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The Dharma Door of Listening Sutra Lectures
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A Dharma Talk by Bhikshuni Heng Ching at the Buddha Hall of the City of Ten Thousand Buddhas on October 1, 2024
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This is Heng Ching. It is probably my cause and
condition, coincidentally, I dreamt of the Venerable
Master speaking the Dharma last night. So I would
like to share with everyone some of my experiences
reciting and listening to the sutras. When I left
home life, I didn’t know Chinese, which was very
frustrating.

Not long later, I heard the story of the Master
Gunabhadra. (You can find his story in the lectures
during the 100-day Chan session, also in Records of
the High Sanghans). Dharma Master Gunabhadra
was from India. He traveled around propagating the
Buddhadharma. Later, he saw that the conditions
of Mahayana in China had ripened and decided to
come to China to propagate the Dharma. He and
a group of people took a large boat to China, but
according to the Master’s explanation, on the way,
they hit a small island in the middle of the sea.
They got stuck there, and many people there were
afraid that they were going to die. But Dharma
Master Gunabhadra encouraged everyone to recite
Guanyin Bodhisattva’s name and said they should
pray to Guanyin Bodhisattva for help. After praying

for a while, Guanyin Bodhisattva was moved, and
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so sweet dew poured down rain. The
rain increased the water level, and
their boat was unstuck from the island. -
They then were able to arrive in China
smoothly.

After arriving, the Chinese prime
minister, who was Buddhist, really =».
respected Master Gunabhadra. The

prime minister asked him to lecture ~

on the Avatamsaka Sutra, but Master
Gunabhadra didn’t know Chinese. He B
knew only a few words, which were insufhicient to teach the
sutras. He was very frustrated with his language limitation
and began bowing in repentance day and night, praying to the
Buddhas and Bodhisattvas for help.

After one year, in a Samadhi state, he saw somebody dressed
in a white robe come and hold a head in one hand. The person
asked him, “Do you have anything that is troubling you?”
Master Gunabhadra said, “Yes, I do. My hope is to propagate
the Buddhadharma here, but I can’t speak Chinese. I have this
language barrier.”

The person in white robe said, “Well, I can switch your
head. Once I do so, you can speak Chinese. Are you willing to
do this?” Master Gunabhadra agreed to it. In his Samadhi state,
the person switched his head. When he got out of Samadhi,
he was able to speak Chinese and smoothly propagated the
Avatamsaka Sutra.

In terms of learning a language, you can break it up into
two parts. One is listening and speaking, and the other part
is reading and writing. They go hand in hand. My experience
of being able to recognize Chinese characters is quite similar
to many other people’s. At that time, when we recited the
Avatamsaka Sutra in the morning from 7 a.m. to 8 a.m., we
actually didnt have phonetics in addition to the sutra; we
only had the Chinese characters. The Dharma master who
was taking care of my group instructed the young novice next
to me to point to every single character as we recited the sutra.

I asked the Dharma master, “What use would this be? I
don’t know the characters and can’t read or pronounce them.”
But she said that I still had to look at the characters anyway.
In the beginning, I refused to look at the characters because I
thought it would be useless, but then I felt bad after a while
because the novice next to me was very obedient and would
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point to every character for the entire hour of sutra recitation.

So, I started to look at the characters. After a while, I was able
to recognize one character or two and then many others until I
was able to recognize all the characters in the “Samantabhadra
Bodhisattva’s Conduct and Vows” chapter. Yet this experience
of my recognizing and knowing Chinese characters is similar to
that of many nuns and lay people who did not know Chinese
and who learned the characters from sutra recitation.

But how is it that in three to four months after leaving home
life, I was able to understand 90% to 100% of Chinese? This is
related to my experiences listening to the Sutra lectures. As we
know, there are many miraculous, inconceivable, and wondrous
benefits from listening to the Sutra lectures. The Master said
that actually, from listening to the Sutra lectures, we can increase
our good roots, open our wisdom, not retreat from our Bodhi
resolve, and gain many other benefits.

Many people are familiar with this story about one of the
Master Hua’s old disciples in Hong Kong. She was in her 60s,
and she was deaf. Although she couldnt hear anything, she
would go listen to the Master’s lecture on the Sutras every day.
She would climb all the stairs to the monastery. In any harsh
weather, she would always go listen to the sutra lectures, even
though she couldn’t hear anything.

Then, one day, she was able to hear things. The Master said
this was because she was extremely sincere. This was her response
to listening to the Sutras.

I really like listening to the Venerable Master’s explanation of
the Sutras. To be exact, you can say that I actually like to listen
to the Master talk. It doesn’t matter what he speaks, whether it
is Sutra lectures, Dharma talks, or stories; I always like to listen
to whatever he says. I always thought that they were so great and
wonderful. When I was at Girls' school—this was before I was a
nun—sometimes, the Master would give talks in the afternoon.

The principal at that time, Terry Nicholson, would announce
to the school, “Oh, the Master is going to give a talk this
afternoon. If you want to go, you can go.” Sometimes, teachers
would bring the whole class to listen to the Master lecture. Other
times, I would go by myself, and because I was in elementary
school, I got off school early. I would run to the Buddha Hall to
listen to the Master speak.

I would sit in the back, but I didn’t understand anything.
I couldn’t even understand the translation in English, perhaps
because of the terms they used or because the Dharma principles
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were hard for me to comprehend. In any case, I didn’t understand
anything. But I just sat in the back row of the Buddha hall
because I really liked to listen to the Master speak. Every time
the Master finished his lecture, the assembly would bow to him.
As we were bowing, he would leave the hall. I would bow on the
first cushion on my row so I could bow close to the aisle. My
teacher told me that since the Master is a sage, his feet wouldn't
touch the ground when he walked. I really wanted to see how far
from the ground his feet would be. But of course, as we know,
we can'’t actually see this with our flesh eyes. Later, when I left
home life, I still couldnt understand Chinese at all, especially
the Sutra lectures. However, one day, I was in the Buddha Hall
listening to the Sutra lecture; I believe we were listening to the
Avatamsaka Sutra.

I was daydreaming because I couldn’t understand Chinese or
English. It was just too advanced for me, I guess. I sat there
looking at Guanyin Bodhisattva. Then, all of a sudden, I felt
this sensation in my left ear. The feeling is when you climb a
high mountain and the altitude compresses your ear, so you can't
actually hear anything, and when you go down, your ear opens
up. It was that kind of feeling.

I felt my left ear opened up. All of a sudden, I was able to
understand everything in Chinese. I had a false thought at that
moment. | said to the Master in my head, “Oh, Shifu, I can
finally understand you!” I was very happy. I wasn’t vigorous like
Dharma Master Gunabhadra, who prayed to be able to speak the
Dharma in Chinese, and I wasn’t sincere like the Master’s other
disciple, who was deaf. But this was my experience of suddenly
being able to understand Chinese. Of course, when we're
studying, listening, or reciting sutras, it’s not for the purpose of
learning the Chinese language. But it’s just an added benefit.

The Master said before that the Shurangma Sutra’s wording is
beautifully crafted and eloquent. So, if we want to learn Chinese
well, we can study the Shurangma Sutra. Even people who know
Chinese could greatly improve their Chinese by doing so.

But we all know that the real purpose of listening to the Sutras
is so that we can study the Buddha’s principles, learn the Buddha’s
wisdom, and use it in our daily life to cultivate. In the preface
commentary of the Shurangma Sutra, the Master explained that
all Buddhas, for the sake of one great matter, appear in the world,
which is “to reveal, understand, and enter into the Buddha’s
wisdom.” It is for the purpose of teaching living beings how we
can cultivate and end birth and death.#
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