Meeting a Master
By
James Baquet

In the summer of 2006, I celebrated my birthday by spending a week in a temple in
Fujian Province, teaching the Buddha-dharma to around 100 young people. This is
taken from my journal about that experience.

One of the highlights of my week was the arrival of Master Ji Qun. He is a teaching
monk who is widely considered to be one of the foremost Chinese monks of the 21st
century. He is also delightfully humble and unassuming.

Master Ji Qun arrives at
Huayan Temple on Jetishan in Fujian

He has a "Center" in Suzhou, from which he publishes books. He travels around the
country teaching. He has also taught abroad, but only in Chinese (like most Chinese
monks I've met, he speaks no English).

Unfortunately, he does not turn up much in English-language Internet searches (but
here's one < http://www.edutravel.cn/heart/che/text/fs.htm >--scroll down a bit). But
entering " " in quotes yields 36,600 hits in Google! The first of these is his
homepage < http://www.jiqun.com/>. My friends who read Chinese will surely
benefit from a visit to the site; those who don't might enjoy some of the pictures.
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The Hermitage

In the late afternoon of the Master's arrival day, Diego (Chinese name Wu Zhen, my
18-year-old friend and translator) texted me to say that we were going to visit another
temple. It turned out that was a sort of hermitage nearby, a place where the monks can
go for quiet(er) practice.

Master Ji Qun, Venerable Hui Jing (administrator of the temple), Diego, and I sat
cross-legged at a table on a low platform in the front room and had tea. 1 was given
the chance to ask the Master questions.

I began with some queries about his work. This soon led to a discussion of how the
Buddha-dharma is experiencing a new birth in China, a sort of "Buddhist
Renaissance."

Here are some notes on what was said:

--Following the initial reforms of some of the great monks of the 20th century (such
as Taixu and Hongyi), the Cultural Revolution was a tragic setback to the cause of
Buddhism. It resulted not only in the destruction of numerous monasteries, but,
perhaps more devastating, it left few monks capable of teaching the Buddha-dharma
properly. In his efforts to help re-establish the teachings, Master Ji Qun has traveled
all over China, as well as to Australia and Singapore.

--1 asked who his audience was; he replied that he had generally spoken only to
Chinese people. When I asked if he would take his mission to America, he thought
about it for a moment, then (I think wisely) replied that with just some effort in China,
he was able to achieve great results; but that even with much effort in America, the
result would be small.

[T joked that when he was "finished with China," we would love to have him in
America. He "got it," and answered with gracious thanks for the invitation. ]

--In speaking further about the content of his mission, Master Ji Qun pointed out that
the so-called "Cultural Revolution" had damaged not just Buddhism, but also many
aspects of Chinese culture. He felt that part of his calling was to re-establish not just
the Buddha-dharma, but the cultural matrix in which it had flourished. Thus temples
would become centers for the revival of many aspects of culture.

--Furthermore, with a shortage of qualified teaching monks, he saw the advisability of
training up lay teachers to carry the Buddha-dharma into the broader culture.
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Master Ji Qun leaves the Hermitage
to return to the Temple

At the end of our tea, most of us went outside for dinner, and Master Ji Qun returned
to the temple to prepare for the evening program. He told me that he had an Institute
in Suzhou, and invited me to come visit. I promised that I would.

That evening, after we had all returned to the main temple after tea and dinner at the
Hermitage, Master Ji Qun was conducting a Question and Answer session with the
kids. Following are my notes on my friend Diego's translation of some of the more
interesting Q&A:

Master Ji Qun
teaching the students

Q: How can one be happy?

A: Know who you are.

Q: Who are you?

A: There is no me. [lifting his tea cup] "My" cup has no [intrinsic] relationship to me.
Just so, my body is not "mine" in any real sense. It came to me as the cup came to
me. This is simply the result of Cause and Effect. When we view a photo of
ourselves, we may point to it and exclaim, "That's me!" But the photo is not me,
and just so the body is not me, because there is no me--only a concept of me.

Q: How can one have a calm heart?

A: 1. Simple life, simple heart.

2. Don't care too much about things; move through life like a bird passing through
the sky, not clinging to anything.

3. Let Dharma teach us wisdom.

4. Pray or sit daily.
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Q: How can I help other teenagers study Buddhism?

A: First, be a light to those around you. Everyone has Buddha Nature, even if you
don't see it. Give sunshine to others. Tell them why you are happy. Recommend
books or homepages. Use Dharma to help others.

Q: What is the meaning of the expression, "Put down your knife and become a
Buddha"?

A: The Buddha was once approached by a man holding a lotus in each hand. He told
the man to put down the lotus in his left hand, then to put down the lotus in his
right hand. He then told him to put down the rest [of the lotuses?], but there were
no more. The Buddha was referring to the things that we carry in our hearts. [NB:
I cannot find this story; any help out there?]

Q: What can we do about the stress of study caused by competition?
A: Take care of your health. [NB: Seems mundane, and yet...?]

Q: I often have nightmares. How can I prevent them?
A: Train yourself by thinking positively in the daytime; your dreams are often a
continuation of your daytime thoughts.

The next question was from a 12-year-old boy:

Q: What does the Heart Sutra mean when it says "Form is emptiness; emptiness is
form"?

A: [After a few other words on the idea that what we call something is just a
convention.] For example, what is the significance of a name? You use different
names when using email and QQ, but "you" are still "you." The change of name
changes nothing.

Q: Did God create man, as other religions teach?

A: The Buddha did not consider this a useful question. When a man is shot by an
arrow, he does not need to know who shot it, or what the arrow is made of, or
what kind of bow was used; rather, he must attend to the arrow. [A well-known
illustration from the Pali Canon, Majjhima Nikaya, Sutta 63, among others]

At the end of the session, I asked permission to put one question to Master Ji Qun.
Here it is:

Q: If you could give these young people one piece of advice on how to live a good life,
what would it be?
A: Cherish your life; grasp the present; learn the Dharma.
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It was a great opportunity to learn from
this wise monk. I have paraphrased his
answer to my question and taught it to
others as:

ODNH WKH PRVW RI \RXU OLIH
/ILYH IXOO\ LQ WKH SUHVHQW
6HHN ZLVGRP




