‘I
N4

o

Discernment
EE=5)

John Pegan 20246 A 26 B 3 %> % # % 3, #h B
Al ¢ F

A Talk by John Pegan at the Buddha Hall of the City of Ten Thousand Buddhas on June 26, 2024
Chinese Translated by Janet Lee

I would like to discuss “discernment” with
you today. The word comes from the Greek
“diakring,” which means to distinguish, decide,
or judge.

Discernment means judging between two
or more things, winnowing out the wheat from
the chaff, and evaluating with insight two or
more actions or things. It is an act of wisdom
marked by insight into a persons character
or an event that goes beyond the mere facts
given. Discernment is the power to distinguish
one thing from another, such as truth from
falsehood, virtue from vice, or a good person
from a bad one.

For example, in the 1960s, when I was in
high school, there were many demonstrations
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against the war in Vietnam, against segregation, and for civil
rights. In 1968, as a high school member of the Students for a
Democratic Society (SDS), I went to an organizing session at
the University of Pittsburgh for a peace march on Washington,
D.C. It would be a massive event the following spring, and I was
excited to participate.

But as I sat in the audience listening to the older college
students running the event, what I heard instead were discussions
on how to elude “the pigs"—the police—how to throw petrol
bombs into the sewer system and smash store windows, all to
disrupt the pigs and gain attention. Despite my feelings against
the war and the police—I had been threatened, water-hosed,
and chased—all I could think about was a peace march. This
planning was about waging war against a war, using violence
against the violent.

So, my discernment was to abandon my friends in the SDS
and only show up for a truly peaceful march the following year
in D.C. Discernment is not easy. It does not come automatically
but must be cultivated. It must be carefully developed with a
sense of humility and clarity. There can be no discernment
without the ethical, moral, or spiritual guidelines and training
from which to judge or discern.

I believe this is one of the most important aspects of Instilling
Goodness and Developing Virtue Schools here: to instill and
develop in our young people the ability to discern, to have the
moral and spiritual foundations to discern right action and judge
people and things correctly. Our students learn to manifest the
core virtues, cherish life, become stewards of the environment,
exercise frugality, become confident, well-rounded persons, take
responsibility for their own actions, and develop the skills of a
good citizen.

These qualities will provide them with the foundation for
proper discernment, foundational qualities that we, as teachers,
can always be reminded of, strengthening our own ability to
discern. Similarly, the publishing arm of DRBA helps propagate
the Dharma, spreading the teachings and foundations for proper
discernment. You never know where the Dharma will turn up,
what life it will turn around, or how it will help someone discern
their path in life.

For instance, my wife had little training in Buddhism,
though she had strong moral guidance from her grandmother
and parents. After college, when visiting her parents, she would
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climb to the top of Mount Jiuhua in Anhui Province, a
religious site. At that time, Mount Jiuhua had an unrestored
Buddhist monastery at the top. Midway up the mountain,
the main path split into two paths, one to a scenic view and
the other to the old abandoned temple. At this intersection,
there was an open, flat area. Nothing was there.

But one day, when she got to the divide in the path, there
was a stall, like a small house, selling memorabilia, magazines,
and books. The saleslady directed her to several sutras, morning
ceremony books, and a bootleg copy of Master Hua’s book,
The Meaning of Life, which she has to this day, and which led
her to CTTB, DRBA, and the Master. But the twist in the
story is this: later, every time she climbed that mountain, the
store was not there.

It had disappeared. After a few years of this, she began
asking people why the stall wasnt there anymore. But they
all said there wasn’t a store or book stall there, nor had it ever
existed. There never could have been one—it would not have
been allowed.

So you never know how or where your publishing of the
Dharma will end up. But in a mysterious and roundabout
way, it led to my wife discovering the Master and our family
discerning that bringing our children up here at CTTB was
the right path.

In another vein, the monasteries and Sangha training at
DRBA provide essential foundations. These foundations and
the monasteries provide the means to practice and discern the
Way. One must not only learn the teachings but also put them
into practice, which these monasteries provide the place for.

To paraphrase the Christian Gospel of Luke, whoever hears
the teachings and puts it into practice is like a man building
a house who digs deep and builds his foundation on the rock.
And when the flood rose, the stream beat vehemently against
the house, but could not shake it, for it was founded on a rock.
But whoever listens to the teachings and does not practice
them is like a man who builds a house on earth without a
foundation, against which the stream will beat vehemently,
and immediately it will fall.

However, discernment is more than just spiritual guidance.
It also needs practical information, regardless of whether it’s
important, like choosing one’s path in life. Should I become
a lawyer, a monk, or a mundane person? Should I use wood
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or concrete for a structure? Either way, you need practical
information to inform decision and discernment.

But all the training, information, and even practice are to
no avail if the person themselves is not free from attachment
and open to discerning the right action and rightfully judging
the thing or person. The discerner must not be controlled
by impulses or attachment. How do you discern the right
course of action? If you’re caught up in jealousy, hate, fear, or
anger, will you be able to discern the right course of action?
If you are fearful of losing your job but action is required
of you, will that fear determine your course of action? On a
small, mundane note, if you are hungry, tired, or irritated by
some events but are supposed to finish a task, how do you
discern the right course of action?

For there are times one needs sleep before one undertakes
a task. Other times, the task must be finished on time.
Sometimes, you don’t know if you have performed the best
action because discernment is not knowing you have done the
best thing—it is the ability to separate and winnow actions.

Sometimes, you learn you did right. Other times, you do
your best and live by your guidelines.

You aren’t always rewarded with knowing that you
followed the best path, but you can follow the right path.
How? By discerning if your choice leads to the long-term,
permanent happiness that is nirvana. Discerning correctly
and following the right path means searching for happiness
that is not ephemeral.

To paraphrase the Gospel of Luke, a good tree does not
bring forth bad fruit, nor does a bad tree bear good fruit.
You don’t gather figs from a thorn bush, nor do you gather
grapes from a bramble. A good man out of the good treasure
in his heart brings forth good actions and results. So let the
good and wise foundations provided for us here at CTTB
and through DRBA provide us all with the good treasure and
wise hearts we need so that our words and actions are true
and proper, and so that all of us may learn to discern wisely
and properly with a good heart and spirit. #

THYEE ? SEER T T2 TR EE
1R B E A SR -

B2 —EAEEER N $hE ~ 1T
FAOEUIHMIEST - AIEFEA ~ &
AR A EYFIER ~ BEllE 2 EHEAE
FEZR o TAZEH —E A RE B S s
A e s EIRE R - IR -
IR > R RE M R ?
B TR 2L R SE Bl R ZH BRI T 8
B MRS AEGIREITE) ? BI(E
EHEHEE > EWekT - BT - A
it > ALHSE AR > a0
S IERERY R TE 2

HE; > FefEdERE S (IR F8E
BITERS - B > BB HIERFSERL -
IREEERIE B O Ry L B I
YT — — N Ry TR 22 AL A AE R R 2
H CffSar —— e B M o PRI
HIRE

HiF - (RAEE CHEE T - A
IRIgSFAERAN > FIIM Ry - ALIFFEREY
PR g1 R E) - BIREEE CE
FEIEE b o [ETEMEINE ? BB E
THEHEE R G5 EE CE RS
REHIESE - TEHE B ARG R
R FHA S A A 2T

B4 (ERIOtRE ) Fis - J2A it
SR T ARSI R T - 57
R o A PR BHETE R - R EA A AE
A - EANLFEZS > BA
EASTMHEEEZR - (BIIEES
INEEA3ZEASHT) T EE R IONUAR Ry
B8 e BRERE > BEkRMeE
SHEIAZEZ L ERMA ST R
IEEL o TEIERAMATA A RE L R
BT TEWHZL  HEEEEET] -
&

TEESIMMIRE ? KREAKRE - FEEL - WERIE - MARHENERBEHENERIE - ELLEA

What are your family treasures? The family treasures are the Treasury of the Tathagata, the everlasting

true mind, and the wondrous enlightened bright nature. They are not the worldly gems and treasures

which are conditioned and have form.

— By Venerable Master Hua
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