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L1vES OF THE PATRIARCHS
PATRIARCHS OF THE THIRTY-NINTH GENERATION:

Dhyana Master Yicun (Endowed with R1ghteo%ness)

of Xuefeng (Snow Peak)
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Text:

The Master was a son of the Zeng family in Nan’an County, Quanzhou
Province. The Master went to study under Master De-shan (Moun-
tain of Virtue). He asked Master Shan, “Does a student pursuing the
superior tradition have a share in this?” Master Shan hit him with a
board and said, “Now what do you say?” The Master replied, “I don’t
know what to say. I still don’t understand.”

The next day he went again to ask for further instruction. Master
Shan told him, “In my tradition there are no words or speech. Actually
there’s not a single dharma that can be given to people.”

Later, he heard Dhyana Master Yantou (Cliff Peak) remark, “In
the future, if you want to propagate the Great Teaching, it must all
flow forth from your own bosom.” “In the future, you should repay
me by encompassing heaven and earth!” At those words, Master Yi-
cun achieved a profound enlightenment. Then he made obeisance
and said, “Elder Dharma Brother, only today have I realized the
Way on Ao Mountain!” Then the Master went to study with Master
Dongshan (Cave Mountain). Master Dongshan said to him, “Based
on your causes and conditions, it is fitting for you to be at Deshan
(Mountain of Virtue).”

After that, the Master went back to Fujian Province and began
teaching the Dharma at Xuefeng (Snow Peak). In the second year of
the Kaiping reign of Emperor Taizu of the Latter Liang Dynasty, on
the second day of the fifith lunar month, he manifested entering the
stillness. Emperor Yizong made him a gift of a purple kashaya and
titled him Great Master Zhenjue (True Enlightenment).

Commentary:
The Master was a son of the Zeng family in Nan’an County, Quanzhou
Province. The Master went to study under Master De-shan (Moun-
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tain of Virtue). He asked Master Shan, “Does a student pursuing the
superior tradition have a share in this?” He was referring to himself:
“Do 1, Yicun, have any causes and conditions with the One Vehicle? Do
I have any causes and conditions with the Great Vehicle Dharma-door of
the Chan School?”

Master Shan hit him with a board. That was his well-known response.
The saying goes, “Master Deshan hit with the board. Master Linji bel-
lowed.” Master Deshan would hit those who came to request instruction.
Master Shan hit him and said, “Now what do you say?”

The Master replied, “I don’t know what to say. I still don’t un-
derstand.”

The next day he went again to ask for further instruction. Master
Shan told him, “In my tradition there are no words or speech. Ac-
tually there’s not a single dharma that can be given to people.” He
elaborated, “In the Chan School, there is not a single dharma that can be
established. All the ten thousand dharmas are empty. There is no dharma
that can be found and there is nothing to say. I don’t teach you to recite a
mantra or read any sutra. There is none of that. No method is transmitted
to people. There isn’t any dharma at all.” At that time, Master Yicun still
didn’t understand.

Later, he heard Chan Master Yantou (Cliff Peak) remark, “In
the future, if you want to propagate the Great Teaching, it must all
flow forth from your own bosom.” His meaning was, “Every word you
speak, every thing you do, has to flow forth from your own nature. Only
then does it count. It’s not to be found in what you study.” Master Yantou
went on to say, “In the future, you should repay me by encompassing
heaven and earth!” He said, “In the future, you have to give me one back.
You should become an outstanding, great hero.” At those words, Master
Yicun achieved a profound enlightenment. Then he made obeisance
to express his gratitude for the kindness in teaching and transforming him,
and said, “Elder Dharma Brother, only today have I realized the Way
on Ao Mountain!” Ao (Tortoise) Mountain represents the highest moun-
tain. Then the Master went to study with Master Dongshan (Cave
Mountain). Master Dongshan said to him, “Based on your causes and
conditions, it is fitting for you to be at Deshan (Mountain of Virtue).
When I'look into your causes and conditions, I see that you should establish
a Way-place there.”

After that, the Master went back to Fujian Province and began
teaching the Dharma at Xuefeng (Snow Peak). In the second year of
the Kaiping reign of Emperor Taizu of the Latter Liang Dynasty, on
the second day of the fifth lunar month, he manifested entering the
stillness. Emperor Yizong made him a gift of a purple kashaya and
titled him Great Master Zhenjue (True Enlightenment).
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A verse in praise says:
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A pair of equally talented brothers
Work together like drum and zither.
On top of Ao Mountain,
He shook the earth and startled heaven.
He fooled both the common people and the sages,
And befuddled the worthies and eminent ones.
Under the auspices of the two traditions,
The melons and squash grew in endless profusion.

Commentary:

A pair of equally talented brothers, the Master and Master Yantou, work
together like d rum and zither. On top of Ao Mountain, / He shook
the earth and startled heaven. That was how important his work was. He
fooled both the common people and the sages, / And befuddled the
worthies and eminent ones. Master Yicun was so unusual that neither
sages nor common people recognized him, nor did the worthy and eminent
ones. Under the auspices of the two traditions mentioned above, the
melons and squash grew in endless profusion. That is, the grandsons
and great-grandsons of the school—those who followed after the Mas-

ter—were many indeed!

Another verse in praise says:
Master Yicun of Xuefeng had lofty resolve.
When beaten by Master Deshan, he did not run.
Words were not set up and speech was scarce.
How could there be thought or minute deliberations?
The true meaning flows from the inherent nature.
Standing alone on Ao’s summit, he was a model
of humaneness and courage.
The flat ground turned upside down; the wind and waves
arose.

In the heavens and below, his integrity was impeccable.

Commentary:

Master Yicun of Xuefeng had lofty resolve. Master Yicun had great
determination. He did not retreat when he was beaten; he did not give up
when scolded. That makes him a true jewel within Buddhism. If oneis nota
true jewel, then a single scolding—not to mention a beating—will drive one
away. One cannot be patient under insult, because one lacks determination
and courage. Master Yicun could bear what others cannot bear and yield
what others cannot yield. He could eat what others cannot eat and undergo
what others cannot undergo. How do we know the Master had lofty resolve?
When beaten by Master Deshan, he did not run. When Master Deshan
took a stick and beat him, he did not run away. He kept right on studying

the Buddhadharma. (Continued on page 19)

13





