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Preface: What Is Enlightenment?
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Epiphany

What is epiphany?

It is a sudden enlightenment. It is the discovery of the truth about life.

What is enlightenment?
Enlightenment doesn’t come without predicament.

When a person begins to ask:

“What’s the purpose of my life? How should I live my life?”

That person is on the way to epiphany and understanding Zen.
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Criteria of enlightenment

What status can be called enlightenment?

Whether a person achieves enlightenment is measured by whether that person can
selflessly merge into the moment.

The enlightened fully understand that life is the compound of countless present
moments.The so-called “me” is just a variable and transient phenomenon,while

instantaneous present is the true essence of life.
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Live in the moment

What is sentient being in the universe?

He is nothingness as opposed to infinity.

But he is everything as opposed to nothingness.

Standing between infinity and nothingness, sentient beings shall seize the moment,

the present, the instant.

Zen is the attitude toward life after one discovers the truth about life.

Zen means living in the moment instead of for the past, the present or the future.
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True love knows no self

A person traveled across mountains, deserts and oasis and arrived at the house of
his true love.

“Bang! Bang! Bang!” he knocked on the door.

“Who is it?”

“It’s me!”

“Sorry, it’s not big enough for you and me,” answered the person in the house.

The person went back to the mountain and thought long and hard. One year later,
he came back to the house in the oasis and knocked on the door again.

“Bang! Bang! Bang!”

“Who is it?”

“It’s you!”

The door was opened, and a voice in the house said, “true love knows neither you

nor me. You can only embrace truth when there is no self.”
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Donkey is the substitute for horse

In the Transmission of the Lamp, only 920 Zen Masters achieved enlightenment.

While there were so few enlightened Zen Masters when Zen Buddhism was in its
heyday, true Zen Masters are even rarer today.

A student asked Venerable Kong Kong (meaning nothingness), “how to tell which
the true enlightened Zen Master is?”

Venerable Kong Kong answered, “when a country has no horse but a group of
donkeys, it’s hard to tell which horse is. Most Zen Masters are not true to their name,
they are just substitutes for Zen Masters. There are very few true Zen Masters. More
often than not, it’s the substitutes carrying that title. In a country without horse, donkey

is called horse.”
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Self is the obstacle to enlightenment

Sorﬁeone asked Venerable Kong Kong, “how did you achieve enlightenment?”

“I achieved enlightenment because of a dog.”

“Does that mean your mentor is a dog?”

“That’s right. A dog enlightened me.”

Venerable Kong Kong continued, “one day I saw a dog standing by the water
almost thirsty to death, but every time he approached the water, he was startled because
there was a dog in the water.”

“And then?”

Venerable Kong Kong said, “at last the dog couldn’t stand the thirst any longer, so
it jumped into the water despite its fear, only to find that the dog in the water was gone.
The reason why it couldn’t quench its thirst with water was its own reflection. This
story tells me that my obstacle is myself, so this obstacle disappeared and I achieved

enlightenment.”
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Hell is heaven

An ice cube in the Sahara Desert was thawed by the sun into a tiny piece.

The ice cried, “desert is hell for ice and the Arctic is heaven for ey

Sand told the ice, “ice is most valuable when it’s in the desert but is worthless in
the Arctic.”

There isn’t much difference from one to another when we are in favorable
circumstances, but when we are in a hopeless situation, that’s the time to display our
values.

If ice can realize this by itself, and happily lives in the Sahara Desert, that will be
its epiphany!
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Truth is in time and space

Needle said to salt, “I’ve been in water for tens of years, but water remains water
and needle remains needle.”
Salt told needle, “you have self-awareness, so you cannot merge into the

environment of truth.”

Truth is like salt melted in water.
It’s invisible and intangible.

But it’s pervasive in water.

And it can be tasted in every drop.

Truth only comes out when you taste it!
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Heaven is where there is no self

A disciple asked Zen Master Weikuan at Xingshan Temple in Jingzhao, “where is
heaven?”

Zen Master Weikuan answered, “right here, right now!”

Disciple: “why cannot I see it?”

Zen Master Weikuan: “you cannot see it because you see yourself.”

Disciple: “do you see it?”

Zen Master Weikuan: “I cannot see heaven when I see you and me.”

Disciple: “can you see it when there is no you or me?”

Zen Master Weikuan: “who needs to see heaven when there is no you or me!”

The human world is heaven, but only those without “self” can see it,

Because heaven is where there is no self.

10
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The enlightened knows no life or death

Some asked, “is there life or death for enlightened Zen Masters?”
The answer is “where there is life, there is death, but Zen Masters are not

concerned about them.”

Mountains, rivers, the land - everything in the universe arises from the combination
of causes and conditions.
Everything arises from hetu-pratyaya (causes and conditions), and everything is

void out of nature. Hetu-pratyaya and void nature constitute Zen!

The realm of void is that one doesn’t look at any circumstance or change from his
own perspective.When it’s time to arise, arise; when it’s time to die, die. Face life and

death with composure and think nothing of them at all.

Sentient beings come and go in nudity.

Being able to let everything go is moksha.

LI
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Life goes on either way

In a fall of 1925, Dharma-bhanaka (teacher of the dharma) Hong Yi lived in Qita
Temple in Ningbo because of war.

His old friend Xia Mianzun visited him one day and saw only a dish of pickles on
the Dharma-bhanaka’s dining table.

Xia asked, “aren’t the pickles too salty?”

Dharma-bhanaka Hong Yi answered, “saltiness has its own taste.”

After the meal, Dharma-bhanaka ang Yi poured himself a glass of water.
Xia asked again, “don’t you have tea leaves? Why do you drink bland water?”

Dharma-bhanaka Hong Yi answered with a smile, “blandness has its own taste.”
For Zen Masters, life goes on the same way whether in favorable or unfavorable

circumstances.

Live in the moment, and live a life fully understanding what it is!
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Learn from the mirror

Da Zhu Hui Hai (an eminent monk in the Tang Dynasty) said,“Mirror shows an

object when it sees it, and shows no object when it doesn’t see it.”

Buddhism practicers shall use their heart like mirror.The heart displays circumstances

when it sees them, and displays no circumstances when it doesn’t see them.

The mirror faces every moment selflessly, never expecting before something
arrives, nor regretting when something leaves.

It completely and faithfully reflects the circumstance without a "self"!

Therefore, it is able to reflect the moment a million times without hurting itself.

We should learn from the mirror.

Let our heart be like mirror. Heart is our sanctuary!

When we can do that anytime anywhere, we will find physical and mental peace
and be free of meaningless pain and worry.

That is epiphany!

13
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Heart is the other shore

The quiet other shore, purity, tathagata and Buddha are all pronouns for
enlightenment.

Your heart is your own heaven and hell. You heart is your this shore and other
shore.

That remote place doesn’t really exist.

Your heart is your ashram for practice and epiphany!
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