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Four Stages of Mastery

Good morning, everyone! Today’s Dharma Espresso is about four stages of mastery.

I have been asked, “Dear Master, how come you don’t expound on the sutras exactly as you
heard and read? Why do you talk about life stories, explain Journey to the West, and all sorts
of anecdotes? Why don’t you explain the sutras just like a dharma master?”” | think that was a
very good question and | will explain to you all.

In the process of learning the dharma, we have to go through following four stages which
only apply to learning the sutras; it’s not about the development of psychology, physiology,
physics, sociology, or spirituality.

1. Sutra mastery

The first stage is learning to understand thoroughly the meanings of the sutras, from literal to
figurative meanings. Learn each sutra clearly, from the short one such as the Eight Great
Awakenings sutra, to the longer sutras such as The Sutra of Forty-two Chapters, to great
Mahayana sutras such as The Shurangama Sutra, The Lotus Sutra, etc. We also have to learn
Theravada sutras such as The Digha Nikaya (the Long Discourses).

It takes from two to five years to learn, understand, and absorb the sutra teachings and
philosophies. Sometimes a monk might have to spend the first five years to internalize them,
reaching the mastery level, remembering all important teachings, such as the Four Noble
Truths, the Four Right Efforts, the Four Fearlessnesses, the Four Supernatural Powers, etc.,
and knowing all the indexes in Buddhism. This is the stage of mastery, absorbing everything,
gathering the knowledge and wisdom that the patriarchs have passed down. In this stage, we
have to internalize the subjects and the culture of the sutras we learn. If we focus on studying
and learning the Dharma from other masters, it can take five years. This stage is very
important because we see through the sutras, change the map in our brain, make paradigm
shifts, and change our views.

After the stage of mastery, we discover there are people who always quote “form is
emptiness, emptiness is form”, and can profoundly discuss sutras like The Shurangama Sutra
and The Lotus Sutra. They expound on the sutras very well, but we can see clearly that their
lives are miserable: They don’t get along with their wives; they don’t have good or steady
jobs resulting in all kinds of conflicts. However, they’re still fluent and excellent in teaching
the dharma.
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2. Phenomena mastery

After a period of time, if the practitioners use the dharma teachings to view life, they will
gradually identify the cause, the effect, and the condition (this condition brings about that
result). The map in their brains is slowly overlaid by a different reality in which they see with
a new perspective, like the view of the Buddhas and Bodhisattvas. From there, they reach the
level of phenomena mastery. Phenomena are events and happenings. They don’t do things
they know would be against the law of cause and effect. They follow what the Buddha said:
not to do bad things and to do more good things, such as giving, keeping precepts, etc.

Phenomena mastery is very important, making practitioners change their lives. Those
changes are not drastic since their knowledge is still limited. They don’t see most things
around them. It is easy for them to see others’ problems, not their own. That’s because they
have not mastered their ego and their mind. It’s easy to talk about other people’s stories and
phenomena, but not their own. Thus, they cannot change their fates. Sutra fluency, called
eloguence mastery by the Sixth Patriarch, Huineng, refers to dharma teachers who lecture
well. Phenomena mastery is for teachers who see things happening and advise others
according to the dharma, but they cannot see their own blind spots. Like us, they need to
focus more, even though they’re better and more knowledgeable about many things
happening in the outside world.

3. Thorough mastery

This third stage is unique. It is when we look inside ourselves and can see all our schemas
and feelings. It is when we know the path, the course of action to follow, and the way we
should develop. We know clearly our true face, blind spots, and darkness. We know how to
correct them and improve ourselves. Then we can look outside and recognize the blind spots
and darkness in others. Our insight will be very thorough, and we can move from principles
or theories to phenomena and back.

What does it mean to move from principles to phenomena? It means that once we have
absorbed the Buddhist philosophy, we can think things through from our own experience and
reasoning, not from the sutras any more. The first stage of sutra mastery is when we
understand all the Buddhist teachings. The second stage is when we see things, but not from
our own mind and heart since we still have many internal blind spots and shadows.

The third stage is when we see through all internal blind spots and limitations. Our mind is
clearer, so we can see outside phenomena. Then, we look at them from the Buddhist
philosophy and back to our own mind, and recognize our feelings. This is the level of
thorough mastery. From sutras to mundane phenomena, we return to the dharma and to our
feelings. This third stage includes not only insights but also deep feelings. Therefore, we can
change our lives. This character is called “Flying Dragon in the Heavens” in | Ching (the
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Book of Changes) because he knows the will of heaven, knows his own fate, and can find his
own path to change himself.

If we can move from the first stage to the third stage, it is a very noble ideal, since we can
change our own destiny. We would know what we should not do in spite of pressure or urges
from other people, because we can see clearly that doing it would unsettle our mind. We
would know the clarity of our mind and can see our life from a different perspective. We
would feel that our life is developing spiritually and transcending infinitely.

Thorough mastery is a special stage, enabling us to know our super vision. We don’t live to
do what others want us to do, or to get fame and profit. We realize that having a vast
knowledge is not enough; we also have a heart. In the sutra mastery stage, we understand
with our brain. In the phenomena mastery stage, from interacting in life, our brain begins to
be in tune with our heart. In the third stage, we develop intuition, understand it, and let it
guide us. But our intuition is not fully developed until we elevate our level of consciousness
to be more altruistic, to live more for others. If we see the truth clearly but still cannot make
sacrifices for others, we’re still stuck.

Teachers in the thorough mastery stage may not be doing much for society. They may stay
home to read the sutras. When they engage with the world, they are very knowledgeable
about the theories, very fluent and gentle. They can see life through their dharma eyes and
their heart feelings, but they may be hesitant about sacrificing their lives to do other things
like sweeping the temple on a regular basis. Why? It’s because their view is too high, way
above others. They can easily see others’ blind spots and weaknesses. They are not arrogant,
but their level of vision is too high.

4. Supernatural power mastery

In this stage, practitioners are not arrogant but share their superiority and lofty views with the
community and the public. They work like everybody else. They keep a low profile, covering
their brightness and nourishing it in darkness. They integrate themselves with everybody.
They bring light to their groups to create a culture, an organizing method, a lifestyle that
everyone follows. In so doing, they begin to move from sutra mastery to phenomena mastery,
and on to thorough mastery. When they know how to build a collective, how to change a
culture, and help many others transcend (instead of transcending themselves only), they have
achieved the mental capacity of a bodhisattva. They have reached the supernatural power
level.

They are supernatural because they are not stuck in their egos. At certain time in your life,
you will feel that you need a peaceful place; you want to retreat to a quiet place. That’s
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because you’re still stuck in the thorough mastery stage, transcending worldliness, not paying
any more attention to life matters: seeing filth and corruption in the mundane world, and
dishonesty and untrustworthiness in people.

Supernatural power is the highest ideal for those who transcend worldliness and engage with
the world. Only the Bodhisattva Path can lead us to the supernatural power stage. That means
we can build culture for everyone to change and build organizations for members to change
their frames of mind and their mentalities. These are organizations for voluntary services,
saving lives, heart opening, and changing people’s ways and outlook, hourly and daily.

In life, many people compete for high positions. Fine, but once they hold high position, do
they have the ability for supernatural power, the ability to change cultures and lifestyles?
These are things we should be concerned about for future generations. We want to train
bodhisattva leaders. We don’t want our lives in the associations and in society deteriorate
more and more daily.

Therefore, don’t think that dharma teaching can only be done one way which is to expound
on the sutras fluently. We should think that we need dharma teachers to explain how to apply
Buddha’s teachings and how we can use those applications to better understand life, to reach
phenomena mastery. We need teachers to guide us from principles to phenomena and back.
They speak from their hearts to change lives. From life, they look back to change their hearts.
Finally, we need the support of people with supernatural power, those who can change
communities and cultures for the better.

Cultivators of Buddhism constantly evolve and change. We should always have high hopes
for these people and support them to try harder. Why? Because that is the vision of the
supernatural power.

Thank you for listening. Today’s Dharma Espresso is the longest, 15 minutes long. I hope
you enjoyed it and stayed awake.

Dharma Master Heng Chang

(Translated and transcribed by Compassionate Service Society)
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T thong
Good morning cac bac, cac anh chi. Pay la Dharma Expresso cho ngay hom nay.

C6 mét vai vi hoi thay:

' Thua Thay, tai sao khong thiy thay giang kinh nhu thi ngd van, giang cho ding trong kinh
van? Tai sao thay ndi vé nhitng chuyén doi, thay giang Tay Du Ky, thay giang dua thir chuyén
ca ma khong thay thay giang kinh cho dung nhu mot phap su giang phap? ' Thay nghi d6 1a
mot cAu hoi rat hay, dé thay giai thich cho céc bac nghe.

Trong qua trinh hoc dao, con ngudi minh phéi s& trai qua 4 giai doan nhu thé nay. Bdn giai
doan nay ndi vé chuyén hoc kinh chi khdng phai vé sy phat trién tam ly, sinh ly, vat Iy hay
xa hoi hay tam linh.

1/ Lau théng

Giai doan thir nhét 12 hoc dé hiéu y nghia ciia kinh dién. Tir chd hiéu nghia den ra nghia
bong, hiéu cho théng. Hoc nhiing b kinh cho rd rang, tir nhitng b kinh nhé nhu Bét Dai
Nhan Giéc cho téi nhitng bo kinh Ién nhu Tt Thap Nhi Chuong Kinh, réi nhitng bo kinh Pai
Thira nhu kinh Lang Nghiém hay Phap Hoa v.v...Nhiéu khi minh phai hoc nhiing kinh tang
nguyén thiy nhu Truong Bo Kinh v.v...

Hoc dé hiéu rat quan trong dé minh tham nhiing triét 1y thi ciing phai mat 4, 5 nam. Nhiéu
khi mét vi tang, phai mat 5 nim dau tién dé hoc tham nhiing kinh dién d6 dé dat toi chit goi
la lau thong. Lau 1a lau lau, théng 1a nha hét: T Diéu Bé, Ti Chanh Can, T V6 Uy, Tu
Than Tuc... Biét hét nhitng danh sé trong nha Phat. Giai doan nay goi 1a giai doan lau théng,
thim that 12 thim. Giai doan nay la dé biét nhiing tap hop tri hué¢ ma chu to su da truyén dat
lai. Nhitng mén hoc d6, minh phai thAm vao trong d6, vao vin hoa cua kinh dién d6. Giai
doan lau théng nay nhiéu khi mat 5 niam néu minh chuyén chd hoc, di ra ngoai van dao. Giai
doan nay rat quan trong vi minh tham vao trong kinh dién va minh thay doi ban do trong néo,
goi 1a thay doi paradigm (paradigm shift), thay doi cai nhin ciia minh.

Sau giai doan lau théng réi, minh phét giac ra c6 nhimg ngudi md miéng ra 13 'Sic tic thi
Khong, Khong tac thi Sic', ndi nhimng kinh dién nhu Kinh Kim Cang, Kinh Phap Hoa rat 12
cao siéu. Minh nghe ho ndi hay lam nhung ma minh thiy rd rang la doi song cua ho rat la
miserable bai vi ho khéng thuan vai vo ho, ho khéng ¢6 cong viéc cho dang hoang, sinh ra du
thir mau thuan ca, tuy vay, ho van lau théng va ho giang giai rat I hay.

D6 1a giai doan goi 1a lau thong, giai doan thim vao ly nha Phat.

2/ Sw thong

Sau mot thoi gian, néu ho dem nhiing triét 1y d6 dé ho nhin doi (nhin chir khéng phai 1am),
nhin doi theo 1y dao thi tir tir ho s& thiy ddy 1a nhan, day 1a qua, ddy 1a duyén (duyén nay sinh
ra nhu vay), rdi tir tir, ban dd trong ndo cua ho, ho 16ng 18n mot thuc tai khac, ho thay thuc tai
d6 theo mdt lang kinh mai, do6 1a céi nhin cia chu Phat, chu B6 Tat.

Tur d6, ho mai dat téi mae do goi 1a sw thong. Su la sy viéc. Xay ra chuyén nay chuyén Kia,
lam nhu thé ndy minh biét 1a nhan qua khong dung thi minh dung c6 lam. Hay l1a chuyén
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nay, dic Phat n6i minh ding c6 1am, hay 1a nén dic Phat néi minh nén lam nhu thé nay, nén
bo thi, nén tri gidi v.v...

Sy thong rat 1a quan trong, 1am cho ho bét dau thay doi cudc doi caa ho. Su thay d6i do, vi
hiéu duoc chit chat, nhung khong dugc manh mé&. Nhitng chuyén xung quanh, da sé minh
lai khdng thay, hay thiy xa xa. Chuyén cta ngudi ta thi d& 1dm nhung ctia minh thi minh lai
khéng thay. Cho nén, sy thong la cai tm, cai ngé cia minh nd chua thong. Chi thiy bén
ngoai théi nhung chwa dem vao trong than, trong tdm dwoc. Minh c6 thé néi chuyén cua
nguoi ta d& dang lim nhung chuyén cia minh thi khong noéi dugc, cho nén khong thay doi
duogc van mang cua minh. Cho nén, su thi thong nhung ma lai khong thong dugc chinh minh.
Lau thong, duc Hué Ning goi 1a thuyét thong, ndi cho gioi, con sy théng la minh thiy do, chi
cho nguoi ta thi ding dao Iy 1im, con minh, diém mu caa chinh minh thi minh lai khéng nhan
ra dugc. Gidng nhu minh, van con can duoc mise au point nhung ma d& hon mét chit, co
thong thai hon mot chit. Chir théng thai dung luc nay 1a hop ly, biét duoc nhiéu chuyén
nhung biét bén ngoai.

3/ Suét thong

Giai doan ba méi 1a doc dao. Giai doan ba bay gio 1a minh nhin vao bén trong, thiy duoc
nhitng mac cam, thay duoc nhitng ndi niém, biét dugc con duong ctia minh, biét duoc course
of action, biét duoc 1a minh phai phat trién nhu thé ndo. Biét duoc rd rang cai mat caa minh,
day 1a diém mu, day 1a bong ti. Biét dé lam sao minh sira. R4 tir chd d6, minh nhin ra bén
ngoai dé minh thay té ra day 1a diém mu, té ra la nhu vay... Cai nhin ciia minh s& xuyén sudt
I4m, va minh c6 thé dan tur ly téi sy, dan tir su vé Iy.

Dan tir ly téi su nghia 1a sao?

C6 nghia 12 bay gid, minh di thim trong ngudi triét Iy nha Phat roi, cho nén minh c6 thé suy
ra, nhin su viéc do tir trong bung minh, minh nhin ra cht khéng phai tir trong kinh dién ma ra
nita. Giai doan dau lau thong la chi hiéu kinh dién théi. Giai doan hai la minh thiy nhung
chua thay tir trong bung minh. Trong bung minh con nhiéu béng tdi, con nhiéu diém mu
khéc.

Giai doan ba la nhin xuyén qua nhimng diém mu, xuyén qua nhitng han ché tir trong bung.
Trong rudt caa minh sang ra, cho nén minh thay duoc bén ngoai. R6i minh dem nhiing
chuyén bén ngoai, minh dan lai t&i triét Iy nha Phat, dem vé lai t6i bung cua minh va minh
biét a thi ra ddy 1a cam nhan day. Murc do cua ngudi nay goi la suét théng. Tir kinh dién ra
chuyén doi, rdi tir chuyén doi nay ho dan giai tro lai chan ly, thanh ra cam nghiém duoc.

Cho nén giai doan thir ba 1a giai doan khdng phai chi 1a hiéu ma cam nghiém dwoc mét cach
sau sic. Do d6, ho thay ddi dugc cudc doi cia minh. Nhan vat nay, trong qué dich, goi la phi
long tai thién, bai vi ho tri thién ménh, ho biét duoc ménh cua ho, ho tim dugc con dudng dé
ho thay d6i chinh minh.

Néu cac bac di tir 1au thdng t6i su thong, rdi toi sudt thdng thi sudt thong 1a mot 1y tuong rat
cao vi minh thay ddi duoc van mang cua minh thi con gi hay hon nita. Minh biét duoc
chuyén gi minh khéng nén lam, du rang ngudi ra muén minh 1am nhung minh thay rd chuyén
d6 lam cho tdm cua minh khéng 6n. Minh biét rd 16ng minh hoan toan sang suét va minh

Compassionate Service Society — Dharma Espresso Dharma Master Heng Chang



Page | 7

Four Stages of Mastery — T thong

nhin dugc cudce doi cua minh trong mét khia canh khac. Minh thdy cudc doi caa minh phat
trién theo chiéu hudng tdm linh hudng thuong vo cing.

Subt théng 1a mot giai doan dac biét, 1am cho minh biét duoc thién nhan cua minh. Minh
khdng sdng vi 1am nhiing chuyén ma nguoi ta mudn minh 1am, minh khéng séng vi nhiing
chuyén cé danh loi nhiéu qué.

Minh tuéng minh ¢ tri thie nhiéu 12 hay, thi ra 1a minh con c¢6 con tim nira. Nguoi lau théng
chi hiéu bang 6¢c. Nguoi sy thong, ra doi lién hé duoc, thay duoc, 6c bt dau cam nhan duoc
véi con tim. Truong hop thir ba, khdng phai 1a 6¢ va tim phdi hop véi nhau, ma tao ra linh
tanh. Minh nhin linh tanh, hiéu dugc va linh tanh huéng din minh. Nhung linh tanh chua
hoan toan mé ra hét, minh hiéu va lam dwoc theo ting tam thie. Ngudi sudt thdng nay can
phai nang tam thic minh I1&n tang vi tha hon, song vi ngudi khac hon. Nguoi ndy nhin va
thay r chan ly rdi nhung chua thé dem than mang minh hién dang cho nguoi khac dugc thi
van con ket.

Nguoi subt théng co thé 1a mot ngudi khéng 1am gi cho x& hoi nhiéu, ngdi trong nha, doc
kinh sach. Ra lam chuyén nay, chuyén kia, bat ky chuyén gi ciing thong subt duoc céi ly, noi
rat hay, diém dam, nhe nhang, thiy duoc chuyén doi, dem vao dao, vao trong 1ong cia minh,
nhung ma by gio néi di hién dang doi minh dé 1am nhitng chuyén khac nhu di téi chia quét
nha thi ¢6 thé 1am nhung khong thé 1am luon duoc. Vi sao vay? - Vi céi thiy cao qua, tam
minh vuot ra nhiéu qua, hon nguoi ta nhiéu, thiy duoc diém mu caa nguoi ta dé dang, thay
dugc nhitng nguoi thap hon minh d& dang, dang ngudi nay, khdng phai la kiéu ngao nhung
ma céi nhin cua ho qué cao.

4/ Than thong

Bai vay, phai téi ting tht tu 1a gi? - Cai cao cua nhimg nguoi ndy phai dem vo lai trong dai
ching, trong tap thé. Ho khdng phai 1a ngudi kiéu ngao, cach nhin cua ho rat 1a cao, ho phai
dem cach nhin cua ho chia sé cho tap thé. Ho phai 1am viéc nhu moi ngudi, goi la thao
quang.

Thao quang 1a dem anh sang ctia minh boc lai. Dudng héi, nuéi dudng anh sang dé trong
bong téi. Hoa quang ddng tran, minh 1am nhu tat ca moi nguoi. Nguoi ta khong nhin ra anh
séang cua minh. Minh dem 4nh séang d6 vao trong tap thé dé tao ra van hoa, mot 16i to chuc,
mot phuong thirc séng mMa tat ca moi ngudi, ai cling bat dau theo minh 1am, ho bat dau di tir
lau thong ra su thong, téi sudt thong. Ngudi nhu vdy, nguoi biét kién tao tap thé, biét thay
d6i vin héa, 1am cho nhiéu ngudi vuot Ién trén (chir khdng phai 1a mot minh minh). Dang d6
la dang cuia tam lugng bd tat. Ngudi dé goi 1a than thong. Than 1a vi ho khdng ket trong ban
ngd cua ho. Séng maot hoi rdi céc béac s& thdy minh can chd thanh tinh, minh muén di nhap
that, mudn séng mot minh cho yén tinh. Cai d6 1a bac van con ket trong dang sudt thong, 1a
dang xuit thé, ra ngoai, khéng cin dé y gi dén cudc doi. Minh nhin thdy tran gian 6 truoc,
long nguai trdo tro, khdng chéan that, khong dang tin cay.

Than thdng 1a dang xuét tuc va nhap thé, 1a 1y tuong cao dep nhat. Chi co con duong bd tat
méi t6i chd than thdng, tie 1a minh di kién tao vin hoa dé cho moi nguoi thay ddi, kién tao
mét to chirc dé moi ngudi vao té chirc d6 ho thay dbi tam trang va tam thai cua ho. Nhitng to
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chte d6 1 nhitng to chac thién nguyén, ctu doi, 1dam cho tm mo ra, thay déi phuong thirc,
cai nhin cua con nguoi moi ngay, moi gio.

C6 nhiéu ngudi tranh, mudn dat duoc chuc vu cao, dugc, minh cho ho ¢ chic vu cao di,
nhung c¢6 chirc vu cao rdi ho ¢ kha ning than thong hay khong? kha ning thay d6i van hoa,

Page |8 phuong thic séng hay khong? d6 1a diéu ma ching ta nén quan hoai cho thé hé mai sau.
Minh chi muén dao tao nhiing vi linh dao bd tat, minh khdng mudn cudc séng cua minh l1a
cudc sdng cua tap thé, cua xa hoi, ngay cang té di.

Do d6, khong nén nghi rang chuyén giang phap chi c6 mot cach duy nhat thdi, 1a giang vé lau
thdng, tirc 1a giang lau lau kinh dién. Minh nén nghi 1a minh can nhimng nguoi giang cho
minh lam sao dem nhiing Gng dung phat phap, dem nhitng tng dung d6 vao dé giai thich, di
nguoc lai cho minh hiéu cudc doi 1a cai gi, ¢ minh ¢6 sy théng. Minh nén can nhiing nguoi
dan tir 1y t6i sy, tir sy vé ly. Tir tdm ho, ho ndi ra dé thay d6i cude doi. Tir cude doi, ho nhin
dé ma thay doi tam minh. Cudi ciing, minh can support ciia nhitng nguoi than thong, 1a nhitng
ngudi thay doi tap thé, dem vian héa tbt lanh hon.

Nguoi tu theo Phat phap khdng ngung chuyén hda, khdng nging thay ddi. Ldc ndo minh
cling nén c6 nhidu hy vong vao nhimng nguoi, nhat la nhitng ngudi khdng ngimg vuon 1én thi
minh nén support, lic nao ciing nén cb gang nd luc, boi vi sao vay?

- B6i vi d6, chinh 14 cai nhin cua than thdng.

Cam on céac bac di lang nghe. H6m nay, bai dai nhat, 15 phit va hy vong ring cac bac nghe,
vui va tinh.

Thay Hang Truong thuyét giang

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