Cultivating Diligence in Chan Practice (Rebecca Li)
CMC Sunday Open House talk (Feb. 5, 2012)

How to maintain the practice so that it is sustainable and long-lasting both in meditation and in our daily life, and that we can continue to deepen our understanding of our mind and its nature

After we have engaged in the practice for a while, we are familiar with the method of practice—method of stilling the mind as foundation to support our investigation of the mind.  We sit (or recite the Buddha’s name) regularly, attend retreats regularly (monthly, and long intensive retreats at least once a year), and we might have abandoned some bad habits we had in the past.  It is possible to become complacent in the practice and begin to just cruise along, living off of the experiences and understandings attained from our past practice.  Is this okay?  Do we need to do more?  After studying the Four Proper Exertions, we will find that that answer is “it is not okay” and “yes, we need to do more than cruising along, living off of our past experiences in the practice.”

--a question asked by Master De Lin at Gao Min Si--If we do not do bad things, are we a good person?

What do we mean by “not doing bad things”?  What do you think?
· At the coarse level, in the beginning of our practice, “not doing bad things” means “not breaking the five precepts”—not killing, stealing, lying, sexual misconduct, & maybe not consuming intoxicant.  After that, as one wants to go deeper, it can also mean not getting angry, not being greedy, not attaching to erroneous views—corresponding to the three poisons or the three root vexations.  At least we try to.

· Is that it?  We usually focus our attention on behaviors—actions & speech.  We focus on not exhibiting unwholesome actions—not taking all the pieces of food we like (greed), not getting upset when people criticize us or when things do not go the way we want (anger), not use harsh words to criticize others when they do not perform, so on and so forth.  This is not easy to do.  As we practice, we can control our greed and anger more to the extent that they do not show up in our action and speech.  Other people may praise us.  We can begin to believe that we have rid ourselves of bad behaviors, and see that practice is really useful.  We can become self-satisfied, feeling that we can just keeping on living this way.  One is not being lazy per se, as one continues to meditate/recite Buddha’s name regularly.  But, maybe we can say that one is getting a little complacent, in not challenging ourselves to look deeper in our practice.
· The teaching of the Four Proper Exertions (part of the 37 aids to Enlightenment, as in the book “Things Pertaining to Bodhi”)  reminds us the importance of cultivating diligence in our practice

· Cut off unwholesome deeds that have arisen; prevent unwholesome deeds that have yet to arise from arising; give rise to wholesome deeds that have yet to arisen; give rise to more of the wholesome deeds that have already arisen( we will focus on the part about unwholesome deeds today.  On March 18, I will discuss cultivating diligence regarding giving rise to wholesome deeds.
--four proper exertions—“at the time when, on seeing an unprofitable state arisen in someone else, which has not yet arisen in his own person, he strives for its non-arising thus “I shall not behave as he has done in whom this is now arisen, and so this will not arise in me”, then he has the first right endeavour; when seeing something unprofitable in his own behavior, he strives to abandon it, then he has the second…”  Visuddhi Magga, Chapter 22

--When we talk about “not giving rise to unwholesome deeds,” what do we mean?  At one level, it can mean not behaving badly—action and speech.  How about thoughts?  Can we consider giving rise to unwholesome thoughts part of “giving rise to unwholesome deeds”?  If we think about it, bodily actions and speech come from thoughts, although the sequence usually happens so quickly we don’t notice the thoughts that precede the speech and action.  While we may be able to keep unwholesome speech and bodily actions from manifesting, most of the time, or when other people are around, we may find that they still manifest out of our control from time to time, often when we are with people close to us—won’t do it to colleagues or customers, but express our aggression or resentment or obsession to our spouse or parents or children.  That is because we have not taken good care of our mind—have not paid attention to the arising of unwholesome thoughts—mental dharma.
--To cultivate diligence, we need to pay attention, observe, be aware of the mental dharma that arises moment to moment.  This is a whole different level of applying the four proper exertion—not getting angry when someone criticize us takes place once in a while—only when someone criticizes us.  Yet, we need to recognize that regardless of what is going out in our surroundings, mental dharma is arising ceaselessly, moment after moment.  Do we know if it is wholesome or unwholesome?  If we are not aware of these thoughts arising, how do we know we are not giving rise to unwholesome thoughts this very moment, and the next?  Chances are we are giving rise to unwholesome thoughts most of the time, but we are simply unaware of it.  Why is that?  This is because we have very entrenched habitual tendencies from our past thoughts and behaviors that continue to shape our mental habits.  As long as we do not cultivate and sharpen our awareness of these mental habits, we won’t have the opportunity to cut off those that have arisen, not to mention not giving arise to those that have yet to arisen.  One may say, “I have practiced many years/even decades, and I recite the Buddha’s name all the time, no bad thoughts can arise.”  That may be the case.  Have we used the calmness of the mind founded on our meditative practice (Buddha’s name or breath method, etc)  to penetrate our mind, to investigate, to see clearly what kind of subtle thoughts are arising?  Have we been using our method (breath, huatou, Buddha’s name, etc) to mask these subtle thoughts that are arising?  If we have not looked closely, how do we know it is not going on?  If we want to truly know our mind, this is what we need to do—to cultivate the awareness of the mental dharma—subtle thoughts—arising in our mind, moment after moment.  Then, we can begin to work on not giving rise to unwholesome mental dharma that have yet to arisen, and cutting off unwholesome thoughts that have already arisen.
--this will build on your existing meditative practice, by maintaining a stable, calm mind, to cultivate a clear awareness of the mind’s activity from moment to moment.  Attending intensive retreats will be extremely helpful in learning how to cultivate this clear awareness. What I’d like to do in the remainder of examine what unwholesome mental dharma is.
--Let us talk about mental dharma-- Elaborate “unwholesome” deeds by using the “Functions of mind”—we tend to think of thoughts in very broad and vague ways—positive vs negative.  As we pay closer attention, we can discern the nuances and look beneath the surface.  what is anger, what is desire, what is delusion; unwholesome mind dharma that we are unaware of and thus allow to arise repeatedly in our mind

· What is desire or attachment?  We usually think of desire as the act of getting more and more, the emotional agony involved in never wanting to lose something or someone.  It actually has something to do with over-exaggerating the attractiveness of a phenomenon and thus proceeding to wish for and take a strong interest in it, and this contributes to the continued production of discontent—thus ceaseless craving.  “Attachment develops out of our misconceiving an object to be more attractive and agreeable than it really is.  We project a false image, cling to it, yearn to possess the apparently beautiful object that we have embellished with our own imaginations.” 
· Eg. attachment to a person—want to spend more time with this person, never to be apart from him/her, when apart, we really miss that person and long to be with him/her and hear from him/her.  

· We may think that these thoughts of wanting to spend time with this person are the unwholesome mental dharma of attachment/desire.  

· It is, but they are merely the superficial manifestation of more subtle thoughts.  If we can examine and penetrate our mind, with clear awareness, we will see images of this person that arise in our mind—beautiful smile, performing acts of kindness to others, doing things that make us laugh.  Or maybe the wonderful / romantic circumstances under which you met…

· Let’s take a moment to think, can this person be like this every moment, all the time?  Kind to everyone?  Making us laugh, caring to us, smiling every moment s/he is with us?  Is it possible that we are forgetting or ignoring or denying that this person is sometimes mean or rude to some people, grumpy to even a bit nasty to us?  Maybe even a lot of the time?  
· Yet our mind misconceives this person, over-exaggerate his/her attractiveness( desire and attachment.  If we really think about it with a clear mind, are we in love with / attached to that person, or are we in love with our idea of that person conjured up in our mind?  Does this person in our mind even exist?  Do we really know this person we are so attached to?  
· Are we aware of these subtle thoughts of desire arising, in the form of misconception?  

· What is anger?  We usually think of anger as the emotional outburst and maybe the accompanying aggressive behavior.  Anger as root affliction of the mind is a “mistaken conception that over-exaggerates the displeasing aspect of its object” 

· Eg. when I was complaining about someone annoying at work, I was expressing and giving rise to some form of “anger” or “aversion”—not wanting to deal with this person.  We believe that these thoughts of aversion, disliking someone, is the unwholesome thought of anger.

· Yet, it is the superficial manifestation of this mental factor.  If we look more deeply, the underlying thought process that propels this aversion is arising of images of this person talking in monologue, not letting me finish my sentences, being excessively argumentative, etc.  But this person is not like this all the time, she is also very friendly, encouraging, helpful in many other instances, but these negative images are given disproportionate weight in the mind as it thinks of this person( annoyed( complain about her

· Are we aware of these subtle thoughts of anger arising, in the form of misconception?  

--Master Yin Shun—to cut off unwholesome deeds, to stop giving rise to these misconceptions that results in anger and attachment, needs courage.  Even if we become aware of these thoughts arising, these mental habits, do we want to cut them off?  This can be a point when complacence sets in again.  It will be useful to ask ourselves what we are doing in the practice—do we really mean it when we recite the Four Great Vows—vowing to cut all endless vexations and to master numerous approaches to Dharma

--As we gain a clearer conceptual understanding of the subtle unwholesome thoughts that can arise, we will realize that we are probably giving rise to unwholesome thoughts most of the time.  As we deepen our practice of mental clarity, we may become more aware of them.  This is truly humbling—realizing that we are making mistakes in our mind most of the time( deeper humility.  We can also empathize with others more as they too are probably afflicted in the same way—they behave the way they do because they cannot help it because they are not even aware of the thoughts that arise and drive their behavior( less judgmental and more understanding and compassionate

· Some unwholesome mental factors that may not appear to be unwholesome, that seem benign and harmless.  

· Self-satisfaction—being attentive of the marks of good fortune one possesses, brings the mind under its influence and produces a false sense of confidence( give rise to self-importance

· Dullness—mind becomes insensitive, does not comprehend its object clearly as it is

· Inattentiveness—afflicted state of intelligence which has made no or only a rough analysis, is not fully aware of the conduct of one’s body, speech and mind and thus cases one to enter a state of careless indifference

--Cite Wang Ming—don’t think this is trivial—lots of small unwholesome deeds can overwhelm our mind and our practice

--need to keep an eye on them, cut off what arising( cultivation of diligence in Chan practice
--prevent them from arising—two way to understand this proper exertion: (i) when watching someone else engage in unwholesome deeds, use it has a warning to alert ourselves (gratitude to them for reminding us not to give rise to unwholesome deeds); (ii) study and understand the nuances of these unwholesome dharma so that we can keep in mind not to cultivate them by accident and recognize them when we are able to give rise to them, thus preventing them from arising.
