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Mandala series 4

Mandala series 4 — the Heart of Prajna Paramita Sutra

Good morning everyone, this is Dharma Espresso. Today, we will talk about Mandala and the
Heart of Prajna Paramita Sutra.

Do you know that the word “illuminate” (in ‘He illuminated the five skandhas and saw that
they are all empty" - the Heart of Prajna Paramita Sutra) gave birth to the Mandala we have
today?

It all started when | read the first sentence:

‘When Bodhisattva Avalokiteshvara was practicing the profound prajna paramita, he
illuminated the five skandhas and saw that they are all empty...’

Around the year 1975 or 1976, I had just begin to learn about the dharma teaching. I didn’t
know Chinese at that time. | first read Venerable Thanh Tu’s commentary of the Prajna
Paramita Sutra and I was stuck on the word ‘illuminate’. I pondered how to visualize this
word clearly. How can one see through the five skandhas? More specifically, is there a way
an ignorant layperson, like me at that time, could understand the term quickly in a minute or
less?

With that initial thought, | subsequently continued to think of an effective way to help people
understand this word. Finally, | figured out that if | used visualization, then it would help
everyone to see it. So, | drew a circle in the center representing emptiness. Emptiness is our
true nature or the Buddha nature in us. It is represented by a Buddha statue, may be an
Amitabha statue or sometimes a Kuan Yin statue which is transparent, so that light may
radiate through. To me, that is our true nature.

| then started to draw some more. At first, | drew five circles around the center circle to
illustrate the five skandhas. But, I thought it would be difficult to differentiate which is the
skandha, which is the true nature. So, | decided to change circles into squares: one center
circle surrounded by five squares. The squares are like the five cloaks, portraying the five
skandhas. The outer layer is earth toned yellow, representing Body, then going toward the
center are Feelings, Thoughts, Habitual Energy, and Consciousness. The closer to the center,
the more profound. Near the center, Consciousness is depicted in white or transparent - both
colors being very close to the color of our true nature. | arranged these configurations for my
own learning, and | found the meanings easy to understand. Wherever you stand in the five
squares, you can see the circle in the center. The fact that we have the capacity to see the
circle in the center through these five square layers means that we have the ability to shine
through our five skandhas: we have already ‘illuminated the five skandhas’.
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So now, what is ‘all empty’? It means being equally empty. The word ‘empty’ here indicates
the nature of emptiness. It does not mean nothingness, but rather is the nature of non-
attachment, not being locked, restrained, contained, or held back.

To illustrate the same concept another way, let’s use a visualization in keeping with
Halloween. If you get a pumpkin, hollow it out, carve a human face with two eyes, eyebrows,
nose, mouth, then place a candle inside and light it, the candle will shine through the holes.
The inside is empty but it is bound by the rind and shape of the pumpkin. The pumpkin
covers the light so we have to carve holes to let the light radiate outward.

‘Emptiness’ is the hollow space inside the pumpkin where the light always exists. Some
people explain ‘emptiness’ as nothing or empty space, but in truth, there is always an
effulgence as if we put a lighted candle there. That is the true mind, the ever-present
brilliance.

Now coming back to the drawing of circle and squares. The circle in the center is the true
mind and the five squares represents the five cloaks blocking the illumination of the light
from the center. Imagine five pumpkins representing five squares, one inside another from
big to small. They cover the light inside. How can we carve a hole through the 5 pumpkins in
order to see the light within the smallest pumpkin? That process of carving through each
layer to expose the light of the smallest pumpkin in the center is ‘illuminating the five
skandhas and seeing that they are all empty’. ‘llluminating’ in this context refers to the
wisdom or prajna (true nature) that shines and the ability to see that light. Carving the 5
pumpkins without seeing the light is not a complete process. It must be done in a way that
aligns the 5 holes, allowing you to see the light in the center. Likewise, looking through the
five squares and seeing the Buddha statue in the center is illuminating.

Such discovery inspires and excites me. | know now that we have a way to demonstrate
‘illuminating the five skandhas and seeing that they are all empty’. This year, when you
enter the Mandala, sit and practice so that you can see the Buddha statue. It will be the statue
of Six Handed Kuan Yin. How can you see this Buddha image? By looking pass the 5
squares. Being able to see the Buddha is ‘i/luminating the five skandhas’.

Mandala is the visual and physical display of the concept above. In reality, we are trapped in
the body skandha that prevents us from entering the liberating circle in the center. Many
spirits are part of our negative karmas; they don’t have form or body. So we write on a
plaque ‘All the karmas on my body’ to give them a form/body. Similarly, we write the
names of our deceased beloved on plaques. Then we carry them through the five skandhas to
reach the center of liberation. Spirits have no physical body or form, but through the plaques,
they will feel that they reach the center of liberation, that they have entered liberation.
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Isn’t it amazing? That is how we ‘illuminate the five skandhas, and see that they are all
empty, and cross beyond all sufferings and difficulties : we are free from afflictions and
sufferings.

In our Mandala this year, if someone asks you why there are five squares, you can explain
that they represent the five skandhas. And, what about the round shape in the center? You can
explain that it represents our true nature and true mind which is our Buddha nature. We sit in
the Mandala so that we can see the Buddha inside us. That is the most important cultivation.

On a side note, Halloween celebration lets us realize our True Mind is in the pumpkin. All the
stuffs inside are the five skandhas. When we scoop the inside out and carve holes for light to
emit, we have let our true mind shine through the five skandhas.

Thus, we do not celebrate Halloween like the locals. We use Halloween as a Buddhist
practice to open the light of our true mind.

Thank you for listening today. Especially for those who are celebrating Halloween, |
congratulate you. Please tell others about the meaning of our pumpkin carving and the
illuminating candle light.

Have a wonderful and mindful day.

Dharma Master Heng Chang

(Translated and transcribed by Compassionate Service Society)
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Man Pa La

Good morning, cac bac. bay la Dharma Expresso cho ngay hom nay.

Cac bac c6 biét rang trong cau 'chiéu kién ngii uan giai khong', chix chiéu kién d6 1a me dé
cua Man Pa La ma chung ta c6 ngay hdm nay khdng?

La vi sao vay? Sé la khi thay doc cau ‘Quan Tu Tai bo tat hanh tham Bat Nha ba la mdt da
thoi, chiéu kién Ngii Udn giai khong’, thi thay stuck, thay ket vai chit chiéu kién. Ket co
nghia 13 thay suy nghi di, suy nghi lai, khdng hiéu lam sao c6 thé hinh dung cho rd rang chi
chiéu kién nay dugc? Lam sao ma thiy sudt duoc ngii am? C6 cach gi ma trong vong maot
gidy, mot phdt ma mot ngudi binh thuong, dét nat nhu thay (IGc dé, thay hoan toan khong
hiéu gi nhiéu vé Phat phép, doc ban van cua thady Thanh Tur giang vé Bat Nha tdm kinh) hiéu
cho thiét mau dugc chir chiéu kién ndy. D6 1a luc thady méi bat dau hoc dao, chic c6 I8 1a vao
nam 1975-76. Thay khong biét am sao ma minh c6 thé hinh dung duoc chit chiéu kién do.
Thoi d6 thiy ciing chua biét tiéng Tau, tiéng Han nira cac bac.

Sau, thay ngdi suy nghi 1am sao minh hién hién dé ai ciing c6 thé hiéu duoc chix chiéu kién.
Cudbi ciing, thay méi nghi ra mot cach 1a minh nén hinh dung hoa, hinh twong héa nd trong
mot cai gi d6 dé ai ciing thdy duoc ca. Thady méi v& mot vong tron ¢ gitra. Vong tron & giira
tuong trung cho Chan Khong. Chén Khéng tirc 1a ban tdnh khéng cua con nguoi cia minh,
ban tanh Phat ciia minh. Ban tanh Phat tirc 12 vong tron, ban tanh Phat tuong trung bang
tuong Phat. Nhiéu khi minh dé tugng Di Da hay tuong Quan Am Bb tat, nhung phai 1a mot
tuong trong sudt (transparent) dé anh sang lan téa ra. Thay nghi do6 14 tim chan khong cia
minh.

Xong rdi, thay méi vé rat nhiéu vong tron xung quanh dé ndi rang d6 1a cai phan ma minh goi
la ngii 4m. Thay vé& nam 16p, nim vong tron xung quanh. Nhung sau thay thdy vong tron
xung quanh va vong tron ¢ gitra rat dé bi 16n, khdng biét cai nao 1a cai tron ¢ trong nira, ma
trong nam vong tron d6 con c6 mot cai mau 1a mau tring nira. Cho nén, thay méi quyét dinh
d6i vong tron thanh hinh vudng: mot vong tron ¢ giira va nam hinh vudng bao boc xung
quanh. Nam hinh vudng d6 gidng nhu niam 16p man; nim 16p man d6 chinh 14 ngii am. Bén
ngoai & Sic, v trong dén Tho, Tuong, Hanh, Thic. Cang vo trong, cang sau sic hon. Bén
ngoai, Sac la than xac cia minh, mau vang dat. Tir tir di v6 trong, tdi cai cudi cing, Thirc Ia
mau trang hay 1a mau transparent; mau d6 hay 1a mau cua chan tam ciing gan gidng giéng
nhau. Khi thay lam nhu vay 14 thiy lam dé cho thay hiéu, thi thay thiy d& qua. Bay gio minh
chi déng trong hinh vuéng, nhin thang vao thi minh thiy vong tron. Minh nhin xuyén qua
dugc nam hinh vudng thi tirc 12 minh chiéu kién ngii uan roi.

Ma giai khong 1a gi? Giai c6 nghia 1a déu. C6 nhiéu béac khdng hiéu, hoi thay giai khong la
gi, c6 phai 1a cai khdng né dai 13m, nd kho nhai lim, dai nhu 1a dia vay? Khdng phai, giai
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khong nghia 1 'déu 1a khong'. Khong day 1a khong tanh, 1a ban tanh khdng dinh mic, khdng
ket vao, khong bi céi gi gitr lai, cot lai ca.

Dip Halloween nay, c4c bac s& thdy, néu cac bac Iy trai bi, trai bi dic vo cing, bac khoét
mot céi 16, 1y hét ruot ra. Khi bi tréng rdng rdi, bac khic mat nguoi, hai con mit, 16ng may,
miii, miéng, roi bac dé ciy dén phia trong. Cay dén nay bay gio né chiéu ra, 6 6, sang! Bén
trong tréng rong, khong cé gi hét tron, nhung bén ngoai bi ket hinh dang cua trai bi. Trai bi
giit cho anh séang khong chiéu ra dugc. Bay gio minh duc 15 dé cho anh séng tuén ra. Chit
khong do co nghia 1a chd tréng rong phia trong cua trai bi ma anh sang luc nao ciing ¢ ca.
Nhiéu ngudi néi khdng 1a rong rang, 1a tréng réng nhung that sy, lac nao ciing ¢ sy sang
suét giéng nhu 1a minh bo cay dén & trong nd chiéu ra. Do 1a chan tam, luc ndo ciing sang
suét nhu vay, cht khéng phai trong rdng 1a khong co gi ca. Do 1a su séng sudt nhu co dén
chiéu vao.

Bay gio minh trg lai. Vong tron d6 13 chan tim cho nén thay v& nam hinh vudng tugng trung
cho nam 16p che, khéng cho anh sang lan téa ra. Cac bac tudng tugng mot trai bi 1a mot cai
vong. Béc tuong tugng bac c6 nam trai bi, mot trai bi to, roi toi trai nho hon...téi tréi cuc
nho. MOi trai bi dong lai, dic lai, khong cho dén sang ra. Bay gio 1am sao minh khoét 15 dé
c6 thé nhin xuyén qua nim trai bi d6, nhin vo dugc anh sang nam trong trai bi nho nhat (cuc
nho). D6 tic la chiéu kién ngii uan giai khéng, minh thay xuyén duoc. Chiéu 1a minh c6 céi
tri hué do, soi sang, chiéu, thdy cho dugc. Nhiéu khi chiéu ma khdng thay; chiéu ma phai
kién, thay duoc thi méi goi 1a kién. Chiéu va kién, thdy dugc chan tam. Tic 1a néu bac duc
nam céi 16 ma béac khdng thé thiy xuyén qua duoc thi khdng phai la chiéu kién. Phai duc
nam céi 16 thanh dudng thang nhu thé nao d6 dé bac nhin thang vé, thay duoc dén nam &
gitta ndm trai bi. Ciing vay, nhin xuyén qua nim hinh vudng, thiy dugc dtc Phat thi d6 goi
1a chiéu kién.

Bai thé cho nén, thay rat 1 hang thd. Thay nghi rang bay gio chung ta di ¢ cach dé ching
ta dién dat cau ‘chiéu kién ngii udn giai kndng'. Khi cac béac vao trong Man Da La ky nay,
cac bac ngdi tu dé cac béac 1am sao thay dugc twong Phat. Twong Phat nay nhu thé nao?
Chinh 1a twong Quan Am Luc Ty (6 tay). Lam sao bac nhin duoc tuong Phat d6? Nhin dugc
tuong Phat d6 thi ttc 1a chiéu kién ngii uan.

Nhung d6 chi 13 hinh twong théi. Con ngudi minh bj ket trong vong sic 4m nén khong thé
nao vé vong giai thoat dugc, nhung vong linh 1a nghiép chudng cua minh. N6 vo hinh vé
teéng. Cho nén minh dung bai vi, minh viét 'Tat ca nghiép chudng trén than toi', hoic 1a
minh viét tén nhiing huong linh, tc 12 nhitg ngudi da qua cb, thi du nhu Tran Vin A, i
minh dem bai vi dé, di xuyén qua ngii 4m, vao trong vong tron giai thoat. Ngudi am khong
hinh dang tuéng mao gi ca. Nho bai vi, ho cam nhan duoc riang ho that su di vao trong vong
giai thoat, di t&i su giai thoat.
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Céc bac thy qua hay khdng? Minh chiéu kién ngii uan giai khdng, d¢ nhat thiét kho ach’ 1a
vy, minh ra khéi tit ca nhitng khé nan, khé &ch.

Trong Man Da La ky nay, néu c6 ai hoi bac, tai sao lai c6 nam hinh vudng vay thi cac béac
nén giai thich 1a nam hinh vudng d6 twong trung cho ngii 4m. Thé nao 1a vong tron phia trong
kia? VVong tron phia trong trc 1a ban tdnh Khéng cta minh, cai Chan Khéng, chan that cua
minh, tic 1a ban tanh Phat cua minh. Minh ngE‘)i lam sao minh théy duoc 6ng Phat trong tam
ciia minh. D6 1a sy tu hanh c6 thé noi 1a quan trong cia minh.

Cam on céc bac 1ang nghe Dharma Expresso ngay hém nay.

That su, Halloween nay chi dé cho minh biét 1a Chan Tam ctiia minh nam trong trai bi. Céi
dac nghet cua trai bi chinh 1a ngii uan. Minh 16t hét phia trong vat di roi minh duc 16 dé cho
anh sang phia trong lan téa ra, tic 1a minh lam cho chan tdm cua minh xuyén qua ngti am roi
do.

D6 1a hinh thirc cua Halloween. Minh khéng lam theo kiéu ctia ngudi dan & diy ma minh
lam theo kiéu Phat Gido, tirc 1a minh muon Halloween dé ndi rang day 1a cai 1 dé cho minh
c6 thée m¢é khai chan tam, anh sang cua chan tam.

Cam on cac bac da lang nghe, nhét 1a cc bac & nhitng viing khac ¢ dn Halloween hom nay.
Thay chdc mirng cac bac va xin cac bac truyen lai y nghia ctia chuyén minh khoét tréi bi, bo
den cay ¢ trong dé cho anh sang lan toa ra.

Chuc cac bac mot ngay vui vé va tinh.

Thay Hang Truong thuyét giang

Nhém Danh May va Phién Dich Hoi Twr Bi Phung Sw thuee hién.
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