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The Patriarch heard Hui Neng talking this way and said,
“This barbarian has sharp roots!”18 He cautioned Hui Neng to be
more discreet and not talk so much. “Speak no more!” he said.
“Go to the back courtyard!”

In the back courtyard a cultivator told Hui Neng what to do.
When people first come to a place, they are always bullied. This
disciple, who had not yet left home said to Hui Neng, “You!
Every day you must cut wood, build the fire and cook the food.
Here’s an axe, and be sure to cut kindling too! Besides that,
every day you must thresh the rice.”

Over eight months later, the Patriarch saw Hui Neng working
on the threshing ground and said to him, “I think that your
wisdom and opinions can be used, but fearing jealous people
might harm you, I have not spoken with you too much. Did you
know that?”

Hui Neng said, “I understand. I have not dared go into the
front Dharma hall to speak with the Master lest others notice my
actions or the Master’s compassion toward me.”

Sutra:
One day the Patriarch summoned his disciples

together and said, “I have something to say to you: for
people in the world, the matter of birth and death is a
great one.

17. Fields of blessings refer figuratively to the meritorious deeds one does before the 
Triple Jewel (the Buddha, the Dharma, and the Sangha). Also, the robes worn by 
members of the Sangha are sewn in patches which resemble fields. By revering and 
making offerings to the Sangha, one “plants” seeds of merit and virtue in a place 
where they will certainly “ripen” and bear blessed fruit.

18. Roots refer to one’s capacity to hear, believe, understand, accept and maintain the 
Buddhadharma. People may be endowed with superior, ordinary or inferior roots.
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“All day long you seek fields of blessings only; you do
not try to get out of the bitter sea of birth and death. If
you are confused about your self-nature, how can
blessings save you?”

Commentary:
The Fifth Patriarch said, “Regardless of whether you are

extremely rich or bitterly poor, you cannot avoid birth and death.
Consequently, you should know how you were born. If this
question of birth and death is not resolved, life is dim and
confused, and you are confused with coming and going.

“You do nothing but seek merit among the gods and among
humans; you do not know how to seek wisdom. Thus, you swirl
and drift in the suffering sea of birth and death.”

It is said that one who cultivates wisdom and does not
cultivate merit is like an Arhat with an empty begging-bowl; he
is very wise, but no one makes offerings to him. But if one
cultivates merit and neglects wisdom, he is just like a big
elephant wearing a pearl necklace; beneath the adornments of
blessing, he is stupid and will never solve the problem of birth
and death.

Sutra:
“Each of you go back and look into your own wisdom

and use the Prajna-nature19 of your own original mind to
compose a verse. Submit it to me so that I may look at it.

“If you understand the great meaning, the robe and
Dharma will be passed on to you and you will become the
sixth patriarch. Hurry off! Do not delay! Thinking and

19. “Transcendental wisdom.” See Chapter II.
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considering is of no use in this matter. When seeing your
own nature it is necessary to see it at the very moment of
speaking. One who does that perceives as does one who
wields a sword in the height of battle.”

Commentary:
“Verse” here is the Sanskrit word “gatha.” A gatha is

composed of lines of uniform length, though the length may vary
from gatha to gatha.

“Go quickly!” said the Fifth Patriarch. “Go as if a fire were
about to overtake you. Do not dawdle and procrastinate saying,
‘Oh, I cannot do it today. I will do it tomorrow instead,’ and then
the next day saying, ‘Not today either, perhaps tomorrow...’ Do
not keep putting it off and do not try to think about it. It is useless
to use your discriminating mind. If you have deep prajna
wisdom, you understand the moment you hear the words spoken.
Just as one grabs a weapon and confronts the oncoming enemy,
so do you perceive. You can see your nature in the same
immediate way.

Sutra:
The assembly received this order and withdrew,

saying to one another, “We of the assembly do not need
to clear our minds and use our intellect to compose a
verse to submit to the High Master. What use would there
be in this?”

“Shen Hsiu is our senior instructor and teaching
transmitter. Certainly he should be the one to obtain it. It
would be not only improper for us to compose a verse, but
a waste of effort as well.”
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Hearing this, everyone put his mind to rest, and said,
“Henceforth, we will rely on Master Shen Hsiu. Why vex
ourselves writing verses?”

Commentary:
They went away to other courts, other gardens, and other

buildings, saying to themselves, “Why worry about writing this
verse? We do not need to waste the effort.” 

I believe the people who spoke this way were of Shen Hsiu’s
party. Why did they not write verses? Because Shen Hsiu’s
followers were trying to make him the patriarch; all his
followers, disciples, Dharma brothers, friends, and relatives
contrived to set up the position for Shen Hsiu. They convinced
everyone else not to write verses, because if anyone else wrote
verses, then perhaps Shen Hsiu might not get to be the next
patriarch.

They secretly passed it around and whispered behind the
scenes, like friends of a candidate for President who say, “Hey!
Vote for this one! He can be President!” They spread it about and
stuffed the ballot box.

Convinced that they had no learning, the assembly decided it
was useless to write verses. Swayed by the rumors, they said,
“The Senior-Seated Shen Hsiu is second to the Abbot. His
literary skill is good, his virtue is high, he lectures on the Sutras
and speaks Dharma for us. Certainly he should become the sixth
patriarch.”

When the assembly heard Shen Hsiu’s followers saying
things like, “If we write verses, they will be very unpolished and
certainly not good enough to submit,” they all decided not to
write verses themselves. They didn’t want to compete with Shen
Hsiu, their superior.
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Sutra:
Shen Hsiu then thought, “The others are not

submitting verses because I am their teaching
transmitter. I must compose a verse and submit it to the
High Master.

“If I do not submit a verse, how will the High Master
know whether the views and understanding in my mind
are deep or shallow?

“If my intention in submitting the verse is to seek the
Dharma, that is good. But if it is to grasp the
patriarchate, that is bad, for how would that be different
from the mind of a common person coveting the holy
position? But, if I do not submit a verse, in the end I will
not obtain the Dharma. This is a terrible difficulty!”

Commentary:
The Fifth Patriarch had announced that in order to obtain the

Dharma, one must compose a verse. Shen Hsiu knew that if he
did not submit one, the Fifth Patriarch would not know whether
Shen Hsiu had wisdom and he could not transmit the Dharma to
him. Shen Hsiu fretted and worried, “What shall I do? This is
very hard; it is just too difficult!”

Sutra:
In front of the Fifth Patriarch’s hall were three

corridors. Their walls were to be frescoed by Court Artist
Lu Chen with stories from the Lankavatara Sutra and
with pictures portraying in detail the lives of the five
patriarchs, so that the patriarchs might be venerated by
future generations.
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Commentary:
A court artist is one appointed as an official to the Imperial

Court because of his talent.
The title of The Lankavatara Sutra has two meanings: “city”

and “cannot be gone to.” This city, located behind Malaya
Mountain, is inaccessible to those without spiritual powers.
Shakyamuni Buddha used his spiritual powers to go there and
speak The Lankavatara Sutra for the benefit of those who had
spiritual powers. The court artist was to depict the miraculous,
inconceivable, wonderful transformations which took place in
the assembly on Lanka Mountain.

The court artist was also to paint pictures illustrating the flow
of the Dharma from Great Master Bodhidharma, the First
Patriarch, to the Great Master Hui K’o, the Second Patriarch, and
onward from generation to generation, to the Fifth Patriarch,
Great Master Hung Jen. The paintings would remain in the world
so that future generations might receive benefit from respecting
and making offerings to them.

Sutra:
After composing his verse, Shen Hsiu made several

attempts to submit it. But whenever he reached the front
hall, his mind became agitated and distraught, and his
entire body became covered with perspiration. He did not
dare submit it, although in the course of four days he
made thirteen attempts.

Commentary:
Shen Hsiu’s students were not greedy to become patriarch,

but Shen Hsiu had a great desire for the position.
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Whenever he tried to submit his verse, he went a little crazy.
“What am I going to do? Is this verse right or not? Can I submit
it?” He did not know if it was right or wrong. “Ah, maybe...is it
this way or is it that way? Maybe it isn’t. Maybe it is...more or
less.” Endless questions flooded his mind, making him
extremely nervous. Every time he tried to hand it in, he broke out
in a heavy sweat. Why? It was a huge gamble; if he failed, he
would not be a patriarch, but if he passed, he would. Fear of
failure caused his extreme agitation.

It was really suffering, really hard work! It is not easy to be
a patriarch. Look at how much effort he expended. For four
entire days and nights he never shut his eyes. He just kept trying
to submit his verse. At night he would go as far as the Fifth
Patriarch’s hall, peer around, break out in a sweat, and flee back
to his room. During the day he tried again. In the periods in
between, he could not sit, lie down, or sleep, and when he tried
to eat, he couldn’t swallow.

He went before the Patriarch’s hall thirteen times and still did
not submit the verse. Now, when I give you a quiz, you write the
answers very promptly and hand them in. Suppose I were to give
you a patriarch test! I think your hands would tremble so that you
could not write out the answers. Finally, after so many attempts,
when Shen Hsiu had almost worried himself to death, he
thought, “Hey! Get hold of yourself. Calm down and think this
thing over. Meditate and enter samadhi!”

Sutra:
Then he thought, “This is not as good as writing it on

the wall so that the High Master might see it suddenly. If
he says it is good, I will come forward, bow, and say,
‘Hsiu did it.’ If it does not pass, then I have spent my
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years on this mountain in vain, receiving veneration from
others. And as to further cultivation–what can I say?”

That night, in the third watch, holding a candle he
secretly wrote the verse on the wall of the South corridor,
to show what his mind had seen.

Commentary:
“That’s it!” he said with relief. “I will write it on the wall and

when he sees it he will say, ‘This is truly a fine verse, truly
wonderful!’ and I will admit that I wrote it. But if he says, ‘This
is too confused. It is nothing but useless trash!’ then I will know
that I have wasted my time here on the mountain.”

He crept stealthily, like a thief in the night He carried just a
little candle, for if the light were too bright, someone might have
seen him.

Sutra:
Verse:

The body is a Bodhi tree,
The mind like a bright mirror stand.
Time and again brush it clean,
And let no dust alight.

After writing this verse, Shen Hsiu returned to his
room, and the others did not know what he had done.

Then he thought, “If the Fifth Patriarch sees the verse
tomorrow and is pleased, it will mean that I have an
affinity with the Dharma. If he says that it does not pass,
it will mean that I am confused by heavy karmic
obstacles20 from past lives, and that I am not fit to obtain
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the Dharma. It is difficult to fathom the sage’s
intentions.”

In his room he thought it over and could not sit or
sleep peacefully right through to the fifth watch.

Commentary:
He bounded back to his room two steps at a time, as if he

were being chased, but quietly, taking great, silent leaps like an
expert military spy. He was afraid that if anyone saw him, they
would know he wrote the verse. But no one saw him, no one
knew–not even the ghosts and spirits. “If he likes this verse,”
thought Shen Hsiu, “then I must have conditions with the
wonderful mind-to-mind seal of the Buddhas, and it is my
destiny to be patriarch. But if it does not pass, my confusion
from the karma created in past lives must be a heavy obstruction.
It is hard to figure out what he will say. There is just no way to
know.”

Actually, his verse was not bad, but he had not fully
understood. So after he returned to his room, he was still uneasy. 

Sutra:
The Patriarch already knew that Shen Hsiu had not

yet entered the gate and seen his own nature. At
daybreak, the Patriarch called Court Artist Lu Chen to
fresco the wall of the south corridor. Suddenly he saw the
verse and said to the court artist, “There is no need to
paint. I am sorry that you have been wearied by coming
so far, but The Diamond Sutra says, ‘Whatever has marks

20. The results of bad deeds done in the past manifest as various kinds of hindrances 
which impede one’s cultivation and detain one’s enlightenment.
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is empty and false.’ Instead leave this verse for people to
recite and uphold. Those who cultivate in accordance
with this verse will not fall into the evil destinies and will
attain great merit.”

He then ordered the disciples to light incense and bow
before it, and to recite it, thus enabling them to see their
own nature. The disciples all recited it and exclaimed,
“Excellent!”

Commentary:
“If you cultivate according to the principles contained in this

verse,” said the Fifth Patriarch, “you will not fall into rebirth in
the three evil paths of the hells, animals, or hungry ghosts, and
you will receive many benefits.”

Sutra:
At the third watch, the Patriarch called Shen Hsiu

into the hall and asked him, “Did you write this verse?”
Shen Hsiu said, “Yes, in fact, Hsiu did it. He does not

dare lay claim to the position of Patriarch, but hopes the
High Master will be compassionate and see whether or
not this disciple has a little bit of wisdom.”

The Patriarch said, “The verse which you wrote
shows that you have not yet seen your original nature but
are still outside the gate. With such views and
understanding you may seek supreme Bodhi, but in the
end will not obtain it. Supreme Bodhi must be obtained at
the very moment of speaking. In recognizing the original
mind, at all times, in every thought, you yourself will see
that the ten thousand Dharmas are unblocked; in one
truth is all truth and the ten thousand states are of
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themselves ‘thus,’ as they are. The ‘thusness’ of the mind,
just that is true reality. If seen in this way, it is indeed the
self nature of supreme Bodhi.”

Commentary:
The Patriarch chose the same hour at which Shen Hsiu had

written the verse on the wall the night before. He secretly called
him in and said, “Psst! Was it you who wrote that verse?”

“Yes, yes,” Shen Hsiu whispered back, “yes, in fact, I, Hsiu,
wrote it. I do not dare seek the status of the patriarch, but...”

“Your verse shows that you are still an outsider,” said the
Fifth Patriarch. “You have not yet seen your nature. As soon as
you speak the words, know your original nature!”

When you understand the mind and see your own nature, you
know that the nature is not produced and not destroyed; for at all
times, all dharmas are perfectly fused, without the slightest bit of
obstruction. There is no place where all dharmas are not
identical.

When you understand one truth, all truth is understood. The
ten thousand externals are all produced from the state which is
“thus, unmoving,” and within the mind which is “thus, thus,
unmoving,” true reality is to be found. Seen in this way, this state
is the original nature exactly; it is the highest enlightenment.
And so, in response to Shen Hsiu, I wrote a verse myself:

Because of the Way,
ten thousand things are born.

One who obtains it
penetrates the mystery oneself;

Awakened, the basic substance is
fathomed:

Bodhi does not decrease or increase.



Chapter I. Action and Intention

71

Sutra:
“Go and think it over for a day or two. Compose

another verse and bring it to me to see. If you have been
able to enter the gate, I will transmit the robe and
Dharma to you.”

Shen Hsiu made obeisance and left. Several days
passed, but he was unable to compose a verse. His mind
was agitated and confused and his thoughts and mood
were uneasy. He was as if in a dream; whether walking or
sitting down, he could not be happy.

Commentary:
After the Great Master had explained that the Bodhi self-

nature cannot be sought with the mind that wants to take
advantage of things, he told Shen Hsiu, “If you obtain the
original substance, become enlightened and understand the mind
and see your self-nature, entering the gate of the Buddhadharma
so that you are no longer on the outside, I will transmit the
Dharma to you.” “Enter the gate” means “understand the mind
and see your own nature.”

As the days passed, Shen Hsiu gradually went insane.
Neither his mood nor his thoughts would calm down. Although
he was unable to fall asleep he was as if in a dream. He didn’t
know what he was doing because his desire to become patriarch
was so great. I believe that, after he failed the initial test and then
was unable to compose another verse, he even considered
suicide.

Sutra:
Two days later, a young boy chanting that verse

passed by the threshing room. Hearing it for the first
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time, Hui Neng knew that the writer had not yet seen his
original nature. Although he had not yet received a
transmission of the teaching, he already understood its
profound meaning. He asked the boy, “What verse are
you reciting?”

“Barbarian, you know nothing,” replied the boy.
“The Great Master has said that birth and death are a
profound concern for people in the world. Desiring to
transmit the robe and Dharma, he ordered his disciples to
compose verses and bring them to him to see. The person
who has awakened to the profound meaning will inherit
the robe and Dharma and become the Sixth Patriarch.
Our senior, Shen Hsiu, wrote this ‘verse without marks’
on the wall of the south corridor. The Great Master
ordered everyone to recite it, for to cultivate in accord
with this verse is to avoid falling into the evil destinies and
is of great merit.”

Commentary:
A young lad ventured close to the threshing floor where the

Sixth Patriarch was working, singing as he walked,

The body is a Bodhi tree.
The mind like a bright mirror-stand.

Time and again, brush it clean;
Let no dust alight.

The youth was chanting Shen Hsiu’s verse because he
wished to obtain great benefit, avoid the three evil destinies of
rebirth, and see his nature. 

When the Sixth Patriarch asked the boy what he was reciting,
the boy replied, “You barbarian! Don’t you know that the Fifth
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Patriarch said that of all the problems people face, the problem
of birth and death is the most grave?”

A “verse without marks” is one which reveals that its author
is not attached to marks.

“You really have no good roots!” the boy said to the Sixth
Patriarch. “After so many days, you still don’t know? You are
useless, capable only of toiling at bitter work; all you can do is
pound rice. You shouldn’t let such a fine opportunity slip by.
Listen closely, and I will tell you what has happened and teach
you this verse so that you too can become enlightened and see
your nature. Pay attention and rely on this verse as you cultivate
so that in your next life you won’t have to endure such suffering
as you endure now. You won’t have to be a horse or a cow or fall
among the other animals or into the hells. At the very least you’ll
be a wealthy and respected person of good fortune.”

The youth’s heart wasn’t bad at all.

Sutra:
Hui Neng said, “I, too, would like to recite it to create

an affinity. Superior One, I have been pounding rice here
for over eight months and have not yet been to the front
hall. I hope that the Superior One will lead me before the
verse to pay homage.” The boy then led him to the verse
to bow.

Hui Neng said, “Hui Neng cannot read. Please,
Superior One, read it to me.” Then an official from
Chiang Chou, named Chang Jih Yung, read it loudly.
After hearing it, Hui Neng said, “I, too, have a verse. Will
the official please write it for me?”

The official replied, “You, too, can write a verse? That
is strange!”
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Commentary:
The boy said, “Listen to me and I will teach you: ‘The body

is a Bodhi tree.’ Can you remember that? ‘The mind is like a
bright mirror-stand.’ You should remember that! Don’t forget!
‘Time and again brush it clean; let no dust alight.’ If you
remember that verse clearly and study as you chant, you’ll
certainly receive an efficacious response.”

Because the lad had been so considerate, the Sixth Patriarch
referred to him as “Superior One,” a title which is ordinarily
reserved for one’s master. People who have left home often call
their teachers, “Superior One,” acknowledging their high
achievement.

Then the Sixth Patriarch said, “The layman Hui Neng is truly
useless, for he can’t read a single word. Superior One, would you
please recite it for me? Having heard the verse, he said, “Well, I
have a verse, too, but I’m unable to write it. What can I do?
Please, good official, Layman Chang, will you write it out for
me?”

The official was wide-eyed with surprise. He looked
scornfully at the barbarian and said, “Ha! You can write a verse?
This is very strange. In my whole life I have never heard of an
illiterate who can write verses!”

Sutra:
Hui Neng said to the official, “If you wish to study the

supreme Bodhi, do not slight the beginner. The lowest
people may have the highest wisdom; the highest people
may have the least wisdom. If you slight others, you
create limitless, unbounded offenses.”
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The official said, “Recite your verse and I will write it
out for you. If you obtain the Dharma you must take me
across first. Do not forget these words.”

Hui Neng’s verse reads:

Originally Bodhi has no tree,
The bright mirror has no stand.
Originally there is not a single thing:
Where can dust alight?

When this verse had been written, the followers all
were startled and without exception cried out to one
another, “Strange indeed! One cannot judge a person by
his appearance. How can it be that, after so little time, he
has become a Bodhisattva in the flesh?”

Commentary:
Originally, Layman Lu had not planned to say a thing, but if

he had remained silent, no one would have helped him write a
verse. So in reply to the mocking of Layman Chang, the Master
said, “If you wish to study the highest Bodhi, do not ridicule
those who are studying the Buddhadharma for the first time.”

It may well be that those who appear to be the lowest and
stupidest have the highest wisdom, for those who have truly
great wisdom may act as if they have no wisdom at all. No matter
what they are asked, they reply, “I don’t know,” This is an
example of the great wisdom which is like stupidity. For
instance, when I ask a question of my disciples they often say, “I
don’t know.” When they first came to study, they said, “I know
everything!”
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Once I met a person who said he knew everything. I asked,
“How can you know everything? If you know all there is to
know, I’ll ask you a question.”

He said, “What is your question?” 
I replied, “Do you know how many grains of rice you

swallowed at lunch today?”
“No, I didn’t count them,” he admitted. 
“Your ‘not counting’ is just ‘not knowing,’” I said.
Those who do the most menial work often have wisdom

excelling that of people in high positions. Then again, those who
ordinarily have great wisdom may have times when their
wisdom is suffocated by thoughts of desire.

“O.K., O.K.,” said the official, “that’s right. You certainly
speak with principle. Now, what is your verse? Recite it and I
will write it out. You don’t have to say another word. But you
must remember to take me across first because if I don’t write
your verse no one will know of it.”

Originally Bodhi has no tree. Bodhi is just the Way of
enlightenment, and that’s all there is to it; how can there be a
tree? If there is a tree, Bodhi becomes a mere thing, a place of
attachment. Originally Bodhi doesn’t have anything. If you say
you are enlightened, what is enlightenment like? Is it green or
yellow? Is it red or white? Can you speak of the appearance of
Bodhi when it has no appearance?

The bright mirror has no stand. You may say the mind is like
a bright mirror stand, but there is actually no stand at all. If you
have a stand, you have a place where you can dwell. But you
should “produce a thought which is nowhere supported;” how
can you have a stand? If you have a stand, then you have a
dwelling place, a place where you are attached; therefore, the
bright mirror has no stand. What is the appearance? No
appearance.
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Originally there is not a single thing. Basically there is
nothing at all: no style; no picture; no shape or mark. Originally
there is nothing at all.

Where can dust alight? Since there isn’t anything, where
does the dust come from? Basically you have no dwelling place.
The essential meaning of the verse is this: You should “produce
a thought which is nowhere supported.” There should be no
attachment at all. This was precisely the Buddha’s meaning
when, upon becoming enlightened, he said, “All living beings
have the wisdom and virtuous characteristics of the Thus Come
One. It is merely because of false thinking and attachment that
they are unable to certify to the attainment of them.” This was
spoken specifically to instruct people to put aside attachment, to
produce an unsupported thought.

If you are attached, what are you up to? Huh? Now you are
attached, but in the future will you die, or not? What will you be
attached to when you die?

All the Bhikshus, laymen, and assembled disciples stood in
astonishment and whispered among themselves, “Hey! Hey!
Does he have a verse, too? Oh! It’s really true, you can’t judge
people by appearances. This rice-thresher, Layman Lu, can
compose verses. We can no longer slander him and call him a
barbarian.”

“Why he hasn’t been here very long,” they continued, “but
how can you deny that he’s a flesh body Bodhisattva?” Actually,
some were mocking the Sixth Patriarch, babbling, “Don’t look
down on him. He’s a flesh body Bodhisattva.” Perhaps there
were Arhats21 in the assembly who intentionally made such

21. The highest level of sagehood in the Lesser Vehicle, as contrasted with the Great 
Vehicle Bodhisattva. “Arhat” has three meanings: “worthy of gifts,” “slayer of the 
thieves of affliction,” and “not to be reborn.”
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comments so that people would look closely and clearly
recognize that he actually was a flesh body Bodhisattva. Again
there were those who said, “This is truly a flesh body
Bodhisattva,” but meant it only as sarcasm and lighthearted
ridicule, for they still didn’t know if the verse was correct.

Everyone was chattering, exchanging comments, making
such a racket that the Fifth Patriarch came to the hall and
demanded, “What are you doing? What are you up to?”

“This rice-thresher, this barbarian, can write verses!” they
stammered.

Sutra:
The Fifth Patriarch saw the astonished assembly and

feared that they might become dangerous. Accordingly,
he erased the verse with his shoe saying, “This one, too,
has not yet seen his nature.”

The assembly agreed.

Commentary:
The gathering was so excited the Fifth Patriarch feared that

someone might even try to assassinate Layman Lu. This
sentence of text proves that people with twisted hearts, followers
of Shen Hsiu, were already locked in a fierce battle for positions
of power. If the Dharma and the Patriarchate were transmitted
publicly to anyone other than Shen Hsiu, that person would have
been murdered on the spot. But they didn’t know that the Fifth
Patriarch was a bright-eyed one who read their scheming minds.
So to protect the Sixth Patriarch he erased the verse and said,
“This man’s verse is also incorrect.”

Perhaps some of you are thinking, “The Fifth Patriarch lied!
First he said that if one cultivated in accord with Shen Hsiu’s
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verse, he would not be subject to the three evil destinies, but
would gain great benefit and see his own nature. Then the Fifth
Patriarch told everyone that Layman Lu had not really seen his
nature when, in truth, he had. Isn’t that false speech?

No. This is a provisional teaching, not false speech. The Fifth
Patriarch spoke to protect the new patriarch; he would not allow
the others to harm him. In this way, the Buddhadharma could
remain long in this world and be transmitted far and wide.

“Yes,” said the followers, “he has not seen his nature.”
Although they agreed, no one knew whether the verse was right
or not. The first verse said, “Bodhi is a tree;” the second said,
“Bodhi has no tree.” The first verse said, “The bright mirror has
a stand,” and the second said, “There is no mirror stand.” Which
was right? Which was wrong? No one understood. None of them
had become enlightened, so they couldn’t recognize an
enlightened verse. It is like the judging of a doctoral dissertation:
if you only have a Master’s Degree, you cannot judge a doctoral
dissertation. It is the same with the enlightened and the
unenlightened: since they were not enlightened themselves, the
followers did not understand, and so they simply agreed with the
Master and said, “No, this one has not yet seen his nature.”

Sutra:
The next day the Patriarch secretly came to the

threshing floor where he saw Hui Neng pounding rice
with a stone tied around his waist, and he said, “A seeker
of the Way would forget his very life for the Dharma. Is
this not the case?”
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Commentary:
The next day everyone was quiet and no longer worrying

about who was enlightened and who was not. The Fifth Patriarch
secretly left his room and went quickly to the threshing floor to
see the Great Master Hui Neng. As he went he peered about to
see if anyone was looking; just like Shen Hsiu when he had
finished writing the verse, he ran silently, darting glances over
his shoulder to make sure no one saw him.

When the Fifth Patriarch got to the threshing floor, he saw
Hui Neng pounding rice. He had tied a stone around his waist
and pounded rice so that others could eat. What was he doing?
He was practicing the Bodhisattva Way, forgetting others and
having no notion of self. He did not think, “Why should I pound
rice for you to eat? You don’t work. You don’t do anything at all!
I pound rice all day and it is very difficult!” He did not think that
way. Instead, he thought, “You do not work? Fine, I will do it
myself,” just like one of my disciples who is so busy that when
he is called to lunch he says, “Wait a minute, wait a minute!” I
really like that kind of disciple, but not everyone can be that way.

“Isn’t that so?” the Fifth Patriarch said. Remember this. It
ought, it must be this way! You must give up being afraid of
difficulty to the point of forgetting to eat. No one knows how
many days the Sixth Patriarch went without eating. No one
called him to eat, and he himself forgot about it until he had no
strength. He tied a heavy rock around his waist to add weight to
his body so that he could pound the rice. I think he used the stone
to add to his weight because he had not eaten for some time;
however, you should not get attached and think, “It was
definitely like that.” On the other hand, do not think, “It
definitely wasn’t like that.” The profound insight comes from
precisely that kind of non-attachment.
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