The Sixth Patriarch’s Radically Inclusive,
Unifying Method of Teaching Dharma coninu
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The Sixth Patriarch’s dying wish was that his top ten
remaining monastic students not stay at the monastery he
established, but instead spread the teachings to other regions.
He’s not encouraging these ten disciples to stay where they are,
but to move on after he passed into Nirvana. However, before
they left, he wanted to teach them how “to explain the Dharma
without departing from its original source.”

They were mostly ready to move on, but he still had yet
to give them the most important insight into his teaching
method, which is fairly detailed and technical. We want to pay
particular attention to the term “without departing from its
original source.” The Sixth Patriarch gave us several lists that
will help us classify and navigate every aspect of perceived
external reality and internal state of consciousness thus
creating a matrix which allows us to understand everything.
Understanding this matrix is important because it allowed the
Sixth Patriarch insight into his disciples’ capacities so that he
could gauge where they needed help seeing their own natures
and facilitating their own liberation. He tells his disciples:

“First you should bring up the teaching of the three classifications
of dharmas, and then the thirty-six complementary pairs—answer
[any] with its opposite; this avoids [setting up in] either side.

In explaining all these teachings never depart from the essential
nature. If someone should ask about something, answer with its
opposite, thus neutralizing the pair. Always find the opposite
principle: for example, “coming” and “going” are relative to each
other; ultimately the two cancel each other out—and then there is
no place to set up.”
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Following that teaching, he shares a series of lists to more deeply
understand these three classifications of dharmas and the thirty-six
complementary pairs. The three classifications of dharmas includes
the “heaps”, “realms”, and “entrances”. The five “heaps” are also
referred to as the skandas in Sanskrit and include form, feeling,
perception, mental “actions” and impulses, and consciousness. The
eighteen “realms” include the six sense faculties, six sense objects,
and the six sense consciousnesses. The twelve “entrances” are the
six sense faculties and the six sense objects The six sense faculties
are seeing, hearing, smelling, tasting, touching, and the thinking
mind. The six sense objects include sights, sounds, scents, flavors,
tangible objects, and ideas. The essential nature embraces all of

these dharmas, and so it is called the “storehouse consciousness.”

The “essential nature” that he points to is analogous to the “original
source” that he referred to on the previous page. He continues:

“If you give rise to a thought, consciousness ‘turns,” and the six
consciousnesses are stirred to “go out” the six sense faculties and perceive
the six sense-objects. Thus, the eighteen realms are activated from the

>

essential nature.’

This is important to highlight because he is stating that
everything that is perceived, the interaction between that which
is perceived, and also the ability to perceive everything that is
perceived is all “activated” from the “essential nature”. To teach or
“explain the Dharma”, we can not depart from the “original source”,

also referred to as the “essential nature”, and he goes onto explain:

“If the essential nature deviates, it creates the eighteen wrongs. If the
essential nature is true and right, it creates the eighteen rights. Misusing
it is the activity of living beings; using it well, this is the activity of a
Buddha. How does this [differing] usage come about? It all comes from

»

the essential nature.

To awaken, we have to use our essential nature properly. If we
do so, we will be Buddhas. If we misuse our essential nature, then
we won't be Buddhas. So we can deduce that anyone who is not
awakened, is an ordinary living being, and is thus in some way
misusing the essential nature through one or more of the eighteen
wrongs.

Next, he goes on to describe the thirty-six complementary
pairings:
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Five complementary pairings of the insentient external world:
“heaven and earth,

sun and moon,

light and darkness,

yin and yang,

water and fire.”

Twelve complementary pairings of phenomenal things:
“words and objects,

being and nonbeing,

material and immaterial,

perceptible and imperceptible,

defiled and undefiled,

matter and emptiness,

motion and stillness,

pure and turbid,

sacred and mundane,

clergy and laity,

old and young,

large and small.”

Nineteen complementary pairings arising from the essential

nature:

Strengths and weaknesses,

deviating and true,

foolish and discerning,

deluded and wise,

scattered and focused,

kind and cruel,

moral and dissolute,

deceptive and genuine,

real and vain,

biased and fair,

afflictions and bodhi,

permanent and impermanent,
compassion and malice,

joy and resentment,

generous and stingy,

advance and retreat,

birth and death,

the Dharma-body and the physical body,
the Transformed-body and the Reward-body.”
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Thus the thirty-six complementary pairings include: the five
pairings of the insentient external world, the twelve complementary
pairings of phenomenal things, and the nineteen complementary
pairings arising from the essential nature.

All of these pairings are dualistic pairs of opposites that act as
two sides of a balancing scale. The scale is in balance when the
two sides are in balance, neither more or less on one side or the
other. This state of balance has the potential for dynamic action
or change, from a point of equanimity. It could also be said that
these opposites also effectively cancel each other out, instead of
balancing each other, which would return one back to the zero
state where there are no marks and no place to set-up. The non-
dual state also encompasses each pair of opposites. Everything is
included in the thirty-six pairs. It's worth noting that the nineteen
complementary pairings arising from the essential nature, are all
states experienced by living beings.

The essential nature encompasses not only these nineteen
complementary pairings, but all the other myriad dharmas as well.
By following the Sixth Patriarch’s instructions, the disciples could
go on to use these three classifications of dharmas and thirty-six
complementary pairs as teaching tools to address any situation
that has ever been created or encountered by themselves or their
future disciples or any living being. So the Sixth Patriarch gave the
disciples a framework for teaching, a way to describe and address
whatever situation they encounter:

“If you understand and know how to use these thirty-six
complementary pairings, you can string together all the teachings in
the sutras, and whether coming or going, you can avoid both extremes.
Use your essential nature when discoursing with others. Outwardly be
unattached to appearances while right in the middle of appearances.
Inwardly, be empty without clinging to emptiness. If you cling to
appearances, you will just compound your wrong views; if you cling to
emptiness, you will only magnify your ignorance.”

[ Editor’s note: All quoted passages are from 7he Sixth Patriarch’s
Dharma Jewel Platform Sutra. Buddhist Text Translation Society, 3
Sept. 2014.]

s To be continued
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