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The Sixth Patriarch’s Radically Inclusive,
Unifying Method of Teaching Dharma
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One thing that distinguished the Sixth
Patriarch from his contemporaries was his
ability to teach anyone who came to him
at any place, regardless of the conditions,
and met them at the point where they
most needed help to go forward in their
cultivation. He taught many monastics
from many distant regions who would later
become great on their own rights, along with
countless laypeople from all walks of life.

Many of those who became his disciples
had already put a great deal of effort into
their cultivation, but despite tremendous
effort, something about their cultivation
practice, before they met the Sixth Patriarch, was obstructing
them from fully awakening and realizing bodhi. Recognizing
that the Sixth Patriarch was one who was awakened and had the
Dharma, they trusted him also to help them awaken to Bodhi.
It was this dynamic that caused them to seek him as a teacher,
knowing that he had already awoken to his fundamental nature,
knowing that they were not there yet, and trusting that he could
show them where they were off, and how they could realize the
Way.

A patriarch becomes “a patriarch” in Buddhism primarily
because they are awakened and able to transmit the Buddha’s
teachings from their awakened minds. Thus, they pass on a
cohesive system of teaching through a lineage that stretches
back to Shakyamuni Buddha and carry on those teachings of the
Buddha forward to the next generation of cultivators who want to
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awaken to the Way. Patriarchs are great cultivators who have not only
realized the Way (become enlightened) but can help their students
(often more than one) also realize the Way. They often spread the
teachings of the Buddha under extremely difficult circumstances to
a large number of people through a variety of expedient means over
a large region.

Patriarchs are cultivators that have tremendous capacities for
awakening themselves and others. In the case of the Sixth Patriarch,
we know from the sutra that at the time of his passing, he had
ten room-entering disciples that he mentioned by name that he
encouraged “to spread the teachings as masters in new regions.”

Further, the sutra later states that “he taught the Dharma for
thirty-seven years to benefit living beings. He passed on the Dharma
to forty-three successors, while those who awakened to the Way and
rose above the ordinary were beyond counting.”

The Sixth Patriarch was an amazingly effective teacher. As we
read the sutra, we are reading how he taught his disciples to resolve
their confusion and doubts and awaken. So what method did he
use to teach his disciples? His disciples were of different ages, came
from a variety of backgrounds, had varying levels of cultivation, and
included male and female disciples, monastics and laypeople, officials,
and ordinary people, even the emperor requested his teachings, how
is it that he was able to teach such a variety of students? A fact that
is made all the more remarkable because we know he was illiterate
and from an unpopular region. It would be difficult at any time
or place to teach such a diverse range of students, so how could he
teach them all? And when he was teaching, how did he perceive the
role of a teacher giving a teaching? How do we know the student
received the teaching?

What is meant by teaching?

The Sixth Patriarch lays out his teaching method in “Chapter
Ten — Final Instructions.” But before we examine that in detail, it’s
useful to examine some of the Fifth Patriarch’s teachings in
Hudngméi (). Upon the occasion of the Sixth Patriarch’s
awakening, as he’s retelling what occurred, Master Huinéng (FH&E)
says, “The Master entrusted me with the Direct Teaching and gave
me the robe and bowl.”

The Fifth Patriarch then says to him a short while later, “The
Dharma is handed down mind to mind leading all to their own
awakening and their liberation. From ancient times, all Buddhas
only transmit the fundamental truth; the true intention is passed
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along more privately from master to master.”

The “Dharma” refers to the teachings of the Buddha.
Interestingly, the transmission referred to that occurs is not a
physical object specifically as in the case of the robe and bowl
that was passed down from Bodhidharma through the Sixth
Patriarch, buta mind-to-mind transmission that facilitates “their
own awakening and liberation”. Shortly before this, the Fifth
Patriarch was explaining (and also teaching) Master Shénxil (
1#75 ) why his verse did not demonstrate a clear understanding,
and therefore did not merit the robe and bowl.

Master Hoéngrén  (5475) to Master
“Unsurpassed bodhi means that right at the moment of speaking,

says Shénxil,
you are able to recognize your original mind and see that your
fundamental nature is unborn and undying. Unsurpassed bodhi
means you yourself see this naturally, at all times, and in every
instance of thought: that the myriad dharmas are all of a piece
and identical. And that what is true of one, is true of all. The
myriad phenomena are naturally ’thus’ as they are. And a mind
that is this way accordingly, is the true reality. To see in this way
is the essence of supreme Bodhi.”

So we learn from these early encounters with the Fifth
Patriarch that the disciple qualified to continue the lineage
is entrusted with the “Direct Teaching,” which comes when
“Dharma is handed down mind-to-mind,” which leads (to the
disciple’s) “own awakening and liberation.”

We also learn that “the fundamental truth comes directly
from the Buddha” but is “passed along more privately from
master to master.” Once the teacher facilitates the disciple’s
awakening, and the disciple awakens and is liberated, then the
teacher certifies it. The disciple also becomes a master, able to
teach and carry on the teachings to the next generation. Later,
after the Sixth Patriarch has left Hudngméi and lived in exile
alongside the hunters for many years, he introduces himself to
Master Yinzong (E[15%) asks Master Huinéng to show the robe
and bowl shortly before he shaves his head, Master Yinzong asks
Huinéng, ““How exactly was Hudngméi’s teaching transferred?’
I replied, “There was no transfer. We merely discussed seeing the
nature.””

So the main thrust of the teaching is to get the disciple to
wake up and see their own essential nature and realize liberation.
By truly seeing the essential nature, the disciple realizes Bodhi,
awakening. The essential nature has an infinite number of
terms often used as synonyms; “Chinese uses Zi xing’ (H14£),
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‘bén xing’ (AE), zhén xing (Ef%£), and just xing ([4:)
interchangeably to mean the same thing. In a similar fashion,
English uses ‘inherent nature’, ‘essential nature’, ‘original
nature’, ‘fundamental nature’, or just ‘nature’, depending on
the context.”

In addition to those terms in this text, one also sees: mind
ground, original face, original mind, original source, and even
buddha-nature; these are all referring to the same thing. When
reading this text it’s important not to get confused as these
terms are used interchangeably countless times, they are all
discussing the same basic principle. They show up countless
times. So why is the essential nature important?

According to the sutra, “Our own essential nature is able
to contain the ‘ten thousand things.” And goes on to state
that this includes “the myriad dharmas, absolutely everything,
are within the nature of all people.” So absolutely everything
in existence that we can perceive comes from this essential
nature— everything! Then the sutra goes on to state, “One’s
own essential nature is Buddha; apart from this nature there is
no other Buddha.” So based on what Huinéng said to Master
Yinzong, the entire crux of the teaching the Fifth Patriarch
passed on was the ability to see the nature.

Now that we've established that the Sixth Patriarch “learned”
or rather received from the Fifth Patriarch, what and how did
the Sixth Patriarch teach his disciples? Let’s go directly to his
teaching method, which he lays out very clearly in Chapter
Ten as he is about to pass into Nirvana, and he is speaking
to his ten closest room-entering disciples: Fahai (£ ),
Zhichéng (7&5), Fadd (A% ), Shénhui (1418 ), Zhichdng (%
), Zhitong (5738 ), Zhiche GEfL), Zhidao (Fi#H), Fazhén
(Z£E), and Farda (CZ#40). This list of names is likely given
according to monastic seniority, with Dharma Master Fahal (
7278 ) as the most senior of the monastic disciples, who also
happens to be the narrator and compiler of the Sixth Patriarch
Sutra itself. The Sixth Patriarch says to these ten disciples:

You are different from the others. After I pass away, you
should each go and become a master in a different region.
I will now teach you how to explain the Dharma without
departing from its original source.

[Editor’s note: All quoted passages are from 7he Sixth
Patriarchs Dharma Jewel Platform Sutra. Buddhist Text

Translation Society, 3 Sept. 2014.] soTo be continued
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