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What is Diamond Sutru about?

AL RER
text & illustrations by Tsai Chin Chchung
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Whereas Bodhidharma and other early Zen (Chan Buddhism) patriarchs deemed
Lankavatara Sutra the most important book, Daoxin the Third Patriarch placed an
equally high value on Diamond Sutra, which continued to grow in importance and, by
the time of Huineng the Sixth Patriarch, replaced Lankavatara Sutra to acquire a central
position in the Zen canon. Huineng found in Diamond Sutra the central idea of Zen, that
1s, “by directly working on (one’s) mind, it lets one see into (one’s own true) nature and
(thus) attain Buddhahood”. Compared with Lankavatara Sutra, Diamond Sutra is more
easily comprehensible, embracing a straightforward approach to “enlightenment”.

Why could Diamond Sutra reign supreme in the Buddhist canon? What made it so

important? The book teaches repeatedly that

If a devotee to the Buddha interprets any four chants in Diamond Sutra to
somebody else, he/she will be repaid with huge happiness exceeding what he/she gains

Jfrom giving as much alms as the number of sand grains in the Ganges.

However incredible it may sound, Huineng had an awakening at the age of 24 upon
hearing merely a verse from Diamond Sutra. His subsequent entry into the monkhood

well proved the quotation above:

Huineng s father died early when Huineng was a small boy. Huineng and his
mother then moved to Guangzhou and made a living by selling firewood.

One day, Huineng delivered firewood to an inn and heard one guest chant Diamond
Sutra:* He looks at what happens in his life, good or bad, with a pure and clear mind.”
He was promptly enlightened.

Huineng asked the guest What sutra are you chanting? Where did you get it? "

The guest told him:* This is Diamond Sutra. I learnt it from Master Hongren the
Fifth Patriarch in the East Buddhist Temple in Qizhou's Huangmei County.”

Huineng was happy at the news. After making good arrangements for his mother,

he set off for the temple. Over 30 days later, he got there, beginning to study under

Master Hongren.
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Following the calling of Diamond Sutra, Huineng converted to Buddhism. He later
became the Sixth Patriarch and valued Diamond Sutra as the most important doctrine
of Zen. Thanks to Huineng’s efforts, Zen thrived in Caoxi, Guangdong Province. His
disciples established five sects under Zen, namely Caodong, Weiyang, Linji, Yunmen and
Fayan. The disciples and followers of these five sects have carried Zen to different places
of China and the world. In this process, Diamond Sutra has exerted profound influence

and it, along with Heart Sutra, has become the best-known Buddhist classics in China.

Diamond Sutra talks about the way to the perfect wisdom and it is “a realm
indescribable” in Buddhism.

A Buddhism-practicing person has to attain enlightenment through personal
experiences. How is the process and results of practice indeed? It is right like drinking
water that only the person who drinks can tell the temperature of water. So it is simply
indescribable. Composed of only 5,175 characters, the text of Diamond Sutra is
extremely hard to be interpreted, due to the involved and abstruse verses and terms. It
is impossible to grasp the essential meaning of the sutra through the logical reasoning
to the text. One has to put it into practice and experience in person, so as to get
enlightenment.

In Diamond Sutra, the Buddha talks about Buddharma to Subhuti, while the entire
Diamond Sutra is focused on “emptiness”!

Subhuti reached the realm or state described by the Buddha: Subhuti has grasped
the essence of emptiness and been unfrettered by concepts of self or others. He’s been
annoyed by no living being and annoyed no living being. I’ve been the first to get rid
of any desires and the Arhat who reached the attainment. All dharmas are of emptiness.
But what is “emptiness” that is often seen in a classic of Zen? An enlightened person is
being in emptiness at any present moment. “Emptiness” is the essence of the Buddha’s

thought and the mental state enjoyed by an enlightened person who has attained the

perfect wisdom.
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The Generation and Elimination of Anxiety and Stress

The Buddha saw into the process how anxiety and stress generated 2,500 years ago
when he was sitting under the Bodhi tree!

He kept thinking for seven more days and finally found the way to eliminate
anxiety and stress: Humans are plagued with anxiety and stress, because they are caught
up in the idea of “self”.

Were a person truly “selfless” in any conditions, he would get rid of anxiety and
stress.

The Buddha said:

[ came to understand how anxiety and stress generated!
And I came to understand how to eliminate anxiety and stress!
I'll devote myself to explaining it all through my life.

[ talk about nothing irrelevant to anxiety or stress.

I

“ Arising”," enduring”," disintegrating”,” existing” and" non-existing”, while
“inferior”," middling” and’ superior” do not have true existence. These terms are used
by the Buddha in accordance with worldly conventions.

—From Seventy Stanzas on Emptiness by Nagarjuna

However, the Buddha’s teaching on the generation and elimination of anxiety
and stress was misinterpreted as reincarnation over 1,000 years after the Buddha had
elaborated his thought. That was why Nagarjuna stated clearly in Stanza One in his
Seventy Stanzas on Emptiness that:

“The terms like ‘arising’, ‘enduring’, ‘disintegrating’, ‘existing’, ‘non-existing’,
‘inferior’, ‘middling’ and “superior’ do not have true existence. These terms are used by

the Buddha in accordance with worldly conventions.”

7
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The Buddha has no ideas of discrimination. He doesn’t impose his own values or
judgments on things or conditions. To see into the truth, one needs to understand that
the life and death in the Buddha’s mind has nothing to do with being alive or dead.
Instead, it refers to the cycle of generation and elimination of anxiety and stress.

The Buddha came to understand that all anxiety and stress are generated from our
“mind”. We need to practice to get rid of anxiety and stress by adjusting and readjusting
our “mind”. If a person imposes subjective judgments on the objective conditions, he’ll
suffer anxiety and stress.

A new-born baby is plagued with no such ideas of discrimination. However, a
person suffers more and more anxiety and stress, as he grows up with all sorts of wrong
ideas concerning himself and his own values. Huineng the Sixth Patriarch had his

famous gatha to this:

Bodhi is originally without any tree;
The bright mirror is also not a stand.
Originally there is not a single thing;
Where could any dust be attracted?

The Buddha is the Master of Adjusting. Learning dharmas is to practice adjusting

and readjusting one’s mind, eliminate all sorts of wrong ideas and regain the pure nature
of a new-born baby.

How to make one’s mind right?

It is to see one’s mind as a mirror:

One holds no anticipation before a thing comes to him and reflects the thing fully
and faithfully when it comes.

One empties his mind when the thing leaves and his mind fully incorporates into
the present moment.

A person isn t caught up in the past, the present or the future.

Nor is he caught up in the concepts of self, others, subjectivity, objectivity or time.

He only immerses himself wholeheartedly in the current split second.

That is the highest level of emptiness.
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