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classic Chan (Zen) Buddhist text by Randolph S. Whitfield




Preface


Before the demise of our ‘good friend’ the Ven. Myokyo-ni in 2007, she asked me for a complete translation of the letters of Chan master Dahui Pujue. I was perhaps too headstrong then and wished first to translate the Records of the Transmission of the Lamp, which was completed in 2020.1 There followed a two-volume translation of the eminent early Northern Song dynasty Chan master Fenyang Shanzhao’s Recorded Sayings.2


Then, in 2017, Jeffrey Broughton with Elise Yoko Watanabe published the first full translation in English of Master Dahui’s Letters.3 Broughton, Professor Emeritus, California State University, is a renowned Buddhist scholar and translator whose textual apparatus to the Letters clarifies many issues. Extremely helpful has been the research of Miriam Levering, Emerita Professor, University of Tennessee, beginning with her PhD dissertation.4 Christopher Cleary’s Swampland Flowers first popularised Master Dahui’s Letters in English by providing enticing excerpts found in Records of the Finger Pointing at the Moon (Zhi yue lu 指月錄), a late 16th century anthology.5


The present translation necessarily leans heavily on such previous work.


My efforts have been directed toward a simple and direct translation of the Taisho text (T 1998A).6 I have endeavoured to preserve a shade of the formal tone in these letters: master Dahui did not sport an improper or familiar language when addressing his social superiors but always maintained a certain dispassionate formality in his epistles – even when, at times, he could be quite severe with his injunctions.


The cipher at the head of each letter refers to the Taisho entry T1998A.


My thanks go, as ever, to The Hokun Trust, to Michelle Bromley for support and encouragement and to Sandra Hill for the cover.


The Netherlands


February, 2023.





1 Whitfield, R. S., (trans.). Records of the Transmission of the Lamp (景德傳燈錄, T2076) 8 vols. Norderstedt: BoD, 2015–2020.


2 Whitfield, R. S., (trans.). The Recorded Sayings of Chan master Fenyang (汾陽無德禪師語錄T1992) 2 vols. Norderstedt: BoD, 2021–22.


3 Jeffrey L. Broughton with Elise Yoko Watanabe (trans.) The Letters of Chan Master Dahui Pujue. Oxford: 2017.


4 Levering, Miriam L. “Ch’an Enlightenment for Laymen: Ta-hui and the New Religious Culture of the Sung.” PhD diss., Harvard University, 1978. And “Dahui Zonggao and Zhang Shangying: The Importance of a Scholar in the Education of a Song Chan Master.” Journal of Song-Yuan Studies 30 (2000): 115– 139. “Dahui Zonggao (1089– 1163): The Image Created by His Stories about Himself and by His Teaching Style.” In Zen Masters, Steven Heine and Dale S. Wright, eds., 91–116. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010. “The Huatou Revolution, Pure Land Practices, and Dahui’s Chan Discourse on the Moment of Death.” Frontiers of History in China, 8.3 (2013): 342– 365.


5 Cleary, Christopher, (trans.), Swampland Flowers. The Letters and Lectures of Zen Master Ta Hui. New York: Grove Press, 1977. (X83.1578).


6 Araki and Broughton translated from an early Gozan (Five Mountains) edition, which differs but slightly from T1998A.




Introduction


The influence of Chan master Dahui Zong’gao7 on the Chan Buddhist School of his day was considerable. He was one of the most distinguished Chan masters of the Song dynasty, whose authority also spread to Korea and Japan, where it is still felt today.


Dahui Zong’gao (1089–1163 CE), a Dharma-heir of Yuanwu Keqin (1063– 1135), left the home life at the age of sixteen and was ordained a year later. Initially drawn to the teachings of Tang dynasty master Yunmen Wenyan (864–949 CE), at the age of twenty-one, dissatisfied with the intellectual study of Chan, he went to practise with Zhantang Zhun († 1115) of the Huanglong branch of the Linji school. Later, at the almost exact mid-point of his life, aged thirty-six, he took up his practice under Yuanwu in modern Kaifeng, who was a master of the Yangqi branch of the Linji school.8


Patronage has ever played a key role in the politics of religion in China and master Dahui had some influential patrons. It was the former prime minster Zhang Shangying who, just before his death in 1122, facilitated the introduction to Yuanwu, whom he knew personally by virtue of his wide connections both in the government and amongst Buddhist and Daoist clerics.9 As a koan Yuanwu gave his young student Yunmen’s famous reply to a monk asking him, ‘Where do all the Buddhas come from?’ Yunmen’s reply was, ‘East mountain goes forth on water.’10


After forty-nine wrong responses, finally on May 13th, 1125, Dahui broke through into clarity. Yet Yuanwu did not give him transmission – Dahui had ‘died’, said master Yuanwu, but had not yet been ‘reborn’. Dahui was given the koan, ‘Being or non-Being, it is like a wisteria leaning on a tree.’11 After six months the breakthrough came and Yuanwu acknowledged Dahui as an heir.


When, due to the Jurchen (Jin dynasty) invasions from the north and west, the Northern Song dynasty moved its capital south to Lin’an (Hangzhou) in 1126–7, Dahui moved south too. In 1137, aged forty-nine, the eminent Chancellor Zhang Jun12 was authorised to appoint Dahui abbot of the most prestigious government Nengren Monastery on Mount Jingshan, close to the new capital Hangzhou, where his assembly would number some one thousand seven hundred persons. In 1141 an additional dormitory for one thousand monks was built.13


Two years later disaster struck when Dahui was stripped of his robes, his abbacy and was exiled to Hengzhou in Hunan (1143–1150), for his connections at court with such senior civil servants as Vice-minister Zhang Jiucheng, who had fallen from favour due to his anti-appeasement stance against the Jurchen and was himself exiled (in 1143 and later reinstated).14 In 1151, aged sixty-two, Dahui was exiled further south to the then malarial swamps of Guangdong, where many of his monks died.


The master’s fortunes changed dramatically once again in 1155 when he was pardoned and reinstated to the abbacy on Jingshan, where he died on the 10th August, 1163, at the age of seventy-four.


Chan master Dahui is remembered for his use of the ‘key phrase’ (huatou, 話頭critical phrase, principal theme) method of working on koans, that is, focussing meditative attention on the key phrase of a koan (it’s ‘eye’). One of Dahui’s favourite key phrases after he became a teacher was based on a famous encounter dialogue between a monk and Chan master Zhaozhou (Jap. Joshu), ‘A monk asked Zhaozhou, “Does a dog have the Buddha Nature?” Zhaozhou answered, “No”’ (or, ‘does not have’, in Chinese wu 無); the key ‘phrase’ here consisting of just one character, namely ‘no’ (wu).




‘Zhaozhou replied, “No.” (Wu)





This one word [no] is the weapon that destroys a lot of harmful knowledge and pernicious conceptualisations, but




Not to fashion an understanding that there is a ‘no’


Not to fashion an understanding that there is a Way


Not coming, under the faculty of thought, to calculation and speculation


Not, in raising the eyebrows or blinking, to indulge in measuring


Not fashioning a way of life out of the path of language


Not to get into a shell of ‘there is nothing to do’


Not coming to raise the state [of no] as if having power over it


Not to cite proofs in texts’ (Letter 10)





A modern Japanese Zen master, Soko Morinaga Roshi (1925–1995), noted, ‘‘‘Mu’ does not mean that Buddha-nature does not exist, or that the dog does not have Buddha-nature.’… ‘[Mu] is a world in which there is no duality or opposition.’15 Awakening to the key phrase then is a non-verbal realisation which manifests non-verbally.


It was, according to Dahui, the education of scholar-officials that necessitated such a ‘skilful means’ as instituting the key phrase practice, for this intellectual education was the very obstruction to a real awakening, since the ingrained ways of thought nurtured by intense curriculum study in order to pass government examinations and gain entry into the civil service made it the more difficult for these scholars to go beyond conventional thought-forms. Moreover, many intellectuals were convinced that the legitimate access to their concept of ‘Chan’ awakening was through such a Confucian, official education, coupled to a wide-spread belief amongst the elites that just sitting in meditation, blocking all thoughts, sitting in ‘the ghost cave’ of ‘silent illumination’ as Dahui calls it, was the real awakening, whilst the awakening practised by the Chan school was nothing but a fiction.




‘On account of being blocked by the root of gain, coupled to a bright intelligence, the mind has been preset to there being something to obtain.’


(Letter 2)





What is necessary, according to master Dahui, is one’s own faith and one’s own awakening, for ultimately words are not anything to be relied upon. Faith is the key and applied to Buddhist practice is a practical activity; ‘a foolish person eliminates the environment but does not forget the heart; the wise one forgets the heart, does not eliminate the environment’ (quoting Huangbo, letter 35).


Time and again the master rails against those of silent illumination sitting in their ghost caves and suppressing all thoughts. His message is uncomplicated: ‘in the state of the inborn nature, to let go of actions producing retribution; in the state of retributive actions, set free the inborn nature.’





7 Zong’gao 宗杲 lit., ‘Rising Light of the Lineage’. Pujue, 普覺 ‘Wholly Awakened’ is his posthumous name. The master also goes by the names of temples he occupied – Tanhui (曇晦), Miaoxi (妙喜), and Yunmen (雲門).


8 Dahui had already been advised by former teacher Zhantang Wenzhun in 1112 to go to Yuanwu.


9 Levering, CEL:123. See also Levering’s, ‘Dahui Zonggao and Zhang Shangying: The Importance of a Scholar in the Education of a Song Chan Master,’ Journal of Song-Yuan Studies 30 (2000): 115–139. And Robert Gimello, ‘Chang Shang-ying on Wu-t’ai Shan’ in Susan Naquin and Chün-fang Yü, eds., Pilgrims and Sacred Sites in China. Berkeley: University of California Press, 1992, pp. 89–149.


10 如何是諸佛出身處師云東山水上行, in 雲門匡真禪師廣錄, T47.1988.545c19.


11 有句無句如藤倚樹 [樹倒藤枯時作摩 ] in ZTJ 祖堂集, Juan 16, Guishan Heshan. K1503.0335b13.


12 Dahui addresses letter 23 to him.


13 For a translation of part of the dedication praising Dahui’s teaching on this occasion, see Levering, CEL: 30.


14 See the note to letter 48, addressed to him. Although it has never been clear what precisely Dahui’s offence consisted of, his lay government contacts did belong predominantly to the resistance faction. CEL: 47–62


15 Mumonkan. The Gateless Gate by Mumon Ekai. Commentary by Soko Morinaga Roshi. London: The Buddhist Society, 2023, pp. 22; 30; 34. Mu is the Japanese pronunciation of wu 無.
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Chan Master Dahui Pujue



The Letters


The abbot of Nengren Chan Monastery on Mount Jingshan


Chan Master Huiri, Dharma Heir [of Zong’gao]


Your humble servant Yunwen


presented this.



Reply to Vice-president Ceng (Tianyou)1



Question letter of Ceng [to Master Dahui]


0916b15


In Changsha recently I received a letter from old Master Yuanwu,2 in which he said that, considering that you, venerable sir, became a student rather late in life, what was obtained was very singular and grand. Having pondered this repeatedly, today eight years have already passed and ever regretting not to have obtained the slightest hearing [of your teaching] in person, it has only been a question of being close through my admiration.


The aspiration for awakening opened in my youthful years and I paid courtesy visits to teachers in order to gain knowledge by enquiring into this matter.3 After coming of age and due to marriage and official duties, application to the practice was not whole-hearted, a negligence that has persisted into old age now. Having still not heard the teachings in person evokes sighs of self-reproach. Despite this, the determined aspiration to awaken persists; truly this question is not based on a shallow understanding, for then no awakening would be possible. Awakening should be the direct approach to the ancients, in order to personally verify, by the appropriate medicine, the place of the great cessation of deluded thoughts. Although this heart has never retrogressed for one moment, there is the knowledge that the practice, in the final analysis, has not been complete. It could be said that the aspiration is great, the amount of energy for it small.


In the past, on painstakingly entreating master Yuanwu, the old master gave instruction through his own Dharma-talks in six sections. Initially he instructed directly on this matter [of awakening] and later brought up the episodes in the two cases (gong’an) of Yunmen’s Mount Sumeru and Zhaozhou’s Put it down.4 The recommendation was to plod on with the task by always raising these topics into awareness (常自舉覺) and that after a long time entry would inevitably be gained. His grand-motherly kindness5 was just like this but my obtuseness and blockage was too great.


At present family obligations are, happily, completed and there is the leisure of being without extraneous matters. It is just at this stage of life that a deep requital to the first aspiration spurs me on. The initial remorse of not yet having gained a personal hearing of the teachings is coming to a head as the failure of a whole life and has already revealed itself all too clearly. [The venerable sir] will surely be able to penetrate this heart with insight. The hope is for a thoroughly detailed explanation. How is the practice done on a daily basis? The hope is not to cross over into aberrant ways but that the path and the original ground [of the heart] harmonise. In speaking like this there have also been not a few blunders but surrendering myself, I have rejected any concealment.


Thus, quite wretched, awaiting the call.


The First Letter


Master Dahui’s Reply to Ceng


0916c06


Your letter has come. It states that from an early age through to an official career there were courtesy visits to many distinguished founders of the Chan School. Further that in the middle years, constraints undertaken by marriage and official service meant that wrong awareness and unwholesome practices won the upper hand. On account of being unable to prosecute a wholesome practice, there is the feeling of having committed a great offence. You entertain bitter thoughts of impermanency in a world of many vanities and illusions, which have no possibility for attaining happiness. Thus the heart’s wish to examine the one great matter of causes and their conditions is a consideration of deep satisfaction to this ailing old monk.


Now, since becoming a scholar, relying on the blessing of an emolument for a livelihood and constrained by family and official commitments, it was not possible to evade these in the middle of life. But there is no fault on the gentleman’s part in this case. Granted that even a small fault can engender a great apprehension, but still, is it not from serving bona fide spiritual guides from vast aeons without beginning that the prajñā wisdom has permeated deeply? This being so, how could you sir, call it a great fault? Sages and worthies can also not avoid [such a predicament] but perceiving the hollowness of illusions, that ultimately there are no dharmas, they are able to return to the heart; this is the gate. With the water of prajñā wisdom to cleanse and eliminate the stains of defilements, at ease with oneself in a state of purity, cutting off the stream of thoughts so that they no longer arise, that is enough. There is no need to mull over the past or over the future. So if ‘vanity is illusion’ then time-based actions are also illusion and receiving the fruits of these actions is also illusion; the time of awakening too is illusion, just as distorted concepts of reality are illusion; in fact, past, present and future are all completely illusory.


If it is realised today that these are not real, then by taking an illusory medicine an illusory sickness is cured. Recovered from sickness, the medicine is put aside. Then, simply rely on the [original] person of old, for if there were another person, another Dharma, then that would be the evil Mara’s heretical way of understanding. May the gentleman ponder this deeply and proceed like this to the very limit, every time in the midst of a qualitative silence (靜勝). Do not neglect the two old case studies of ‘Mount Sumeru’ and ‘Put it down’ for only when truly set to work from the ground up will it go aright. That which is already past need not cause fear and therefore has no need of being pondered, for pondering engenders fear and is a block to the Way. Just, in the presence of all the Buddhas, send forth a great vow, a wish that this heart will be strong and resolute, will never ever retreat. Relying on all the Buddhas and increasing encounters with good guides, then under a single word from them make a radical end of birth and death. Awaken to complete and unexcelled liberation, in order to continue the wisdom life of the Buddhas, to requite the inestimable compassion of all the Buddhas.


When it goes like this, then after a long time there is no correct understanding that is not awakened. It is not realised how the youth Sudhana aroused the resolve to awaken in obedience to Mañjuśri, gradually travelling south and passing through one hundred and ten cities, partaking of the insight of fifty-three guides. Finally, after Maitreya gave one snap of his fingers, Sudhana suddenly forgot about all the insights of his previous guides’ Dharma-gates. After that, obeying an impulse from Maitreya’s teachings, Sudhana wished to have the honour of attending on Mañjuśri, whereupon Mañjuśri stretched out his right hand from the great distance of one hundred and ten leagues and patting Sudhana on the head said,


‘Good, excellent, son of a good family! When there is a separation from the root of faith the mind becomes powerless with grief and remorse. Meritorious practice not complete, regressing from diligent practice, the heart then dwells on a single good root, dwells on a little virtue as being sufficient, unable to give rise to the practice by skilfully according with one’s vows. Not being nurtured by the insight of a good Dharma friend would ultimately make it impossible to comprehend the nature of Dharma as such, the methods, the Dharma-gates and the practices as such, as well as the realms. Even all-round knowledge, knowledge of various kinds, even to the exhaustion of the source, to insight into liberation, to a penetrating entry, to liberative discourse, to the insight of differentiation, even to the verification of knowledge and obtaining these – all would not be enabled.’ When Mañjuśri proclaimed this to Sudhana, he, under impact of this teaching, completed the Dharma teachings of the venerable monk, attained the immeasurably great unimpeded wisdom light, entered the gate of Samant-abhadra and in one instant of thought beheld all the great Dharma teachers in very mote of dust in the three thousand great chiliocosms. Approaching all quietly, with reverence and in obedient service, Sudhana received their teachings and the non-regressing wisdom of the adorned treasury of wisdom. Then he entered into the temple of Samantabhadra’s hair follicle and with one step passed through totally inexpressible Buddha-fields numerous as the motes of dust in the worlds equal to Samantabhadra, equal to all the Buddhas, equal to all the Buddha-lands and their practices and equal to liberative freedom, all totally equal and the same, neither two nor separate.6


Such a time is the beginning of being able to turn the three poisons into the three pure precepts,7 to turn the six consciences into the six spiritual empowerments,8 to turn vexation into bodhi and ignorance into great wisdom. As for the connection with the above quote, it merely deals with men’s true reality at the moment of the last stage [of entry into the realm of reality] and that is all. Sudhana, in the interval that Maitreya snapped his fingers, was able to forget all of the good Dharma-friends’ insights verified in meditation; how much the more, the beginningless unreal residual unwholesome tendencies? If the faults committed earlier are taken as being real then the world appearing today in front of the eyes is truly existent. Then also an official position, wealth and status, favours bestowed and love, all these are real; since these are all real so are heaven and hell also real, vexation and ignorance are also real and karmic actions too are real; receiving retribution and that which verifies the Dharma-teachings too are real. If these kinds of insights are entertained then even exhausting time to the end of time there would never be anyone who could find their way to the Buddha vehicle. The three worlds, all the Buddhas and generations of patriarchs and masters, all the various skilful means, all would have to be revised as being false speech.


It has been heard that at the time of dispatching this letter, you were burning incense to all the sages, that you made obeisance to this hermitage far away and then sent it off. Such was the sincerity in your honour’s heart. Although not very far from each other there has not yet been a conversation face to face. Trusting the impulse and trusting the hand, quite unawares, this reply is long-winded to a degree. However irksome, it too emerges from the bottom of a sincere heart, which would not venture to deceive by one word or jot. Were it to deceive your honour, then clearly it would be a self-deception.


Something else comes to mind: Sudhana went to see Śivarāgra Brahmin and obtained a sincere discourse on liberation, that ‘All the Buddhas and bodhisatt-vas of the past, present and future coursing in supreme and unexcelled awakening have not regressed, do not regress in the present and will not regress in the future and everything which they seek does not remain unfulfilled because all comes from the greatest sincerity.’9 Since the gentleman is already a companion of the bamboo seat and the sitting cushion, this is no different from Sudhana seeing Śivarāgra. Furthermore, in dispatching a letter to this Yunmen hermitage10 and making obeisance to all the sages far away before sending it, just this necessary trust and acceptance shows the greatest sincerity. But hearken: work only in this way on the practice so that a time will come, without doubt, when the great and unexcelled awakening will be fully completed.


The Second Letter to Ceng


0917b15


Your standing in the world sir is one of prosperity and eminence yet you have not been defeated by the constraints of prosperity and eminence. Without having previously planted prajñā wisdom how would this have been possible? The only fear is that the significance of this is forgotten in the midst of apprehensions. On account of being blocked by the root of gain, coupled to a bright intelligence, the mind has been preset to there being something to obtain. Therefore it is unable to access the ancients’ direct path of severing it, by one stroke of the sword, in order to attain the peace of awakening. It is not only worthy scholars and officials who suffer from this illness; it is also natural to patch-robed monks of long practice. Many are unwilling to retreat a step and just economise energy by a commitment to practice. Merely by means of a bright intelligence, a discriminating consciousness, they think, compare and calculate, rushing around seeking on the outside. Even apart from first hearing of conceptual understanding, calculating thought, discriminating consciousness and bright intelligence, an eminent monk’s showing of the original state of one’s life is often taken, even in a face to face encounter, to mean that this showing comes from ancient worthies on high and that there really is an actual Dharma to bestow on people – of such a kind as Zhaozhou’s ‘Lay it down’ and Yunmen’s ‘Mount Sume-ru’. Yet Yantou said, ‘Spurning things is considered superior, pursuing things inferior.’ He also said, ‘The core teaching of our lineage is the necessity of having to be familiar with the insight into its phrases. What are these insights into the phrases? The absence of all extraneous thoughts is called staying on the phrase, also ‘sitting on the summit’, ‘arrived at abiding’, also ‘clarity’ and ‘alertness’. It is also referred to as ‘this very moment’. It is taking this very moment, moment to moment, to break through all ‘rights’ and ‘wrongs’. But ‘just this’ is already not ‘just this’ for both affirming the phrase is to be pared down and negating the phrase is to be pared down too. Like a ball of fire, touch it then it burns. Is there a place close by?’11 Many are those scholars and officials buried in their habituation to measuring, calculating and making comparisons. On hearing such words as the above they immediately say, ‘Does this not fall into emptiness?’ It is like a boat that has not yet capsized but the person already jumps into the water. This is to be deeply pitied.


Recently in Jiangxi I saw Lü Juren. Juren has been aware of this situation for a long time, also suffering extremely from this illness, yet how could he not be of a bright intelligence? I once asked him, ‘You sir fear falling into emptiness, but is the one able to perceive the fear, empty or not empty?’ He hesitated, thought, wishing to come up with a calculated reply. At that time I just gave a shout but even to this day he is in the dark, unable to examine himself. This is due to nothing else than seeking by setting up thoughts of awakening beforehand, thereby creating one’s own obstacles.


However, if you sir, try to do this practice as [outlined above], then after many days and months there will naturally be a sudden breakthrough. But if intentionally waiting for awakening in the future, intentionally waiting for an abiding state of freedom from worldly constraints, then even practising from the bottom right up to the coming of Maitreya, neither the cessation of worldly constraints nor awakening will be possible to attain. There will be only more turning round in confusion, that’s all. Ven. Pingtian said, ‘The light of the spirit is not obscure, only its countless good strategies; come, enter this gate where discursive knowledge does not exist.’12 An ancient worthy also said, ‘This matter cannot be sought with the mind of attachment, cannot be obtained by a mind of non-attachment, cannot be reached with words and cannot be penetrated in a state of quiescence.’13 This is the first grade, entering the mud, entering the water, grandmotherly kindness talk. Very often those who practise Chan just memorise such talk but they never see the detail, that this is a principle of [Chan] discourse. If there were a sturdy fellow who heard even a hint of this being brought up, then straightaway he would take the precious sword of the Vajra king and with a single blow cut through the trailing vines of verbiage of these four ways [mentioned above]. Then the road of birth and death would also be cut off, the road of secular and sacred would also be cut off, the road of concepts, planning and calculation would also be cut off, gain and loss, right and wrong too would be cut off. The human being right now is, at the very bottom, pure, openly exposed, bare and naked, without anything to grab hold of. How could he not be untroubled? How could he not be open-hearted?
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