussion, 
and partly because it touches upon some sensitive parts of our 
daily concern; i.e., about money, sex, food, fame, etc.  At the 
mere mentioning of these items, Meditation has become not just 
some exotic, far-away, mysterious Oriental curiosity, but some-
thing highly close in contact with our day-to-day life.  In other 
words, to discuss about these Prerequisites, you would come to 
realize that Meditation is not merely a wild fantasy, which you 
can partake at will like seeing a movie in whatever way you like.  

Rather, by discussing these Prerequisites, meditation will become 
very realistic and highly serious.  If you want to get the genuine 
stuff, the Real McCoy, then you need to live up to it.  Although, 
for sure, you may not be able to do it a hundred percent well, at 
least you would know what is good and genuine practice and 
you would also know exactly what you are doing.  Furthermore, 
with these Right Views as the guideline, you could march toward 
the Right Path without any doubt.

(1) The Desire for Wealth (財欲)

Wealth indicates money and property.  During meditation 
one should not think of or dwell on wealth or property.  But this 
is not enough; in fact one should not practice meditation for the 
purpose of gaining or accumulating money or property.  If one 
does, one would fall into the snare of Māra and go astray from 
the Dharma.

(2) The Desire for Sex (色欲)

This is particularly one of the reasons why I delayed this 
discussion until now.  Although people everywhere love sex, it 
is beyond a doubt that Western people now tend to overstress 
its importance in worldly happiness.  And “sexy” has recently 
become a professed eulogy for a “virtue,” which is still unac
ceptable to most Eastern people.  This is a modern mundane 
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thinking.  But Ch’an practitioners, it seems to me, need to con
template this from another angle, and to perceive it more deeply, 
too.  If we can avoid sexual activities, then we could become 
more spiritual.  Apparently, this is a very difficult thing for the 
laity to do, and they do not need to do it if they do not want 
to.  However, to be very frank with you, the avoidance of sex is 
crucial to proper meditation.  Meditation is like charging our 
“battery,” and if the battery is fully charged, the light that it pow
ers will illuminate brightly.  However, if we drain our battery 
through sexual activities, we would have defeated our purpose 
of meditation.

If you wish to reduce or eliminate sex, it is essential that 
you get the agreement and understanding of your spouse; do 
not cause matrimonial problems because of your meditation 
practice!  That is not true Buddhism; Buddhism means to seek 
peace and to solve problems—both inner and outer, and never to 
cause problems.  If your spouse does not approve of a reduction 
or elimination of your sexual activities, then that is partly due to 
your own Karma!  You are not entitled to blame it on the other 
party.  On the other hand, if your spouse approves, then that is 
owing to your good Karma in past lives!  Concerning this point, 
all that you can do is simply take advantage of whatever you 
have right now and do your best to improve yourself, so that you 
can have a better inner life and family life as well.  This is one of 
the most predominant features in Mahāyāna Buddhist practice:  

never force anything to happen egotistically; always take other 
people into consideration in whatever you practice.

Of all of the desires, Sex is by far the strongest and the most 
difficult one for meditation practitioners to cope with, since Sex 
encompasses all of the first set of Five Desires that we have 
discussed (Form, Sound, Smell, Flavor, and Touch).  And in the 
course of Sex all of these Desires are present simultaneously in 
their most poignant forms.  Besides, we need to be always aware 
that it is the Attachment to Sex that we are continuously subject 
to interminable Retributional Reincarnations.

If you are unable to totally renounce Sex as yet, you might 
be able to reduce the frequency of your sexual activities to be 
less than that of the regular people who are not meditators.  At 
any rate, you are expected not to lead a voluptuous life while 
practicing meditation:  to be a Buddhist meditator, you should at 
least evince more spirituality than ordinary people do.

(3) The Desire for Fame (名欲)

As I have mentioned before, the underlying reason for many 
of the pursuits that people undertake in this life is ultimately di
rected toward Fame.  Fame includes praise, honor, respect, ado
ration, worship, and even power and control.  When an ordinary 
person fails to get respect from others, he would feel as if all that 
he owns and everything that he has accomplished become use
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less or meaningless.  Thus, people’s goal in obtaining the mate-
rial is ultimately for the sake of the immaterial.  And among the 
immaterial questings, Fame, along with Riches, serves as the 
most powerful drive for life.

In the Ch’ing Dynasty (circa 1700 A.D.) in China there was 
an Emperor called Chien Long.  Once during his pleasure trip to 
the south, while he was observing the many boats sailing back 
and forth on the Yangtze River, he remarked to his Prime Minis
ter about how gorgeous the numerous boats were.  However, the 
Prime Minister replied that there were only two boats upon the 
river.  The Emperor, somewhat angered by being contradicted, 
demanded his Prime Minister to explain how did he mean that 
there were only “two” boats upon the river.  The Prime Minister 
said, “Your Majesty, there are only the boat of Riches and the 
boat of Fame.”  During most of ordinary people’s lifetime, just 
like the boats upon the river, they constantly travel back and 
forth in a hurry seeking mostly these two things—Wealth and 
Fame, together with all the variations and by-products of these 
two, such as power, worship, woman, territory, supremacy, en
during everlasting name, and so on, and so forth.  Indeed, these 
are the most heartthrobbing unquenching lusts and quests and 
dreams to most Mundane people.

(4) The Desire for Food (食欲)

A person who wishes to practice meditation seriously cannot 
be a gourmand or glutton.  He cannot be finicky about food and 
cuisine.  He should not give himself up to gluttony, either.  He 
is supposed to eat the proper amount and at the proper time.  In 
one word, he should eat moderately.  However, to go fasting all 
day long is not the Buddhist way, either, because it would revert 
to the other extreme of gluttony.  The authentic Buddhist Way is 
always the tranquil, balanced “Middle Way,” which calls for a 
perfectly balanced peaceful mind, in good keeping with Dhyāna 
(Tranquility), and which is totally against any kind of Extremity 
or Fanaticism.  But you should know that it is much easier to do 
thing in the fashion of upsanddowns Extremity, and that the 
Perseverance and Tranquility in sticking to the Middle Way is re
ally hard:  The ordinary people (including some other religions’ 
adherents) tend to go to the extreme (for instance, the Fasting of 
the Hinduists, Taoists, Muslims, and the Lent fastings and Car
nivals of the Catholics); only the Saints are capable of taking the 
Middle Way.

(5) The Desire for Sleep (睡欲)

In order to practice meditation seriously, a practitioner is 
required to sleep as little as possible.  The Buddhist meditator 
can eat as much as is needed for his physical health, but if pos
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sible, he should try to stay awake all the time.  This is Buddhist 
practice and it is different from many other religions’ practice.  
Some other religions’ instructions are just the opposite, such as 
the Taoist’s or some Hindu’s teachings.  They say that it is all 
right to oversleep yourself, but you should try hard to refrain 
from food altogether, and eventually you are expected to go to
tal fasting for a long period of time, such as several months or 
a whole year or more.  And it is deemed as a Virtuous deed or 
great practice.  In Buddhism, however, we do not advocate to
tal fasting due to the fact that people do need energy to practice 
meditation.  In fact, Meditation is a very energyconsuming ac
tivity.  Besides, fasting in itself would never improve or enhance 
Wisdom in any way and could not do any good whatsoever to 
Enlightenment.  At its best, total longterm fasting is a deed of 
self-negation and self-mortification, if not self-torture, but it is 
never a deed of Virtue or Wisdom, maybe just the opposite of it.

As your practice improves, you will find that you need less 
and less sleep and your time for sleep is naturally reduced before 
you are aware of it.  Now let us contemplate upon Sleep by ask
ing:  “Who is sleeping?”  You may answer that it is your body 
that is sleeping.  However, in reality, the body does not need any 
sleep at all.  It is the Mind that needs it.  The mind needs sleep 
to rest because of the Karmic result of Nescience (Ignorance).  
Nescience is like a big benighted black hole that can engulf ev
erything in darkness.  In the course of our daily life, we would 

accumulate all kinds of Karmas that would afterwards be depos
ited entirely in the Mind.  And these deposited Karmas would 
form a heavy shroud over the Mind, so that we would feel dark 
and heavy and sleepy at the end of the day.  And so we would 
retire to sleep.  Then in the sleep, these Karmas would be pressed 
down to deposit in the lower realm of our Mind—the Ālaya 
(which is like our “subconscious” or “unconscious” Mind).  Af
ter the Karmas have settled in the Ālaya, the surface of our Mind 
would then become clear and lucid once again, and so we would 
wake up “in a fresh mind,” as if we had been revived.  Once 
awake, we would begin anew to commit and accumulate some 
more Karmas which would once again settle into the Ālaya Cog
nizance during the next sleep—and so, in this way, our ordinary 
life goes on and on.  This is the function and position of Sleep in 
an ordinary person’s life.

There is a term in Buddhism called “Turbid Submergence.”  
When we are upset, we feel low and sunken (submerged) in spirit 
and our mind becomes dull and inactive.  Besides, when we feel 
bored or ennuied, the Mind would also become dull and dor
mant.  These phenomena are called Turbid Submergence.  Sleep 
is the strongest kind of Turbid Submergence.  During meditation 
or in a lecture in the class, if one feels a little sleepy, it is Turbid 
Submergence in the lighter form; when Turbid Submergence be
comes strong and heavy, it would make one go to sleep.  To sum 
up, Turbid Submergence is the result of daytime accumulation of 
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Karmas on the surface of our mind that shrouds our mind up to 
make it become dark and dull and low.

Therefore, if we wish to practice meditation seriously, we 
need to overcome the Shroud of Sleep to stay consciously aware 
at all times.

The above has been the denouncement of the Five Desires, 
as the Step One of the First Prerequisite for the Fulfillment of 
Dhyāna.  We will continue to discuss the other two steps in the 
next lecture.

––Lecture given on 5/20/1989

Chapter 10:

The Five Stages in
Realizing Dhyāna (Part 2) 

(習禪五行之二)

Now, as a review, let me reiterate the first Three Steps of the 
Prerequisites for the Fulfillment of Dhyāna in diagram consecu
tively:

STEP 1:  To denounce the Five Desires (訶五欲)

There are two genres of Five Desires:

(A) The Metaphysical genre:
The Desires for

1. Form
2. Sound
3. Smell
4. Flavor
5. Touch
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(B) The Materialistic genre:
The Desires for 

1. Wealth
2. Sex
3. Fame
4. Food
5. Sleep

 As these two genres of Five Desires could prevent us from 
concentration and would veil the clarity of our Mind, we should 
denounce and restrain these desires.

STEP 2:  To renounce the Five Shrouds (棄五蓋)

The Five Shrouds are:
1. the Shroud of Avarice
2. the Shroud of Aversion
3. the Shroud of Sleep
4. the Shroud of Exuberant Levitation
5. the Shroud of Skepticism

STEP 3:  To execute the Five Cultivations (行五行)

The Five Cultivations are:
1. the Cultivation of Aspiration
2. the Cultivation of Remindfulness
3. the Cultivation of Diligence
4. the Cultivation of Ingeniousness
5. the Cultivation of Unitary Mindedness

 STEP 1 

To denounce the Five Desires (訶五欲)

This is the section that we covered last week.  We talked 
about “denouncing the Five Desires” and explained how those 
“Five Desires” could destroy or obstruct our ability to concen
trate ourselves properly in meditation.  Just one more word.  By 
“denouncing” or “chastising” it connotes the practitioner’s abil
ity to view in perspective that the Five Desires are undesirable 
and a hindrance to the purpose of his practice, so that he either 
chastises himself for having such impure desires, or treats the 
desires, if any, as “personified beings” and reproaches them so 
as to hold them down or banish them; that is, to get them out of 
the way.  So much for Step 1.  Now I am going to discuss Step 
2 “To renounce the Five Shrouds” as the second prerequisite for 
the Fulfillment of Dhyāna.

 STEP 2 

To renounce the Five Shrouds (棄五蓋)

There are five kinds of “Shrouds” that can envelop our Mind 
in the pitch of Ignorance; they are:

(1) The Shroud of Avarice 
(2) The Shroud of Aversion 
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(3) The Shroud of Sleep
(4) The Shroud of Exuberant Levitation
(5) The Shroud of Skepticism

By “Shrouds” it means that these dharmas can muffle up 
our Mind’s Eye as well as our Original Nature.  The reason why 
we have drifted away from our Original Nature is mostly due to 
these “Five Shrouds.”  Nevertheless, we are actually never far 
from our Buddha Nature—it is always there with us; still we 
could not see it, owing to the “Shrouds” which envelop it from 
our sight.  We are on one side of a “wall” and our Buddha Na
ture is on the other.  The wall of the “Shrouds” stands between 
us and our Buddha Nature.  It is this untransparent “wall” that 
makes us feel that we are far away from our Buddha Nature and 
from all the Merits and Wisdom.  But as a matter of fact, we are 
very close to it indeed!  It is important to remember that we are 
not at a distance from our Buddha Nature at all, and that the ob
stacles separating us from it are not as great as we think them to 
be.  Our goal is to remove the “Shrouds” so that our Buddha Na
ture can be revealed.  The techniques are discussed as follows:

(1) To renounce the Shroud of Avarice (棄貪蓋)

This is, in one sense, a summary of the first step in “The 
Prerequisites for the Fulfillment of Dhyāna”—to denounce the 
Five Desires.  Only this time, the practice would go deeper, and 

the practitioner would deal with the Five Desires with a final 
blow, so to speak.  The Five Desires, or the Shroud of Avarice as 
called here, are so deeprooted in us, for we have been accumu
lating these Karmas for such a long time that they have become 
almost impregnable and extremely hard to remove or get rid of.  
Therefore, right after finishing the First Steps of the Require
ment, it is beneficial for us to make a further endeavor, almost 
like a final combat, or the terminal scuffle in bayonets on the 
front line, so as to insure that all the remaining enemy (baneful 
roots) are done with in all their trenches and battlements.  In oth
er words, to renounce this Shroud of Avarice is to “finish them 
up,” to do away with the Five Desires once for all.

(2) To renounce the Shroud of Aversion (棄瞋蓋)

When we have a liking for something, we tend to grow 
attached to it.  If, however, we cannot obtain that which we 
desire, then that feeling of Attachment rebounds to become a 
feeling of Aversion or Detestation.  These feelings are very per
nicious to meditators—even much more so than Attachments 
are.  For Attachments can drive us to do good, bad, or neutral 
things, yet Aversion or Detestation can only goad us to do inju
rious acts—it is purely negative and harmful in its nature and 
function.  As a matter of fact, most of the destructive deeds in 
the world are done directly or indirectly through the urge of an



�0�     The Sweet Dews of Ch’an Chapter 10:  The Five Stages in Realizing Dhyana (Part 2)     �0�

ger, Aversion, or hate.  Hence, it is imperative for the practitioner 
to remove the Shroud of Aversion.

Incidentally, among the Three Venoms, Nescience (Igno
rance) is the primitive origin of all the pernicious things, and 
Avarice or Attachment is its “first generation offspring,” while 
Aversion or Hate is the “second generation.”  Together, they 
form a “family”—the home or originators of Samsara or Rein
carnation.

(3) To renounce the Shroud of Sleep (棄睡蓋)

Sleep is considered as a Shroud because it can veil up our 
Consciousness in utter darkness.  In the sleep, we usually totally 
lose control of ourselves and the power of volition.  People in 
the sleep are, according to the Sūtras, very similar to the exis
tence right after death (specifically, the 49 days interim between 
death and rebirth, i.e., Antara-Bhava in Sanskrit), for after death, 
we would lose most of our mental power, especially the power 
of volition and, at the same time, our Karma will take over and 
make all the decisions for us, and we will be thus willynilly led 
to our next Rebirth.

In the sleep, due to different previous Karmas, some people 
would have nightmares, others would have pleasant dreams, 
while some very good practitioners would be able to continue 
practicing the Dharma to some extent, even in their dreams!  It 

sounds fantastic and incredible, but it is not.  The fact is that 
these people who have been practicing the Dharma very hard, 
upon encountering some difficult situations or calamities in 
their dreams, they may either invoke the Buddha or resort to the 
Dharma by reciting a Dhārani (Mantra) or some paragraph from 
text of the Sūtras, or do something helpful (as compared with 
the total helplessness of ordinary people), and their predicaments 
calamities in that particular dream will vanish or be resolved 
presently.

Nevertheless, this waking life of ours is something like a 
dream, isn’t it?  Therefore, the dream we have in the night is, 
so to speak, a dream within a dream, which is just as in Hamlet, 
where we have “plays within the play.”  Similarly, we have “little 
dreams” within the “Big Dream.”  However, most of us here, I 
presume, would like very much to awake from this “Big Dream” 
and that is exactly why we are here studying Buddhism.  (For to 
be awake from the dream means to be enlightened.)  However, 
most of us are drawn here to this class by our mutual Karmic 
force; and most of the time in our life we are driven by our Kar-
mic force, knowingly or unknowingly.

As practitioners, we would feel unhappy about the fact that 
sleep often reduces us to sheer powerlessness and helplessness, 
like a living corpse.  It is for that very reason that the Buddha 
admonishes us not to sleep too much.  Furthermore, the Buddha 
taught us that, as Buddhist practitioners, while we should eat 
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sufficiently to maintain our energy for practice, we should yet try 
to sleep as little as possible.  Sleep darkens everything; it is pro
fessedly one of the worst three enemies for meditators, the other 
two being the Aberrational Agitation of the mind and Exuberant 
Levitation.  When you are doing very well in your practice, and 
then suddenly, for some reason, you stop to sleep, afterwards 
when you wake up again you would find, to your lamentation, 
you must begin anew with your meditation practices—for the 
continuous progressive line has been broken up or interrupted by 
the “blank” or disturbance of the Sleep.  It is somewhat like driv
ing a car on the highway: if you make a stop in order to take a 
rest or do some other things, and afterwards, to get on with your 
journey again you need to restart and rewarm up the vehicle and 
reaccelerate all over again.

Notwithstanding, you should not force yourself not to sleep.  
If you do, then you may find that the next day you might jus
tify yourself to sleep even longer for compensation’s sake––for 
you might unconsciously feel as if you had been maltreated or 
abused by yourself!

If you wish to test the quality of your practice, a very good 
way to do so is to assess it by the amount of sleep that you need.  
If your practice is progressing well, you would find that you 
gradually need less and less sleep.  This sounds rather mysteri
ous but it is not.  You can understand this fact by the working of 
the Shrouds.  If you fully comprehend the nature and functioning 

of the “Five Shrouds,” you would be able to perceive the mys
tery of sleep.  The mind needs sleep because, after a whole day’s 
gathering for the “Five Dusts,” it is covered with thick layers of 
Dusts and is, therefore, tired and heavy.  We need Sleep in order 
to clarify the mind by allowing the dusts to settle into the Ālaya; 
that is to say, to put them away in the storage, like our daily 
inventory.  Proper meditation practice could clarify the Mind 
without the necessity of taking much sleep.  Meditation here acts 
like a good agent or an organized storekeeper who usually keeps 
all his stock in order, so that he actually needs very little time to 
stock the new inventory.  Besides, the entire stock is always in 
good order, neat, and effective.  Thus, with the help of medita
tion our mind would not be messed up with untidy Dusts; there
fore, it is obvious that it no longer needs the same amount of 
sleep in order to organize and clarify itself.  Consequently, you 
would feel wide awake and your Mind could always stay very 
conscious and clear.

There are times, however, when you would feel the need 
for more, rather than less, sleep after practice.  But honestly it is 
not due to your laziness or tiredness.  The reason for this is that, 
during practice, you are cleansing your Mind of Impure Karmas.  
Cleansing the Mind of Bad Karmas is somewhat like sweep
ing the floor of dust.  As you sweep the floor in order to make 
it clean, the sweeping may raise up some Dusts which will soar 
onto the air.  Thus, sometimes after a cleaning of our Mind of 
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Bad Karmas, the “Dust” we have swept into the air would seem 
to becloud our Mind even more, and we would feel unusually 
sleepy as a result.  At that point, we should not give in to sleepi
ness.  We should try hard to get up and walk about a bit in order 
to dispel the feeling of Sleepiness.

(4) To renounce the Shroud of Exuberant Levitation 
(棄掉舉蓋)

Exuberant Levitation is excitement or high in spirit which 
would make one restless.  We need to eliminate any Levitation or 
Restlessness that exists in the Mind.  In meditation, we would try 
to avoid any excitement or “high” in emotion which could re
sult in Restlessness, so that we would be able to calm our mind.  
Levitations generally come from two sources:  the recollections 
of the past and the expectations for the future.  Both of these can 
throw you into the abyss of regret, remorse, nostalgic lamenta
tion, worry, anxiety, and even neverending reveries.  In one 
word, this is the ailment of failing to stick to the conscious track 
of the present.  Therefore, in meditation be sure to stick to the 
present, and never dwell on the future or the past, for we need to 
come to the realization that the past was “deceased,” and the fu
ture is yet unborn—the deceased past is but a shadow or unsub
stantial specter and the unborn future is a figment of our imagi
nation, and none of them has any real Entity right now—so it is 

pointless to dwell on them and to be beguiled by them which are 
no more than Illusions or Delusive Images conjured up by our 
own Mind.  To contemplate in this way, our mind would be able 
to stay tranquil and free from Levitations (undue excitements) of 
any kind.

(5) To renounce the Shroud of Skepticism (棄疑蓋)

There are four kinds of Skepticisms or Doubts:  the Doubts 
about the Buddha, the Dharma, the Sam. gha, and oneself.  The 
first three of these together become the Doubts about the Three 
Precious Ones.

a) The Doubts about the Three Precious Ones

If you have any Doubt about the Three Precious Ones (the 
Buddha, the Dharma, and the Sam. gha), especially about the 
Dharma, it would cause tremendous Hindrances to your prac
tice.  In some gravest cases, it might even totally disable you in 
practice.  Among the Doubts about the Dharma, the most serious 
one is the Doubt about the Tathāgata Nature, or the Buddha Na-
ture, or Original Nature, because if this Doubt arose, then all the 
Buddha Dharma in you would be annihilated to the last shred.  
For without the Buddha Nature, nobody could ever become a 
Buddha, and it follows that all the efforts of hard practice would 
be meaningless and futile.  And this is called by the Buddha the 
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most Evil View, for it keeps everybody from the quest of the Su
preme Bodhi and to remain forever Ignorant and at the mercy of 
everlasting Samsara.

Therefore, we have to eliminate Doubts concerning the 
Dharma, or the Teachings of the Buddha, to the extent that we 
deeply believe that the Dharmas are good and are able to lead 
us to Nirvā a and the Supreme Enlightenment.

b) The Doubts about Oneself

This means the Doubt about one’s ability to practice, or 
specifically, to attain the highest goal––and in this case, it means 
to attain the Supreme Bodhi, Anatana-Samyaksa bodhi. If we 
have any doubt of this sort, then it would certainly hold us back 
in practice, and we would not exert ourselves to do our level best 
for it––because we could see no hope for us:  You seem to say 
to yourself:  “No, I’m not made for this; not ME.  This is much 
too high a goal for me.” or “That’s too perfect for me.”  This 
would mean the lack of self-confidence.  And it would amount 
to nothing but heaps of excuses for laziness and evasion.  But 
this Self-doubt is against the first doctrine of Buddha Dharma 
that ultimately all Multibeings share the same quality of Bud
dha Nature, and that eventually you will also become a Buddha 
yourself (otherwise the Buddhas and Bodhisattvas should not 
bother to come to inculcate us so patiently time and again).  

In the last analysis, all the Selfdoubts arise from the Karma of 
Nescience (Ignorance), the Ignorance about the Ultimate Truth.  
And this Ignorance has been repeated and accumulated for such 
a long time that it has become a Karmic Habit to us, so that we 
have become ever ready to revert to it “spontaneously,” should 
we consciously try to illuminate or change the habit in any way.  
But this Karmic Habit of Nescience is so much against the Ulti
mate Truth, and so much in the way of our own Enlightenment, 
that we need to change it by all means, if we are to hope for any 
significant fruition in practice in this life-time at all.  Otherwise, 
all the practice would be very flimsy, for, after all, even as com
mon sense goes, SelfConfidence is the basis for any kind of 
enterprise.  Therefore, the elimination of any Doubt about your
self—your ability and your potentials—become the most crucial 
point of your practice.  You should so educate yourself and re
form your own pattern of thinking in this line that you could be 
spiritually and mentally correspondent to the Higher Dharma.

This has been the Second Step of the Prerequisites for the 
Fulfillment of Dhyāna:  to renounce the Five Shrouds.
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 STEP 3 

To execute the Five Cultivations (行五行)

The first two steps of the “Prerequisites for fulfilling 
Dhyāna” are truly “prerequisites” as such; in other words, they 
are outfits you need to be equipped with prior to your actual 
commencement with “serious meditation.”  Thus the Third Step 
stipulates the things you need to do both before and in medita
tions:

(1) The Cultivation of the Aspiration for Dhyāna (欲)

This means primarily the Aspiration, or Wish for attaining 
the Dhyānic state.  We need to deliberately instill this Wish into 
ourselves, for if we do not have the Wish for Dhyāna, we would 
not be able to attain it.  We must enhance the Desire for the 
Dhyānic state as strong as possible, so that we would strive as 
hard as we could in order to attain that state.  The stronger the As
piration is, the higher the attainment we can achieve.  If our Wish 
is weak, then our attainment will be limited, because Wish is the 
origin of Will.  If we have a very strong Desire to attain Dhyāna, 
then we stand a very good chance to attain it sooner.

This Wish, however, is never inherent.  This is one of the 
most important parts of Buddhist Teaching:  Anything good, or 
any “Good Root,” is learned, practiced, cultivated and acquired; 

nothing is inborn and obtained effortless, and nothing is con-
doned to you by any Super Being.  You should work for it.  In 
Buddhist Teaching and Wisdom, no one is born a Saint or 
Bodhisattva or even Buddha.  Buddhahood or Bodhisattvahood 
comes exclusively from Wish, Will, practice, perseverance, and 
the conquest of difficulties.  Nothing comes from nothing.  The 
higher the goal, the more effort it requires.  Partly because of 
the fact that the attainment of Dhyāna is hard, and partly due to 
our previous Impure Karmas, we tend to grow lazy and become 
smug with the little we have achieved, and so time and again we 
need to prompt ourselves to cultivate higher and stronger Wishes 
for the Dhyāna.

Therefore, if you have a Wish or Aspiration for Dhyāna, 
you must try to make that Aspiration stronger and stronger––no 
matter how strong it already is, there is always room to enhance 
it!  We all need to strive very hard to do this.

(2) The Cultivation of Remindfulness (念)

Once we have made the Aspiration for Dhyāna as strong as 
we could, we must then keep that Aspiration always in our mind; 
we must not forget it for an instant—this is important, but be
lieve me, it is no easy task to do!  Because of our Karmic Habits, 
we tend to forget good things very easily!  And yet we have a 
strong tendency to remember bad things and cling to them tena
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ciously.  It just so happens that no sooner have we learned some 
good things than we would forget about them.

Here let me use an analogy of a man wandering in the desert 
to illustrate this point.  When this man comes upon a pond of 
water, he rejoices and bends down to drink of the water.  Before 
he can drink at all, however, he must first brush aside the leaves 
and debris that are floating upon the surface of the water.  After 
his first drink, if he wishes to drink again, he must brush the un
desirable stuffs aside once more—for they have resumed to the 
former state to cover the surface of the water.  The leaves and de
bris are likened to our Karmic Dusts, and the Pond to our Origi
nal Nature.  Our Pond of Original Nature itself is always clean, 
but it is “undrinkable” (that is, not readily for use), until we 
brush aside the Karmic Dusts or debris from the surface.  Once 
we have done this, then we could take a drink from our Pond of 
Original Nature (i.e., it can have its full and free play of all its la
tent potentials—not a bit of its energy is wasted, trammelled, or 
covered up—and this is called LIBERATION).  But like leaves 
and debris, the Karmic Dusts would cover up our Original Nature 
again and again.  And they must be removed again and again so 
that we may continue to drink from the Pond of Original Nature, 
or to make it “useful.”  To keep the Mental Water drinkable, we 
must constantly brush aside the Karmic Dusts.  If we stop brush
ing the Karmic Dusts away, we would quickly miss the delicious 
“water” of our Original Nature.  Therefore, if we stop our prac

tice (brushing aside the Karmic Dusts) for just one moment, then 
our Mental Pond (Original Nature) would soon become untidy 
again.  Consequently, it takes continuous efforts to accomplish 
the goal of Bodhi, and Remindfulness has a significant role to 
play herein.

(3) The Cultivation of Diligence (進)

Diligence is one of the most important factors in Buddhist 
practice.  Just as a student who works hard will earn his degree 
more quickly than one who is slack in his studies, so too, if we 
work hard, we will attain Dhyāna more quickly than if we are 
lax in our practice.

Sakyamuni Buddha relates the story about Himself that in 
His past lives, a long time ago, when He was still an ordinary 
lay person, Maitreya had already avowed and started his Bod
hisattvahood practice forty kalpas (eons) before Sakyamuni did.  
And yet, says the Buddha, Maitreya “took it easy” and did not 
strive hard for his aim.  Later on, Sakyamuni finally made up His 
mind for the Supreme Bodhi, and He strove so hard and worked 
so diligently that He attained His Buddhahood even before Mai
treya, who was supposed to become a Buddha first.  This means 
that by His Diligence, Sakyamuni has surpassed more than forty 
kalpas’ time and thus shortened the length of time to His Bud
dhahood, as well as abbreviated ages of unwanted Afflictions 
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and Rebirths, both for Himself and for innumerable other Mul
tibeings.  Therefore, Diligence is an imperative factor that can 
expedite the achievement of the ultimate goal.

(4) The Cultivation of Ingeniousness (巧慧)

This means that you must objectively compare the Merits 
of the Realm of Dhyāna with the demerits of the Realm of De-
sire ours in order to promote your Wish for Dhyāna.  Visualiza
tion will help at this point.  You could visualize how joyful you 
would become after you attain Dhyāna; also visualize how joy
ful the Buddhas and Bodhisattvas are in their State of Dhyāna.  
Therefore, the cultivation of Ingeniousness is to exhaust all the 
skillful means to strengthen your will to attain your goal.  Where 
the will is fortified, the True Way is bound to reveal itself.

(5) The Cultivation of Unitary Mindedness (一心)

By Unitary Mindedness it means to fix your mind fast upon 
your meditation.  Do not let your thinking disperse or wander; 
when it does, you need to pull it back again even by force.  
However, before you can pull your mind back to the right track, 
first of all, you should be able to be aware of the fact that your 
mind has wandered away.  Most of the times we are unaware 
that our mind has gone astray.  Once we are consciously aware 
of its having wandered apart, we must force it back again.  And 

this is going to happen ever so often that we would find our
selves repeat the same effort.

It is important that you are not to be discouraged about this, 
for it is merely Karmic Habit that causes your mind to wander 
astray.  With time and practice, you will improve and your mind 
will wander less and less, until it is finally fixed at one single 
point, which is the realization of the initial Dhyāna.



���     The Sweet Dews of Ch’an Chapter 10:  The Five Stages in Realizing Dhyana (Part 2)     ���

CONCLUSION

These have been the three groups of “Prerequisites for 
Dhyāna,” and they are really the key or “secret” to Dhyāna, too.  
To sum it up once again, they are the prerequisites for serious 
meditation practice, and indeed, for “Professional Meditation” 
also:  Without conforming to these we would be merely “Ama
teurish  Meditators.”  There is no short-cut to Dhyāna; if any, 
this is it.

Yet, this is not an easy path, for there is no Path is ever 
easy.  But fortunately, at least now we know the real right way to 
Dhyāna.  This is the original, the genuine, the authentic Buddhist 
Teaching concerning meditation fulfillment.  Meanwhile in the 
practice of meditation one should look out for the Three Decep
tions:

1. Not to be deceived by others.
2. Not to deceive ourselves.
3. Not to deceive others.

All of these are difficult to avoid.  If we do not wish to be 
deceived, then we must have the first-hand knowledge about the 
true state of things; that is, not to practice merely by hearsay, 
but by the genuine teachings of proficient, experienced teachers, 
and preferably from the Sa gha masters (Buddhist priests).  We 
must have the proper “knowhow” so that we would not be mis
led.  This is true not only of Westerners, but also of Orientals.  In 

Taiwan, China, America, and elsewhere, there are a variety of 
practices preached by many “teachers” with “supernatural” pow
ers.  It is easy for ordinary people to be deceived by charlatans.  
Innocent people are especially more easily to fall a victim to 
them due to gullibility derived from lack of genuine knowledge 
about the Dharma.

Secondly, we must not deceive ourselves.  Many practi
tioners tend to deceive themselves into overrating their own 
accomplishments.  Again, this is the outcome of being ignorant 
about the true state of things.  Once we succeed in deceiving 
ourselves about our own achievements, then it would become 
fairly easy for us to deceive others.  That is why on this globe 
right now we have so many “Living Buddhas” or “Saints” who 
have founded so many different sects with numerous followers.  
To be free from selfdeception is to be delivered from the Time
less Ignorance, which will result in penetrating and evaporating 
all the falsehood of phenomena as well as the illusion of the 
Expansion of Oneself and its encroachment upon others.  Once 
the selfdeception is ultimately extirpated, we would be able to 
witness our “Original Visage” for the very first time.  And this is 
much to be anticipated.

Thirdly, in order not to deceive others we must be able to 
detach ourselves from selfdeception, as well as from the attach
ment to wealth, fame, prestige, respect, and the like.  Any form 
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of Buddhist practice that concerns itself with the acquisition 
of money or fame is bound to be false and destructive.  The 
Buddha himself has told us that to practice Buddhism for this 
purpose is to follow Māra’s Karma (Māra meaning evil-doer or 
demon) and to become Māra’s Cohort, both figuratively and lit
erally.  In sum, to be able to transcend the Three Deceptions, one 
needs to acquire great Wisdom, so as to see through all sorts of 
trickeries, delusions and illusions, both internally and externally.

[The Meditation Session Begins.]

[After the Meditation Session]

You may have noticed that, immediately after a deep medi
tation session, you would not wish to talk.  This is due to the 
quietude of your mind that takes place as a result of medita
tion.  This quietude in the mind is so strong that you do not feel 
like opening your mouth or bestirring your Mind for speaking.  
Partly for that reason, after sitting meditation, we would need to 
practice some walking meditation, so that we could “recover” to 
our normal physical and mental state.

––Lecture given on 5/27/1989

Chapter 11:

An Epilogue:
The Legend of Running Meditation 

and the Incense Board
(跑香與香板之源)

About 260 years ago, in the early Ching Dynasty in China, 
there lived an emperor called Yong Cheng who was very domi
neering politically and rather devoted to Buddhism.  Once, the 
emperor sent for a Ch’an priest named Tien Huei (meaning 
“Celestial Wisdom”), who had received the Transmission of 
the ChouDung Sect of the Ch’an Denomination, to discuss the 
Dharma with him.  Upon speaking about the High Dharma with 
this high priest, the emperor at once realized that the monk did 
not seem to know the Essentials of the Dharma at all and had 
not yet experienced Enlightenment.  Because Yong Cheng took 
the Dharma very seriously, he became exceedingly angry with 
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the monk and said, “We will give you seven days to relate to me 
what the Essentials of the Dharma are.  No one can decipher the 
Essentials of the Dharma unless he is enlightened.  And we are 
going to send a guard to keep you under surveillance, and if you 
cannot tell us the Essentials of the Dharma by seven days, the 
guard will chop your head off!”

In olden times, if a monk was enlightened, he would not 
be afraid of anything and even emperors would prostrate them
selves before him and honor him as Master of the State.  But, of 
course, this monk in question was not yet enlightened, so he 
could not but go into strict retreat in order to get the right answer 
and save his own head.  Later on, the emperor became a little 
lenient and told the monk that he would allow him twentyone 
days instead of a week to find out the Essentials of the Dharma.

In the first seven days of his retreat, Tien Huei did not sleep 
at all––he could not!  Instead, he vigorously meditated to pursue 
Enlightenment, for his life was at stake!  He practiced extremely 
hard for he knew that the emperor meant what he said.

In the next seven days, again he did not dare to sleep, but 
practiced even more strenuously.  By the fourteenth day, due to 
lack of sleep, he began to feel drowsy and sleepy and sometimes 
he would fall asleep for awhile.  But if that happened, in no 
time he would start up as from a nightmare, and he would begin 
to walk around the room in order to drive the sleepiness away.  

During all this time, the guards took turns to stand sentry at the 
door to his hut day and night—these might be the guards who 
would behead him at the emperor’s command if he failed in his 
quest for enlightenment.

On the fifteenth day, Tien Huei walked on in order to drive 
away the sleepiness so that he could continue with his medita
tion.  On the sixteenth day, Tien Huei became extremely anxious 
so that he began to walk more quickly.  On the seventeenth day, 
he walked even faster—gradually the walk developed into a 
slow running.  By the twentieth day the monk still had not at
tained any Enlightenment yet.

On the twenty-first day, still anxiously striving for Enlight
enment, Tien Huei ran faster and faster, and the more anxious 
he grew, the faster he would run, until suddenly, somehow, he 
bumped into a wall.  His head was bruised and cut and bleeding 
a little, and he fell down onto the floor.  At that very moment, all 
of a sudden, he said, “Oh, I see!”  Tien Huei then tranquilly told 
the guard that he wished to speak to the emperor.  The emperor, 
hearing this, realized that Tien Huei had achieved Enlightenment 
which made him a real Master.

This tale connotes two messages:  first of all, when a per
son’s life is at stake, he would undoubtedly practice very hard.  
Secondly, it also shows that although Enlightenment could 
come most unexpectedly, and yet it would not occur without 
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tremendously painstaking efforts.  After the enlightenment, Tien 
Huei eventually became a Patriarch, and the practice of Run
ning Meditation (called Pao-Hsiang or “Running Incense” in 
Chinese) became a tradition in the Ch’an Hall.  This legend is 
also the origin of the “Incense Board.”  The Incense Board is in 
the shape of a sword, which figuratively threatens to chop one’s 
head off if one does not try hard to practice for the achievement of 
Enlightenment!  Besides, the sword also symbolizes the Sword 
of Diamondlike Wisdom which could serve to cut through the 
tenacious “cobwebs” of Timeless Ignorance and Illusions.

––Lecture given on 5/27/1989
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 APPENDIX 

An Echo

(1)  A Letter from a Reader (an inmate in a California 
prison) of Jan. 20, 1997

Dear Rev. Cheng Kuan,

I hope this letter finds you well and happy.  I read the book 
from “The Dharma Banners Series” called “The Sweet Dews of 
Ch’an”, Lectures on Buddhist Meditation given at Chuang Yen 
Monastery, N.Y.

In section #3. on page 26 and part of 27 I learned that 
the minor vehicle has limited compassion, they are egoistic, 
They will not attain ultimate enlightenment.  Lets see, they 
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The Dhammapada says in #134 “If, like a broken gong, you 
silence yourself, you have approached Nirvana, for vindictive-
ness is no more in you.

I understand many of my words go deep but they are man to 
man and not mass-produced in Literature to show whole world 
how big a Fool I really am.

Thank you, with metta

       B. Y.

are Dormant, seemingly expired, I see the word self-obsessed.  
“That’s nice”.

The Buddha had this thing in his teaching called the Noble 
Eightfold Path, and in this, their [sic] is a thing called Right 
Speech.  I am sorry to see the Prejudice feelings you hold.

Did you know that the Buddha was an Arhat?  I would be 
happy to tell you where you can read it in the Tripitaka.

Why do the Mahayana schools teach people that the Hi-
nayana and other Buddhist schools are no good?

If the Theravada were Communists like the Mahayanas to 
the North of them would you accept them as your Brothers then?  
Are people from Ch’an Mahayana or Great Vehicle?

Why does their [sic] have to be labels on what is good 
(Buddhism) like the label Great Vehicle or minor vehicle?  Why 
do you have to be better than them?  Can’t them be welcome by 
WE?  If we say White is better than Black we would have Preju-
dice, and here in America people look down on it.

With all of your wasted words that are full of hate and Prej-
udice towards your fellow man [sic], and through not knowing 
what you are doing because of Ignorance you are giving Bud-
dhism a bad name.

All of the major traditions (sects) should try to join hands in 
Brotherhood.
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(2)  A Response from the Author of Feb. 1, 1997

Dear Mr. Y:

Thank you very much for your letter of Jan. 20, 1997.  It 
seems to me that it is very good and laudable for a person in 
your situation to be interested and so serious about Buddhism.  
In this letter I would just like to clarify some points:

Let me ask you some questions, if I may.  First of all, “Is 
an Arhat the same as Buddha?”  If yes, why were the 1250 Ar-
hats, who usually accompanied the Buddha, not called Buddhas?  
Next:  “Why even the Ten Great Disciples, the greatest Arhats 
of all Arhats, kept on learning from the Buddha throughout their 
lives, long after they have obtained their Arhathood?”  And 
thirdly, “Why is it that even recorded in the Sūtras that the Great 
Arhats kept coming back to the Buddha for instructions concern-
ing something they were asked?”  Therefore, an Arhat is not the 
same as a Buddha:  Arhathood is not the same as Buddhahood.  
An Arhat has much much more to learn before he attains Bud-
dhahood, if he wants to.  Therefore, the Buddha was an Arhat, 
but the Arhats were no Buddhas.  And let me ask you another 
question:  “While the Buddha was called an Arhat, does it mean 
that He is just an Arhat?”  The fact that He was ALSO called an 
Arhat was simply because it denotes His capacity for Nirvān. a.  
Now, another question:  “Do you know, besides Arhat, the Bud-

dha is also called Tathāgata, Samyaksa buddha, Vidyā-cara
a-sampana (knowledge-conduct perfect), Sugata (well-departed), 
Lokavid (knower of the world), Anatara (the peerless noble one), 
Puru a-damya-sārathi (the tamer), Śāstā Devamanusyānām 
(teacher of devas and men), and Bhagavān (World’s most vener-
able)?  These, together with Arhat, are the Ten Holy Epithets of 
the Buddha, which He has earned through His attainment of Sa-
myaksa bodhi (the Ultimate Enlightenment).

With respect to the terms Mahāyāna, Hinayāna or Greater 
and Minor Vehicles, I wish from all my heart that there have not 
been such differences in Buddhism.  However, one thing very 
good about Buddhism is that although we may have different 
opinions about practice, but we can discuss, or even argue, but 
we never Kill.  Throughout the 2000 years of Buddhist history, 
Buddhists do not kill each other on account of different opinions, 
neither have they forced anyone to accept their belief, or try to 
covert others by force or by worldly lures.  By the way, these 
terms, which make you so mad, were not my inventions; they 
were the Buddha’s words in the Sūtra, if you read much enough, 
you would know.

Now, why is Mahāyāna superior to Hinayāna?  As I said, 
I wish they were the same, they were equal.  But they are not.  
You know why?  It is because of Intention. As I said above, if an 
Arhat wanted to, he could practice more and attain Buddhahood.  
But usually he would not, and that is why he remains an Arhat.  
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For he would rather be an Arhat and get into Nirvā a at the end 
of this life.  You know why?  Because he has not begotten his 
Bodhicitta (the “heart” or Intention, or determination to attain 
the Supreme Bodhi).  And why not?  Because the attainment of 
the Supreme Enlightenment takes numerous lives of endeavor to 
practice both for one’s own good and simultaneously to benefit 
Multibeings by teaching them the Way of Enlightenment.  And 
this involves Great Compassion for the sufferings of Multibe-
ings.  But an Arhat would not do so.  He would rather get into 
Nirvā a right away, and never to come back again, even though 
this world is full of ignorant people, like me, who is craving for 
instructions from great masters.  But my ignorance and my suf-
fering are my business; an Arhat would not care less, so long as 
he himself can stay safe and sound, calm and cool in his Nirvā a. 

However, the practitioners of Mahāyāna, who are called 
Bodhisattvas, the Saints of Mahāyāna, act very differently from 
the Arhats.  In order to emancipate people from their Ignorance, 
Avarice and the pains of Transmigration, they all make solemn 
vows to come back to this world.  They don’t forsake people to 
enjoy their own tranquility once they have acquired the Way of 
Nirvā a or Emancipation; on the contrary, they would feel that 
they are needed all the more, and they can offer more for people’
s Dharmakaya or blessing.  And so, they take the trouble to help 
people learn to attain Enlightenment, and they would do this not 
for just one life, but lives after lives and ages after ages, just for 

compassion’s sake, and just because he would never forget that 
he himself had been in the same needy and helpless situation 
before.  Therefore, since Buddha and all the Saints have helped 
to liberate him, he, now turning a Bodhisattva himself in turn, 
will help others to get liberation.  And so, it turns out that it is 
not simply because of Compassion that he is willing to help, but 
also because of gratitude:  it is a way of expressing his grati-
tude toward the Buddha, so he will follow the exact steps of the 
Buddha, to instruct and liberate people, whatever it takes.  By 
so doing for innumerable lives, this Bodhisattva, will have ac-
cumulated innumerable Pure Merits which will entitle him to 
Buddhahood.  If the Buddha was like most other Arhats, there 
would not have been such a thing as Buddhism which we are 
fortunate enough to learn and practice.  We are fortunate due 
to the Great Compassion of the Buddha and the Bodhisattvas, so 
that we would not be deserted as helpless orphans (just like the 
Arhats have deserted us).  For this reason, “the Lesser Vehicle” 
is far from a “label” that is imposed upon them; rather it is a cat-
egorical nomination derived from the Buddha to denote a state 
of mind with less compassion, and less care about people’s suf-
ferings.  This is why the Minor Vehicle is inferior by its own at-
tribute—this has nothing to do with prejudice; it only has some-
thing to do with facts and limitation of the mind and compassion 
and the will to choose.  Mr. Y, please don’t take it for granted 
that there is only one kind of Buddhism; in fact, there are many, 
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if you read more, you would know.

Talking about prejudice.  Are you a prejudiced person, Mr. Y?  
Are you prejudiced against Whites (or Blacks)?  Are you preju-
diced against Orientals?  If you were not, then what has made 
you ask for a free gift (i.e. the free book you have requested and 
received from me), and having received a free gift, slap right in 
my face with my free gift, and twisted and smashed the contents 
of my free gift—that is, what has embolden you to write me 
such a rude letter?  If you don’t know I am an Oriental, would 
you be so rude enough to do it?  It is rude and unfair.

Finally, I am very sorry to say that, with all my ignorance 
(which includes sending you books free), I have not made you 
happy and satisfied, but have made a fool of myself in front of 
you and all the world.  My sincere apology.

   Sincerely yours,

   Cheng Kuan 
   Abbot of A.B.T.

P.S.  No matter how many names you have called me, but in 
the Mahāyāna belief that all men have Buddha Nature 
(which is the basic teaching of Mahāyāna), and so, even-
tually you will be enlightened to become a Buddha your-
self, wouldn’t it be a nice thing?  Besides, do you believe 

that all men have Buddha-Nature?  If you do, that’s great, 
and maybe we can talk more.

 At any rate, I think Buddhist practice is great, and it will 
help you out or tide you over in your adversity, especially 
in your present situation.  I do sincerely wish that you will 
do well in the prison, so that you may get out of it quicker 
and have a new and better life (If you come out, I would 
like to see you very much).  In your situation, the practice 
of Buddhism, like I said, is very good and precious, be it 
Mahāyāna or Hinayāna.  But let me give you a suggestion, 
don’t just as yet get into argument about sectarian differ-
ences and be militant in spirit, keep practicing and read 
more, don’t jump to conclusion; lay aside your prejudice, 
and read more; later on you will be able to make a wise 
decision .  If you choose Theravada, that’s fine.  But just 
don’t slander me or anybody. 

 Don’t take other people’s kindness for granted.  Especially 
strangers’.  Nobody owes you anything.  And you tend to 
see hatred in things where there is no hatred, and see prej-
udice where there is none.  It is nothing but a revelation of 
your own mind:  when a person’s mind is full of hate and 
prejudice, it is reflected in everything he sees.  And some-
times the hate and prejudice is so full in the mind that it 
overflows in whatever he sees and thinks and says.  And 
you have a strong inclination to think, not with your head 
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or reason, but with your feelings or sentiment.  That’s why 
you are being muffled in your views by your sentiment, 
and you are not able to see things properly and clearly, 
only vaguely and distortedly.  On that account you are so 
very easily beguiled and misled by your own sentiment, 
yet still feel yourself justified, and always feel wronged 
by all the world.  That explains why you are so head-
strong and rash, so immature and childish about things.  
More importantly and fatally, you carry this mental habit 
into the practice or reading in Buddhism:  viz., you don’t 
practice with your head or reason, but practice with raw 
sentiment, that’s why you find it difficult to calm yourself 
down.

 Finally, Mr. Y, please don’t quarrel with me or with 
anybody about sectarian doctrines, because you really 
know far too little to do that.  For instance, do you know 
although the Mahāyāna and Hinayāna people do argue 
with each other throughout ages, but they don’t quarrel 
like foes or enemies, and the other party is never damned 
in words or actions.  And the arguments even never get 
into a fist-fight, let alone fighting with weapons (It is 
unimaginable to see two Buddhist monks beating or kill-
ing each other to “defend” their own doctrines––in the 
name of the Buddha!)  Indeed, they argue just as civilized 
scholars would do, or at the worst, they simply squabble 

like brothers in the family.  In fact, their contention is very 
much like a domestic squabble.  And so any outsider who 
does not understand tries to mediate or meddle or fool 
with it, is a fool.  Because just like family, we love and re-
spect each other, for we are truly blood and kins, although 
we don’t totally agree with each other, as brothers usually 
do.  And so, like brothers, we never in a moment wish the 
other to perish, or try to exterminate each other.  Quite to 
the contrary, with all our differences, we always wish the 
other to flourish and prosper!  And so until now we still 
have standing international organizations for all the Bud-
dhists in the world, and the delegates from all over the 
world meet annually to communicate and discuss matters 
for the well-being and propagation of over-all Buddhism.  
And this is something quite “incredible” to other religions, 
wouldn’t it?  Consequently, to fully comprehend Bud-
dhism and to practice it well and properly, it is not just in 
the reading of a couple of small booklets, or pamphlets, 
it takes enormous endeavor to study and comprehend nu-
merous original texts of Sūtras, and to immerse oneself in 
the whole background of culture of that area, so that one 
can get a clear and correct picture, without any misunder-
standing or misinterpretation, or self-supposing distor-
tions.
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(3) The Reader’s Response

Dear Rev. Cheng Kuan,                                        2-8-97

 Thank you very much for your letter and....

 Thank you for opening my eyes and removing the thick 
layer of dust that has been covering them.

 I now see that I should slow down and think about what I 
read, and yes you are right, I really don’t know enough to argue 
with anyone of your expertise.

 I am sorry for rude and unkind letter that I wrote you and 
hope you can forgive me.

 The book I talked about in the letter is in fact an Outstand-
ing and helpful meditation Darma [sic] teaching and I am very 
sorry I misread part of it.

 You have NOT made me unhappy or unsatisfied.

 And NO you did not make a fool of yourself in front of me 
and the world.  In fact I am the real fool in my own little world.

 You asked me if I believe that all men have Buddha-Nature.  
Well, if I remember right the Buddha discovered that every man 
has the same basic ability not only humans but all sentient be-
ings possess the same Buddha-Nature.  “Sure I believe that all 
men have that quality!” Some (like me) will take a little longer, 

because of the many years of evils or “aKusala Karma”.  I know 
I will have to go through at least another life before I become 
Enlightened because the life I took in this one, and all that I stole 
and the countless animals & insects I killed.

 I have been in prison & jail for over 8 years and have con-
verted to Buddhism a year and a half or so ago.

 I sure wish I would have found Buddhism many years ago, 
because if I did, I sure wouldn’t have caused so much suffer-
ing....

When it comes to meditation I have what is called a Mon-
key-mind, I’m sure you know what that is.  In fact, unless it is 
very quiet I have a hard time reading, it’s like I start reading and 
as I go find myself daydreaming as my eyes are moving on the 
words in the book that I am reading, then I have to back way up 
to where I started from and start over - then over until I sit [sic] 
my book down and try again later.  (I never give up however).

 Maybe it has a lot to do with my location.  Here in prison I 
listen to every sound I hear and always watch eyes of other con-
victs wherever I walk.  It is hard to find quiet, there is quiet but I 
am usually sleeping then because I have to go work early in the 
A.m., and quiet is from 12:00 Am till 6:00 Am or so.

 Well, I will try to work out a time schedule for meditation.  
And speaking of time, I better cut this short because I’m sure 
your schedule is very busy.
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 Please accept my apology for the very negative words that 
were in my last letter.

 If there is ever anything I can do for you from inside these 
walls, please just ask.

  Truly yours,

     B. Y.

P.S.     I will now start with Anapanasati.
P.S.#2  An Arhat is Not a Buddha. 
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