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This edition of the basic classic of
Zen Buddhism, The Platform Scrip-
ture, is the first and only unabridged
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Tun-huang manuscript, discovered in
central Asia in 1900 and preserved,
unpublished, in the archives of a
British museum for over 50 years.

(Previous Emnglish translations
have been based either only in part on
the eighth-century Tun-huang manu-
seript or on texts containing interpo-
lations from later Japanese versions.)

The distinguished author, Dr.
Chan, has restored the earlier, more
authentic text and preserved the
direct, personal quality of Hui-neng’s
original teachings. The pristine pur-
ity of the Zen master’s scriptures has
never been so faithfully transmitted
to the English-speaking reader.

The Chinese and English texts,
set on facing pages, are carefully
annotated. The introduction is an
enlightening guide for the neophyte
as well as a knowledgeable summa-
tion for the scholar.

This volume completes the basic
triad of Chinese philosophical works
in the St. John’s Asian Translations
Series edited by Dr. Paul K. T. Sih:
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and THE HSIAO CHING (Confu-
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The Great Master reproved me, saying, ‘“You are from
Ling-nan, and, furthermore, you are a barbarian. How can
you become a Buddha?”’ |

I answered, “Although people are distinguished as north- |
erners and southerners, there is neither north nor south in the
Buddha-nature. The physical body of the barbarian and [that
of]'# the monk are different. But what difference is there in
their Buddha-nature?”

The Great Master intended to argue with me further, but,
seeing people around, said nothing more. He ordered me to
attend to duties, among the rest. Then a lay attendant ordered
me to the rice-pounding area's to pound rice. This I did for
more than eight months.

4 One day the Fifth Patriarch suddenly called his dis-
ciples to come to him. When we had already'¢ assembled, he
said, “Let me say this to you: Life and death are serious
matters. You disciples are engaged all day in making offer-
ings, going after fields of blessings'’ only, and you make no
effort to achieve freedom from the bitter sea of life and death. |
If you are deluded in your own nature, how can blessings save
you? Go to your rooms, all of you, and think for yourselves.
Those who possess wisdom use the wisdom (praj7ia) inherent
in their own nature. Each of you must write a verse and
present it to me. After I see the verses, I will give the robe
and the Law to the one who understands the basic idea'® and
will appoint him to be the Sixth Patriarch. Hurry, hurry!”
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5 After the disciples had received these instructions,
they each retired to their own rooms. They said to each other,
“There is no need to calm our minds and devote our attention
to composing verses to present to the priest. Head Monk'®
Shen-hsiu is an instructor of rituals. When he acquires the
Law, we can of course follow and stay with him. We do not
have to write verses.” They were satisfied. None dared present
a verse.
At that time there were three corridors in front of the
hall of the Great Master. Offerings were made there. It was
planned to paint there on the walls as records the pictures of
the transfiguration of the assembly depicted in the Scripture w_
about the Buddha Entering into Lanka and also pictures of
the five Patriarchs?° transmitting the robe and the Law so
that these stories might prevail in future generations. The
artist Lu Chen?' had examined the wall. He was to begin work
the next day.

6 Head Monk Shen-hsiu thought, “These people would
not present verses to show their minds because I am an
instructor. If I do not present a verse to show my mind, how
can the Fifth Patriarch see whether my understanding is
shallow or deep? I shall present the verse of my heart to the
Fifth Patriarch to show him my ideas. It is good to seek the
Law, but not good to seek the patriarchate. It would be simi-
lar to that of the ordinary people and I would be usurping the
holy rank. If I do not present a verse to manifest my mind,
I shall never acquire the Law.” He thought for a long time but
found it an extremely difficult matter. He then waited until
midnight, and without allowing anyone to see him, went to



the wall in the middle of the southern corridor and wrote a
verse to manifest what was in his mind, thus wishing to seek
the Law. “If the Fifth Patriarch sees the words of this verse—
the words of this verse . .. If they are not acceptable,?? it is of
course because the obstruction of my past deeds is so heavy
that I am not qualified to obtain the Law. The Patriarch’s holy
opinion is difficult to guess but I shall be satisfied in my mind.”
At midnight Head Monk Shen-hsiu, holding a candle,

wrote a verse on the wall of the south corridor, without any-
one knowing about it, which said:

The body is the tree of perfect wisdom (bodhi)

The mind is the stand of a bright mirror23

At all times diligently wipe it.

Do not allow it to become dusty.

7 After Head Monk Shen-hsiu had finished writing the
verse, he returned to his room to retire without anyone seeing
him. The next morning the Fifth Patriarch called court artist
Lu to come to the south corridor to paint the pictures of the
scripture about the Buddha entering into Lanka. Suddenly
the Fifth Patriarch saw the verse. After reading it,2* he said
to the court artist, “I will give you thirty thousand cash and
will be much obliged to you for your coming from afar. But
we will not paint the transfigurations. The Diamond Scripture
says, ‘All characters?® are unreal and imaginary.’?¢ It is better
to keep this verse and let deluded people read it. If people
practice according to it, they will not fall into the Three Evil
Stages.?” People who practice according to the Law will enjoy
great benefits.”
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Thereupon the Great Master called all the disciples to come
and burn incense before the verse so that everyone would see
it and a sense of reverence would arise in all of them. “All of ‘
you read this. Only those who understand this verse will be
able to see their own nature. Those who practice according to ;
it will not fall.” |

The disciples all read the verse and a sense of reverence {
was aroused in them. They said, ‘Wonderful !’ 5

Thereupon the Fifth Patriarch called Head Monk Shen-
hsiu into the hall and asked, “Was this verse written by you?

If you wrote it, you should receive my Law.”

Head Monk Shen-hsiu said. “Please pardon me. In fact, I |
did write it. Yet I dare not seek the position of the patriarch. {
I hope Your Holiness will be compassionate and see if your
disciple possesses a small amount of wisdom and understands
the basic idea.”

The Fifth Patriarch said, “The verse you wrote shows
some but not?® complete understanding. You have arrived at "
the front door but you have not yet entered it. Q_rtglary

holdmg to such a view. One | must enter the door and see his
owature Go away and come back after thinking a day or
fwo. Write another verse and present it to me. If then you
have entered the door and have seen your own nature, I will
give you the robe and the Law.” Head Monk Shen-hsiu went
away and for several days could not produce another verse.
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8 A boy was reciting this verse while passing by the |
rice-pounding area. As soon as I heard it, I knew that the |
author had not seen his own nature or understood the basic
idea. I asked the boy, “What verse were you reciting a little |
while ago?’ The boy answered, “Do you not know that the |
Great Master said that life and death are important matters? |
He wishes to transmit the robe and the Law to someone. He
told the disciples to write and present a verse for him to see.
He who understood the basic idea would be given the robe
and the Law as testimony of making him the Sixth Patriarch.
The head monk by the name of Shen-hsiu wrote in the south
corridor a verse that frees one from the attachment to differ-
entiated characters. The Fifth Patriarch told all the disciples
to read it. Whoever understood this verse would immediately
see his own nature, and those who practiced according to it
would be emancipated.”

I replied, “I have been pounding rice here for more than
eight months and have not been to the front of the hall. Will
you, sir, lead me to the south corridor so that I might see this
verse and pay reverence to it. I also wish to recite it and to
fulfill the conditions for birth in the Buddha-land in my next
life.”

As the boy led me to the south corridor, I immediately
‘ paid reverence to the verse. As I did not know how to read, I

asked someone to read it to me. After I heard it, I immediately
understood the basic idea. I also composed a verse and asked
a person who could read to write it on the wall of the western
corridor to manifest what was in my own mind. It is useless
to study the Law if one does not understand hlS own mind.
Once a person understands his own “mind and sees his own
nature, he will 1mmedlately understand the bas1c 1dea

"My verse says: :
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Fundamentally perfect wisdom has no tree. ‘!

Nor has the bright mirror any stand. |

Buddha-nature is forever clear and pure.

Where is there any dust? \
Another verse says:

The mind is the tree of perfect wisdom.

The body is the stand of a bright mirror.

The bright mirror is originally clear and pure.

Where has it been defiled by any dust?

Monks in the hall were all surprised?® at these verses. I,
however, went back to the rice-pounding area. The Fifth
Patriarch suddenly realized that I alone had the good knowl-
edge and understanding of the basic idea but he was afraid
lest the rest learn it. He therefore told them, ‘“He does not
understand perfectly after all.”

9 The Fifth Patriarch waited till midnight, called me to
come to the hall, and expounded the Diamond Scripture. As
soon as I heard this, I understood. That night the Law was
imparted to me without anyone knowing it, and thus the

method of sudden enlightenment and the robe were trans- k
mitted to me. “You are now the Sixth Patriarch. This robe is |
the testimony of t_ransm1ss1on from genera‘clon to generatlon
As to the Law, it is to be transmltted from mind to mind. Let
people achleve enlightenment through their own effort ”

\

|




The Fifth Patriarch said, “Hui-neng, from the very begin-
ning, in the transmission of the Law one’s life*° is as delicate
as hanging by a thread. If you remain here, someone might
harm you. You must leave quickly.”

10 After I received the robe and the Law, I left at mid-
night. The Fifth Patriarch personally saw me off at the
courier’s station at Chiu-chiang.®’ I then understood the |
instructions of the Patriarch. “Go and work hard. Carry the
Law to the south. Do not preach for three3? years, for it is not
easy for this Law to flourish. Later when you spread the Law
and convert people, when you skillfully guide deluded people |
and open up their minds, you will not be different from me.”3? 1

Having said goodbye, I started south. |

11 In two months I reached the Ta-yii Mountain.’* I did
not realize that there were several hundred®® people coming
after me. They wanted to follow®® me and to snatch the robe
and the Law. But half way they all withdrew, except one
monk whose family name was Ch’en and whose private name
was Hui-shun. He was formerly a general of the third rank.
His nature and disposition were crude and evil.’’” He got
straightly to the peak, rushed forward and grabbed me.
I immediately gave the robe of the Law to him but he refused
to take it. “I purposely came this long way to seek the Law; I
do not need the robe.” Thereupon I transmitted the Law to
him on the peak. As he heard what I said, his mind was
opened. I told him to go to the north to convert the people
there immediately.
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12 Then I came and stayed in this place®® and associated
with government officials, disciples who have renounced their
families, and lay folk. This, after all, was due to causes oper-
ating over many long periods of time. The doctrine has been J
handed down from past sages;*° it is not my own wisdom.
Those who wish to hear the teachings of past sages must '\ \
purify their hearts. Having heard them, they must vow to rid ;’ ‘
themselves of delusions and thereby to become enlightened, | ‘
540 the former sages. (This is the method described below.) *'
Great Master Hui-neng declared: Good and learned
friends, perfect wisdom is inherent in all people. It is only
because they are “deluded in thelr minds that they cannot
attain enlightenment by themselves. They must seek the help
of good and Tearned f: friends of high standing to show them the |
way to see their own nature. Good and learned friends, as‘
soon as one is enlightened, he attains wisdom. '

13 Good and learned friends, calmness and wisdom are \
the foundations of my method. First of all do not be deceived «
into thinking that the two are different. They are one sub- |
stance and not two. Calmness is the substance of wisdom and

Wlsdom is the function of calmness. Whenever w wisdom is at | i
work calmness is within it. Whenever calmness is at Work \
wisdom is within it. Good and learned friends, the meaning |
here is that [calmness and] wisdom are identified. Seekers of |
the Way, arouse your minds. Do not say that wisdom follows*? ‘
calmness or vice versa, or that the two are different. To hold 1
such a view would imply that the dharmas possess two differ- ;
ent characters. In the case of those whose words are good but !

|
|
:
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whose hearts are not good, wisdom and calmness are not
identified. But in the case of those whose hearts and words are
both good and in whom the internal and the external are one,
calmness and wisdom are identified. Se_lgeglightenment and
practice do not consist in argument. If one is concerned about

which comes"ﬁrst heis a [deluded] R person If he is not freed
from the cons1derat10n of victory or defeat, “he will produce
the dharmas and the self.** He cannot become free from the

Four Characters.*s

v 14 Calmness in which one realizes that all dharmas are| ;

the same means to practice [attaining] a stralghtforward{,

<7 mind*¢ at all times, whether walking, standing, sitting, or re-||

clining. The Scripture Spoken by Vimalakirti says, “The
stralghtforward mind is the holy place. The stralghtforward
mlnd is the Pure Land.”*” Do not be crooked in the activities
of your “mind and merely talk about straightforwardness.*®
One who merely talks about t calmness ir in which one realizes
that _aLll dharmas are one and does not practice a stralghtfor-

ward mind is not a dlsc1ple of the Buddha. To practice a
stralghtforward mind only and to be unattached to any
dharma is called calmness in which one realizes that all
dharmas are the same. Deluded people attached to the char-
acters of dharmas hold that calmness, in which one realizes
that all dharmas are the same, means simply to sit unper-
turbed and to remove erroneous thoughts without allowing
others to arise in the mind; that to them is calmness in which
one realizes that all dharmas are the same. If this were the
case, this Law would [render us] equivalent to insentient*?
beings and would be a cause of hindrance to the Way. The
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Way must®® be in operation. Why should it be impeded in- }
stead? When the mind is not®' attached to dharmas, then the
Way is in operation. When it is attached then it is in bondage.
If it were correct to sit without motion, Vimalakirti would
not have reprimanded Sariputra for sitting silently in the
forest.5?

Good and learned friends, I also know some who teach
people to sit and look into the mind as well as to look at purity,
so that the mind will not be perturbed and nothing will arise
from it. Devoting their efforts to this, deluded people fail to
become enlightened ; consequently they are so attached to this
method as to become insane. There have been several hundred
such cases. Therefore I know that to teach people this way is
a great mistake.

15 Good and learned friends, in what way are calmness
and wisdom the same? They are like the lamp and its light.
With the lamp there is light. Without the lamp there is no
light. The lamp is the substance of the light while the light is
the function of the lamp. In names? they are two but in sub-
stance they are not different. It is the same with calmness and
wisdom.

16 Good and learned friends, in method there is no
distinction between sudden enhghtenment ,?Il‘,i gygdual ,
enhg%ent Among men, however some are intelligent
and others are stupid. Those who are deluded** understand®®
gradually, while the enlightened achieve understanding sud-
denly. But when they know their own minds, then they see
their own nature, and there is no difference in their enlighten-
ment. Without enlightenment, they remain forever bound in

transmigration.
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17 Good and learned friends, in this method of mine, 1
from the very beginning, whether in the sudden-enlighten-
ment or gradual-enlightenment tradition, absence-of-thought )
' has been instituted as the main doctrine, absence-of-charac- |
ters as the substance, and non-attachment as the foundation. !

What is meant by absence-of-characters? Absence-of-charac-

ters means to be free from characters while in the midst of

them. Absence-of-thought means not to be carried away by
»‘g_,}‘l_g*u_g‘_h_tmjg“{c‘l‘l‘e process of thought. Non-attachment is man’s

! original nature. Thought after thought goes on without
remaining. Past, present, and future thought continue without
termination. But if we cut off and terminate thought for one
instant, the Law-body®¢ is freed from the physical body. At
no time should a single instant of thought be attached to any
dharma. If one single instant of thought is attached to any-
thing, then every thought will be attached. This is bondage.
But if in regard to dharmas no thought is attached to any-
thing, that is freedom. This is the meaning of having non-
attachment as the foundation.

Good and learned friends, to be free from all characters
means the absence of characters. Only if we can be free from
characters will the substance of our nature be pure. That is
the meaning of taking absence-of-character as the substance.
Absence-of-thought means not to be defiled by external
objects. It is to free our thoughts from external objects and
not’” to have thoughts arise over dharmas. But do not*® stop
thinking about everything and eliminate all thought. As soon
as thought stops, one dies®® and is reborn elsewhere. Take
heed of this, followers of the Way. If¢° one does not think®'
over the meaning of the Law and becomes mistaken himself,




hsi Mountain for me. Pay reverence and listen to him; that is
all. Do not say that I sent you. Remember the ideas and
doctrines you hear and come back to tell me so that I can see
whether his views or mine lead more quickly to understanding.
Come back as soon as possible; do not cause me to reprimand
you.”'7°

Chih-ch’eng accepted the order and was very happy. In
about half a month he reached Ts’ao-hsi Mountain and saw
Hui-neng the priest. He paid reverence and immediately began
to listen, without saying where he was from. As he listened,
he comprehended the words immediately and understood his
own mind.'®® He stood up, paid reverence, and said, “Your
Holiness, your disciple has come from the Yii-ch’lian Monas-
tery, Master Shen-hsiu’s place, where I could not achieve any
understanding. When I heard Your Holiness, I became enlight-
ened immediately. Your Holiness, please be compassionate and
instruct'®' me.”

Great Master Hui-neng said, “Since you have come from
there, you must be a spy.”

Chih-ch’eng said, “Before I spoke, I was. Having spoken,
I am no'%? more.”

The Sixth Patriarch said, “That is the same as afflictions
being identical with perfect wisdom.”

41 The Great Master said to Chih-ch’eng, “I hear that in
teaching people your Zen Master only transmits the methods
of d1§g;p].LI1g calmness, and w1sdom What are the dlsc1plme
calmness, and Wlsdom taught by your priest? Please tell me.’

Uiy - s/ la /
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Chih-ch’eng said, “Priest Shen-hsiu said that discipline
means not to do any evil, wisdom means to practice all good
deeds, and calmness means to purify one’s own mind. These
are called discipline, calmness, and wisdom. That is what he
teaches. I do not know what the views of Your Holiness are.”

Answered Priest Hui-neng, “This doctrine is wonderful
but my views are different.”

Chih-ch’eng asked, “What is the difference?”

Hui-neng answered, “Some people realize the Law more
quickly than others.”

Chih-ch’eng begged the priest to explain the discipline,
calmness, and wisdom according to his views. The Great Mas-
ter said, “Please listen to me and see what my views are.

When the mind is free from evil,’®® that is the dis-
cipline of one’s own nature.

When the mind is free from disturbance, that is the
calmness of one’s own nature.

When the mind is free from delusions, that is the
wisdom of one’s own nature.”

Great Master Hui-neng further said, “The discipline, calm-
ness, and wisdom of your Master are meant to exhort people of
small intelligence,'®* whereas my discipline, calmness, and
wisdom are for people of high intelligence. But if one under-
stands his own nature,'®® there is no need to set up the doc-
trine of discipline, calmness, and wisdom.”

Chih-ch’eng said, “Please, Great Master, explain why it is
not necessary to set it up?”’




34. In Kiangsi, on the border of Kwangtung Province.

35. The Daijo Temple version has “several tens.”

36. Read t'ou 3A (head) as ken ¥E (to follow).

37. According to the Ching-te ch’uan-teng lu, ch. 4, pp. 16a-
b, he was Zen Master Tao-ming JE Bf] , and was called
a general because he was a descendant of an emperor of
the Ch’en |‘5R dynasty (557-589). He joined the Bud-
dhist order and was a disciple of the Fifth Patriarch.

38. The Shao-chou area.

39. Read hsing ‘I’i (nature) as sheng {{ (sage), accord-
ing to the Taishé shinshii daizékyo, vol. 48, p. 338. Past
sages here refer to past Buddhas and patriarchs.

40. Read i #> (in) as ju %v (as). The Ming Canon ver-
sion, sec. 2 (Lu, p. 29) has ju.

i 41. Original note in the text.

f 42. Read fao #§ (start) as hou {% (afterward).

‘ 43. Insertion following Suzuki and Kuda.

44. The Ming version, sec. 4, has “self dharma,” that is, the
dharma of self, instead of dharma-self, or dharmas and |
the self. In this case the Four Characters become those of |
a self, a human being, a being among men, and a being
with a definite span of life.

] 45. The Four Characters are coming into existence, remain-

; ing in the same state, changing, and going out of exis-

i w tence. .
\b)"v'. f";f"\' 46. Read ochen-hsin JL & (true heart) as chih-hsin B.
" ’ o (sincere heart). It is obvious from the following
'V : sentence. The latter also appears in the Ming Canon ver- |

sion, sec. 4 (Lu, p. 45).

47. The Ching-ming ching or Vimalakirtinirdesa siutra, sec.
4 and 1, respectively. See Taisho hsinshii daizokyo, vol. 14,
pp. 538 and 542, respectively. Vimalakirti is said to have
been a contemporary of the Buddha, who as a lay friend,
helped the Buddha to spread His gospel. He was therefore
called Vimalakirti, or “Famous for Purity.”

48. Read K’ou-shuo fa-chih @ 3¢, 33 B as kou tan shuo-
chih @ 12 %}f, A according to the Kosho Temple text,
p. 7b, and the Ming Canon version, sec. 4 (Lu, p. 45).

49. Read ch’ing jﬁ (clear) as ch’ing 'f'ﬁ‘ (feeling) according
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