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Foreword

　　“Environmental protection” is a concept we’re all familiar with. From an early age, school teachers use scientific theories and methods to teach us environmental behaviors such as not littering, turning off lights when not in use, practicing recycling, and prioritizing public transportation. However, in recent years, global warming caused by environmental pollution has become increasingly severe. What is the root cause of this problem?

　　In Buddhist teachings, human behavior can be categorized into three aspects: body, speech, and mind, with “mind” being the core. Our outer actions and words often stem from inner concepts and emotions. Therefore, adjusting our mindset and managing our emotions are particularly important. This not only improves our external behavior but also prevents us from engaging in actions that harm ourselves, others, and the environment. In this way, we can achieve the goal of caring for ourselves, society, and the environment. 

　　In response to environmental issues, Master Sheng Yen formally proposed the core concept of “Protecting the Spiritual Environment” in 1992, emphasizing that truly effective environmental protection must start with a transformation in our mindset. Master Sheng Yen explained that protecting the spiritual environment is a form of inner reflection, aiming to purify our minds by establishing correct values in life. He further pointed out that humans and the environment are interdependent and mutually influential, and only by purifying our minds can we truly improve the environment.

　　Protecting the Spiritual Environment is not just a slogan, nor is it exclusive to Buddhists. It’s an environmental concept that people worldwide can practically implement in their daily lives. With Protecting the Spiritual Environment as the core, Master Sheng Yen promoted “Protecting the Four Environments,” “Fivefold Spiritual Renaissance Campaign,” “Six Ethics of the Mind,” and Chan Buddhist practices, all of which are concrete, feasible methods of practice.

　　This book features thirty selected teachings from Master Sheng Yen, presented in a clear and accessible way, aimed at helping readers understand the deeper meaning of Protecting the Spiritual Environment and establish correct environmental concepts. Through this book, we hope to awaken people’s sense of duty to purify human minds and society for the sake of Earth, all humanity, and the future world.

Sincerely, the Editor


Concepts and Insights

Eliminating Barriers, Enhancing Mutual Respect and Love




　　Thanks to the joint efforts of humankind on earth, the movement toward world peace has been promoted extensively. Today, however, in the year 2000, we are still gathering here at the United Nations for a meeting to discuss how to achieve world peace. This signifies that there are still conflicts in the world waiting for us to find solutions.

　　I believe no one could doubt that we, the religious and spiritual leaders are all peace-loving people. However, there still exists the fact that different religions clash or even provoke wars against each other. When people maintain what they believe in is the best religion in the world, they should not forget that others also have the right to say that their faith is the best. When people strive to survive and develop, they should not forget that others also have the right to survive and develop.

　　Therefore, I would like to make a sincere proposal: If you find that the doctrines of your faith contain something that is intolerant of other groups, or in contradiction with the promotion of world peace, then you should make new interpretations of these relevant doctrines. Why? Because every wholesome religion should get along peacefully with other groups so that it can, step by step, influence humankind on earth to stay far away from the causes of war.

　　When speaking of the problem of humankind’s poverty on earth, everyone will think of the regions that are ravaged by natural disasters and wars. So we should offer assistance to those regions and appeal for peace. But as you may also know, even the United States is not free from the problem of poverty. So I wish to point out a fact: poverty of material things threatens the lives of people, whereas poverty of the spirit and heart deprives people’s living environment of security and happiness. Therefore, our organization, Dharma Drum Mountain, is promoting a movement called “Protecting the Spiritual Environment,” where individuals start by purifying their mind, filling it with gratitude, kindness and compassion for life. In this way, they will devote the fruit of their efforts to others. As long as one continuously works hard to improve one’s living conditions, one will be able to overcome material poverty; as long as one feels grateful and compassionate, one will be able to enrich oneself spiritually and mentally.

　　Enrichment of the spirit is a more precious wealth than material possessions. Chinese Chan Buddhism is characterized by a simple way of life. Chan practitioners can gain freedom and peace of mind because they have little desire for material things in their lives. When one’s spirit is calm and stable, one will not be stimulated or tempted by the external material environment, neither will one harm others and damage the natural environment. Therefore, the Awakening of Faith in Mahayana says, “when the mind arises, all things arise; when the mind perishes, all things perish.” Peace and war reflect the harmony or conflict contained in the human mind; likewise, paradise and hell are not separate from the human mind’s inclination toward virtue or evil.

　　Poverty or wealth is mostly determined by the ignorance or wisdom of the human mind. If people are greedy and insatiable because of their ignorance, they will cause destruction and conflicts and end up poor. Even though some people possess enormous material wealth, they might lose all of it overnight if they are ignorant and unable to put it to good use. Indeed, the Buddha said: “One’s material property is commonly owned by the five enemies, namely, flood, fire, bandits, tyranny, and prodigal sons.” If you possess wisdom, you can transform the corruptible into something wonderful, turn discarded junk into treasure; you can also change few into many, make ugly things beautiful, turn disappointment into hopefulness, and transform hell into paradise.

　　Humankind’s ignorance is caused by its deluded views. The Complete Enlightenment Sutra says, “Since time without beginning, all sentient beings have had all sorts of delusions, like a disoriented person who has lost his sense of direction. They mistake the gathering and dispersing of the four elements, (namely, earth, water, fire, and air) for their physiological selves, and the six conditioned impressions of the six sense objects, (namely, forms, sounds, smells, tastes, textures, mental objects) for their psychological selves. They are like a man with an illness of the eyes who sees an illusory flower in the sky, or a second moon.” Therefore, sentient beings vex themselves and others. If the concepts of the Buddhist scriptures can be used to guide humankind’s life, and its methods of meditation can be applied to help people become aware of their weaknesses, then humankind can hope to achieve everlasting peace.

　　On the basis of “Protecting the Spiritual Environment,” our organization is also advocating and carrying out Protecting the Social Environment, Protecting the Living Environment, and Protecting the Natural Environment. Together they are called the “Four Kinds of Environmental Protection.” This is because we believe that, if we wish to pursue world peace, if we wish to solve the problems of humankind’s poverty and the environment, then we should review and examine the thinking of humankind, and start by purifying the mind and uplifting the spirit. I would like to offer everyone two sentences: “With true wisdom one will not have any vexations. With true kindness and compassion one will not encounter any enemies.”


　　Moreover, I believe that every religion cherishes an ever-lasting hope that God’s paradise or the Buddha’s pure land will be established for the sake of humankind. Although Buddhism maintains that all sentient beings are equal, only human beings on earth can put the Buddha’s teachings into practice. Therefore, our organization is also promoting a movement: initially, to build God’s paradise and the Buddha’s pure land on earth. If we could endeavor to carry out the construction of the earthly paradise or earthly pure land, then no matter when we die, we would surely be blessed by the grace of God and be taken by the Buddha into his embrace.

　　Whatever name it may be given, be it paradise or pure land, we are good neighbors in the global village. Indeed, we are all sons and daughters born of the same Mother Universe. We are not just good friends to one another, but basically brothers and sisters in a great cosmic family. Therefore, we have no other choice but to employ all kinds of methods to protect the living environment of this earth. We have no other choice but to remove all the mental barriers between people and to love one another.

(Excerpt from a speech at the Millennium World Peace Summit, United Nations, New York)


What is Protecting the Spiritual Environment?

　　

　　Many people nowadays don’t know how to put up a barrier or a safety net to keep out material cravings and temptations. As such, they are prone to losing self-control and struggling to resist temptation. That’s why most people in society are blindly chasing after the satisfaction of their material cravings, the acquisition of fame and fortune, and a bewildering sense of security. They are busy, anxious, panicked, crafty, and have lost their dignity and life values. They jeopardize other people’s rights and interests, as well as society’s peace, harmony, balance, and security. Everybody lives an unhealthy, unhappy, and insecure life. As a result, many people are grumbling and questioning, “What is wrong with the human mind in our society?” The answer should be that the mind is polluted. The living conditions brought upon by the rapidly developing modern civilization have polluted the human spirit.

　　Thus, in order to encourage people to build proper life values and lead healthy, happy, and peaceful lives, I began advocating for “Protecting the Spiritual Environment” in 1991. Only by purifying people’s minds can society be purified. Modern civilization is not sinful. As long as minds are not contaminated, our world has hope for tomorrow. Only by catering to modern civilization’s scientific and technological production with a healthy and correct mentality can we really benefit humankind. Otherwise, being materially wealthy but spiritually poor will cause more harm than good to society today and tomorrow, and may even lead to grave disasters.

　　Therefore, we want to promote Protecting the Spiritual Environment, and call on all people to develop a healthy and proper outlook on life based on the principle of Protecting the Spiritual Environment, or values of mutual benefit, enabling ourselves and others to have a healthy, happy, and peaceful mind and body. It’s like riding on a large ship of the earth’s environment together. The idea of “being in the same ship” refers to the ways in which each of us, with our own identities, intelligences, domains of expertise, and points of view, takes care of ourselves, others, the social environment, and the natural environment.

　　From the Buddhist perspective, protecting the spiritual environment is based on eliminating afflictions such as greed, anger, doubt, and pride, while cultivating wisdom and compassion to face the environment we live in. The wisdom can keep your body and mind healthy, happy, and peaceful; the compassion can make others healthy, happy, and peaceful.

　　By taking care of ourselves, society, and nature with a healthy, happy, and peaceful body and mind, we can all live in the same environment of health, happiness, and peace. This is Protecting the Spiritual Environment for modern people.

(Excerpt from A Collection of Academic Paper by Master Sheng Yen)


Uplifting the Character and Purifying the Mind of Humanity




　　Let me start by explaining what the mind is. Don’t make “mind” sound too abstract or mystical. Actually, the mind refers to human concepts and thoughts. Of course, from a religious standpoint, there are deeper levels of the mind.

　　The mind includes mental activities and spiritual levels. Mental activities can be emotional, and emotions can be good or bad, positive or negative. On the spiritual level, it involves moral sentiments, which are always positive. What we refer to as the mind should involve purifying our emotions and elevating them to moral sentiments. The “uplifting the character of humanity” that Dharma Drum Mountain advocates starts precisely with purification of the mind, by stabilizing our unsettled emotions, and then, having achieved the stability, allowing the spirit of moral sentiments to flourish.


　　Regarding the numerous issues facing Taiwanese society today, they are global issues as well. Most people simply notice the superficial appearance. Actually, human desire is the root cause of all problems.

　　Desire may develop in two directions. When it develops in a positive direction, we call it “compassionate wish” or the heart of dedication; when it develops in a negative direction, it is really terrible. When our mind is unstable, it will seek various kinds of excitement and stimulation, both material and physical. The more we pursue excitement and stimulation, the more unstable our emotion will be, and thus more likely to create more issues.

　　Taiwan now has a population of 21.7 million. As long as there are a few unstable people with problematic behavior, who cause disruptions and chaos every day, making society deteriorate, all people will be impacted. They therefore need our help, with the “Protecting the Spiritual Environment” approach advocated by Dharma Drum Mountain, to enhance their mental and emotional health.

(Excerpt from A Dialogue Between Master Sheng Yen and Ma Ying-jeou)


Uplifting Human Character via Protecting the Spiritual Environment




　　Though I am the one who came up with the term “Protecting the Spiritual Environment,” its essence is to enhance people’s quality by correcting their concepts, enabling them to not only be internally unaffected by their surroundings but also to face reality and address issues with a healthy mindset. Our mental states are subject to temptations or stimulation from other people and things in our surroundings, and thus constantly fluctuate, either feeling upset or, in worse scenarios, possibly losing self-mastery. In any circumstances, if we have spiritual defense mechanisms in place, then we can remain calm, stable, autonomous, and at ease.

　　As human, we should cultivate ourselves on three aspects: physical, mental, and spiritual. It is frequently referred to as physical, mental, and spiritual wellness. It is a pity that most people are only concerned with whether their bodies are in good health and free of disease. They often overlook whether their minds are in balance and at ease, and they also forget spiritual cultivation. Thus, when things are going well, we will feel free and easy and won’t find anything too difficult to overcome. But when we encounter setback after setback, we will inevitably sigh and complain. Protecting our spiritual environment serves to help us develop the habit of not being proud of our successes and not being disheartened when we fail.

(Excerpt from A Collection of Speeches by Master Sheng Yen)




Protecting the Spiritual Environment Starts with the Mind




　　“Protecting the Spiritual Environment,” in modern terms, means mental hygiene and health; in Buddhist terms, it refers to the cultivation of body, mind, and actions. Cultivation of actions is divided into three parts: correcting human actions, correcting bodily actions, and correcting mental actions. Few people can consider that mental actions need to be corrected or that mental actions may lead to the committing of crimes. They think that people commit crimes or do bad things because they say bad things. In fact, while these three kinds of action are expressed verbally or physically, their origins are in the mind.

　　But, where exactly is our mind? The mind can be said to be our spiritual being, our notion, or our consciousness. If a person has abnormal notions and mentalities, or has a closed and unhealthy personality, his speech and behavior will be affected. Some people have multiple personalities, and this is to do with their mental being. If a person has multiple personality expressions, he must have a lot of inner contradictions and conflicts, and his body, thoughts, and speech are also frequently beyond his own control. Thus, if there is no mental health issue, then one is able to be the master of their own thoughts, bodies, and speech, and they won’t experience issues with losing self-control. Therefore, even if we advocate for the protection of life and the natural environment, it must start with the mind.

(Excerpt from A Different Approach to Environmentalism)


First Step to Protecting the Spiritual Environment: Conceptual Adjustment




　　Protecting the Spiritual Environment is about maintaining mental balance and stability in character. In addition to correcting concepts, it also requires methods of practice. Otherwise, even if our mind is generally in healthy condition, we will unknowingly fall into various traps like irresistible stimulation and temptation; or if we encounter major barriers, blows, setbacks, and grievances, we will involuntarily plunge ourselves into misery, and lose the self-confidence to stand on our feet again.

　　How do we go about cultivating mental balance and stability in character? The first step is conceptual adjustment, which includes four categories:

　　1.Think positively, and we will prevent crisis of negativity and pessimistic emotions. Life’s journey has its ups and downs, but it is all part of the process of advancement.

　　2.Think in reverse, and we will not be proud of our success or disheartened by our failure. When we succeed and reach the summit, we should be mentally prepared to descend someday. When we fail and fall into the valley, we should keep the vision of climbing the next peak.

　　3.In all situations, we should know when to advance and when to retreat, being ready to accept and let go with ease. As an ancient saying goes, “In poverty, cultivate your own virtue; in prosperity, contribute to the world.” That is, when we have the opportunity to fulfill our aspirations and contribute to the world, we should do your best to make progress. If the timing and conditions aren’t right and we keep failing, we should instead save and nurture our energy for the future.

　　4.Regardless of success or failure, we should see the emptiness of our self-interest or selfish desire, while accepting responsibility for the safety and welfare of the nation, and even of all humanity. This way, we will become a person with wisdom and compassion.

(Excerpt from A Collection of Speeches by Master Sheng Yen)


Why Promote Protecting the Spiritual Environment?




　　Most people believe that the environment is what pollutes human nature. For example, in the story “Mencius’ Mother Moves Three Times,” Mencius’ mother relocated three times in order to keep Mencius from being polluted by the environment, and eventually succeeded in educating him. This is indeed true. But this example makes people believe that the environment is solely to blame for the pollution of human nature. However, aren’t humans equally at blame for environmental pollution? Therefore, we should not shirk the entire responsibility to the innocent environment. The actual source of pollution is the human mind. It is the pollution of the mind that pollutes the environment. We must thus advocate for “Protecting the Spiritual Environment.”

　　Most people may find this viewpoint difficult to accept because many educators believe that environment, education, and reformation are all important, and these are all acquired factors. Buddhism holds that the human mind is inherently polluted because we are born with afflictions. We have all kinds of karma from our previous lives, which are brought into this life and lead to afflictions in our minds, generating joy, rage, grief, happiness, greed, ignorance, pride, jealousy, and other mentalities. For example, some children exhibit jealousy, greed, and anger at an early age. These are not learned; they are innate.

　　Thus, to address the root of the problem, we need to begin with internal improvement, learning to change our minds into non-conductors that cannot be polluted, and then clear out the original dirt. Therefore, everyone should be taught how to remove dirt from their minds at a young age. After all of the dirt is removed, the environment will have no way of polluting us.

(Excerpt from A Different Approach to Environmentalism)


Key Point of Protecting the Spiritual Environment




　　What exactly is the key point of Protecting the Spiritual Environment? I have a saying: “Don’t let our mind change with the environment; instead, transform the environment with our mind.” What does this saying mean? I’m not saying that we should allow our mind to control the environment because that is impossible. It means that we should figure out a way for ourselves. As we find our way out, the environment will naturally change. I often say: “When a mountain stands in our way, we change our path. When a road leads to a dead end, we turn around and find another way. When people won’t change, we transform our mind.” This is Protecting the Spiritual Environment.

　　Dharma Drum Mountain had also experienced such circumstances as well and finally forged a way out. The initial conditions for Buddhism in Taiwan were not favorable. I had to figure out how to survive in these conditions. To make your own way, you must have wisdom. What if you don’t have enough wisdom? Just borrow the wisdom of others! I often borrow the wisdom of others since I am quite dumb. When I wish to find a new way that no one else has taken, I will seek advice from everyone else and then know how to go about it. This is collective strength.

　　To find a way out, the concept of Protecting the Spiritual Environment must be established. Don’t get stranded simply because others are blocking your way.

(Excerpt from a dialogue at the 2006 Taiwan Youth Leaders for Peace Forum)


Methods and Practices

Four Kinds of Environmental Protections




　　Taiwan has had the concept of environmental protection for less than 30 years. Few people discussed environmental protection before then. However, for the past 30 years, the discussion has been very superficial, with the idea that as long as one’s family, land, and environment are not harmed by others, it is deemed environmental protection. People don’t consider whether they are harming other people’s environments, hence they are often unaware that they have already harmed the environment.

　　For example, in public areas like parks and beaches, we often see a lot of garbage, including fruit peels, styrofoam lunch boxes, plastic bags, and so on. Although dealing with the garbage is quite simple, many people find it easiest to throw them away casually. This is a problem with concepts and mindsets. On the one hand, they don’t have a proper concept of environmental protection. On the other hand, they believe that as long as it is convenient for them, they don’t care if their actions harm the environment as a whole. Therefore, if people aren’t educated about the concepts or don’t progressively adopt them into their daily lives, it will be very difficult to thoroughly carry out the work for environmental protection.

　　That is why I wish to promote the concept of “Protecting the Four Environments.” First of all, it is “Protecting the Spiritual Environment,” for people to develop mental well-being and right concepts, without defilements. Next is “Protecting the Social Environment,” which involves politeness, humility, respect for others, and tolerance of all people in interpersonal interaction. This way, people will have less conflicts and unpleasant interactions, and life will be a lot happier. Unfortunately, Taiwan currently lacks this concept. Thirdly, it is “Protecting the Living Environment,” which means saving as much as possible when utilizing things, producing less garbage, avoiding food waste, and reusing materials that can be converted into fertilizer or recycled to conserve resources.

(Excerpt from A Different Approach to Environmentalism)


The Basis of Environmental Protection: Protecting the Spiritual Environment




　　The task of environmental protection should be divided into four categories: Protecting the Spiritual Environment, Protecting the Living Environment, Protecting the Social Environment, and Protecting the Natural Environment. Protecting the Spiritual Environment means purification of mental activities, whereas Protecting the Living Environment involves being content with few desires and leading a life of simplicity, tranquility, tidiness, and cleanliness. This is also the principle for daily living required of Buddhists and monasteries. So, although the term “environmental protection” didn’t exist in the past, Buddhists have long practiced it in their daily lives. Protecting the Social Environment is about showing mutual kindness and respect towards one another. Buddhists place great value on etiquette and refrain from rivalry. Their best display of Protecting the Social Environment is to join palms and greet each other when they meet. In terms of Protecting the Natural Environment, Buddhists cherish the natural environment, particularly forests and water resources, because they represent crucial facilities and provisions for us to engage in spiritual practice. Even if there have been instances of deforestation, overbuilding, and improper use of water resources by some Buddhist, this is mostly because the construction of monasteries relies on the skill of the builder, with bulldozers, excavators, and other heavy equipment having significantly higher destructive force than traditional tools such as shovels and hoes. Given the lessons learnt from the instances above, we made an effort to preserve the original terrain as we were building Dharma Drum Mountain, signifying our strong emphasis on protecting the natural environment.

　　The term “environmental awareness” is another one that is frequently heard. Environmental awareness refers to the protection of living beings, the maintenance of quality of life, and the preservation of living space. Buddhists believe that “every person is equal” but also that “all sentient beings are equal.” We respect not only human life but also the lives of animals. People are prone to selfishness. If their own children and other people’s children are both drowning, they will rescue their own children first. People prioritize their own lives and the lives of their kin, followed by their fellow countrymen or people of the same race, and finally all human beings. People rarely consider that by broadening the scope of caring, they will defend not only the safety of all sentient beings, but also their own life.

　　Let’s talk about “living space.” Some developed countries are concerned that livestock farming pollutes the natural environment, so they go to South America to cut down rainforests and cultivate pastures, resulting in global temperature imbalances that harm the entire planet, including these developed countries. The Buddhist way of thinking is: “You want to live well, so do others; humans want a good living space, so do animals.” The concept of environmental protection must eye on the whole living environment of all sentient beings for its consideration. We can also say, the basis of “environmental protection” lies in “Protecting the Spiritual Environment.”

(Excerpt from A Collection of Speeches by Master Sheng Yen)


Ways to Promote Protecting the Spiritual Environment




　　The “Protecting the Spiritual Environment” I promote at home and abroad can be divided into two aspects:

　　First is the aspect of learning Buddhism and Chan practice, which is aimed at those who are willing and interested to learn Buddhism and engage in Chan practice. It uses the concepts and methods in this regard to help participants understand themselves, affirm themselves, and grow themselves. Allow them to understand that there is a self as an individual, a self as a family member, a self as someone who owns a property, a self as someone with a career, a self in society, and even a self in terms of the time and space in the universe. Finally, it is to let go of each layer of self one by one. To achieve the highest state, you must also let go of the big self of the entire universe. That is what Chan Buddhism refers to as the “emergence of an enlightened state.” However, for most people, they must first start with relaxing their bodies and minds. Next is the unification of body and mind, the unification of body and mind with the environment, through to the letting go of our body, mind, and environment altogether, a state of “no abiding,” “no form,” and “no thoughts.” Only by achieving that can you be considered becoming enlightened.


　　Secondly is “Protecting the Four Environments” and “The Fivefold Spiritual Renaissance Campaign.” They are aimed at people who have yet to develop interest in learning Buddhism and can’t find time for Chan meditation. These two movements center on the idea of Protecting the Spiritual Environment, in which Buddhist special terms are rarely used and religious undertones are minimized in order to meet the physical, mental, and environmental needs of modern people.

　　Protecting the Four Environments is protecting the spiritual environment, the social environment, the living environment, and the natural environment. The Fivefold Spiritual Renaissance Campaign contains five categories related to Protecting the Spiritual Environment, each with their respective objectives to be realized, which are:

　　Four Fields for Cultivating Peace: 
　　Cultivating a peaceful mind 
　　Cultivating a peaceful body
　　Cultivating a peaceful family
　　Cultivating peaceful activity

　　Four Guidelines for Dealing with Desires: 
　　Our needs are few
　　Our wants are many
　　Pursue only what you can and should acquire 
　　Never pursue what you can’t and shouldn’t acquire

　　Four Steps for Handling a Problem:
　　Face it. Accept it. Deal with it. Let it go.

　　Four Practices for Helping Oneself and Others: 
　　Feeling grateful for the chance to develop
　　Feeling thankful for the opportunity to hone our practice 
　　Reforming ourselves through the Dharma 
　　Influencing others through virtuous action

　　Four Ways to Cultivate Blessings:
　　Recognize our blessings 
　　Cherish our blessings 
　　Cultivate our merit 
　　Sow the seeds of merit

(Excerpt from A Collection of Academic Paper by Master Sheng Yen)


The Fivefold Spiritual Renaissance Campaign




　　Many people claim that there are problems in our social environment, families, or certain people, but they don’t know where the problems are, therefore they can only address the symptoms, not the root cause.

　　I believe that personal concepts, perceptions, and values are the main causes of many problems. From the Buddhist perspective, it is a “mind” problem. If our mind has problems, then no matter how we seek improvement using technology, systems, the law, or other means, there will only be a temporary shift, but the core problem will remain. Therefore, we advocate for creating a change by starting with the “mind”. With a changed mind, all problems can all be solved at their source.

　　My initial proposal for the idea of “Protecting the Spiritual Environment” was to enhance our living and natural environments by correcting the concepts in our mind. As the Buddhist texts state, “As the mind is purified, so is the land purified.” If the concepts in our mind are improved, our mind will become pure and stable, and the environment will be free of problems.

　　Subsequently, I proposed the “Fivefold Spiritual Renaissance Campaign” as a concrete method to practice protecting the spiritual environment. It is divided into five areas to improve and transform the mind. Each area has four key points, as follows:

　　1.Four Fields for Cultivating Peace: cultivating a peaceful mind, body, family, and activity.

　　2.Four Steps for Handling a Problem: face it, accept it, deal with it, and let it go.

　　3.Four Guidelines for Dealing with Desires: our needs are few but our wants are many; pursue only what you can and should acquire and never pursue what you can’t and shouldn’t acquire.

　　4.Four Practices for Helping Oneself and Others: feeling grateful for the chance to develop, feeling thankful for the opportunity to hone our practice, reforming ourselves through the Dharma, influencing others through virtuous action.

　　5.Four Ways to Cultivate Blessings: recognize, cherish and cultivate our blessings, sow the seeds of merit.

　　In fact, the Fivefold Spiritual Renaissance Campaign is based on Protecting the Four Environments: the spiritual, the social, the living, and the natural. The Fivefold Spiritual Renaissance Campaign is meant for the actualization and fulfillment of Protecting the Four Environments.

(Excerpt from A Different Approach to Environmentalism)


How to Actualize Protecting the Spiritual Environment




　　1.Start with stabilizing emotions: Emotion is an important mental factor. Fluctuated and impulsive emotions are signs of an unhealthy mental state that can cause problems for both the individual and other people. There are many approaches to stabilizing emotions, like listening to music, doing sports, traveling, talking with friends, and consulting with a counseling psychologist. The best approach should be religious spiritual practice and praying or learning Buddhist Chan practice.

　　2.Start with channeling and reorienting our concepts and thoughts: Healthy and positive concepts or thoughts should begin with equal love and aim to pursue common ethical values as well as long-term security and peace. Equal and selfless love will definitely foster respect and gratitude. We will be sincere when interacting with others and dealing with things, while remaining humble in restraining ourselves. Christianity says, “Love your enemies.” Buddhism says, “All sentient beings are present bodhisattvas and future buddhas.” So, how can there be hatred and conflict? And how can war be necessary to resolve issues?

　　3.Start with uplifting our spirituality: Spirituality is derived from psycho-emotional stability and a purified way of thinking. Our psychological aspect and way of thinking can be either healthy or unhealthy, and they can fluctuate depending on the conditions of body, mind, and environment. On the spiritual level, by appreciating literature, art, philosophy, and religion, as well as engaging in contemplation, cultivation and practice, we can experience and realize that our personal inner world and the external environmental world are inseparable, thus enabling us to treat everyone and everything with equal, universal, and selfless love. When we apply the Buddhist concepts of “no- self, impermanence, and emptiness” to the bodhisattva path, we can transcend both the individual small self and the overall big self, attaining a state of great liberation and great compassion. Therefore, the core value of Protecting the Spiritual Environment is to purify and deepen everyone’s mind in order to uplift their spiritual level.

　　4.Protecting the Spiritual Environment can eliminate spiritual poverty: While material poverty simply makes life miserable for humans, spiritual poverty may cause devastating disasters on the planet. People who disregard the safety of others and global ethical values while constantly pursuing power, strength, and wealth for their own sake or their ethnic group’s interests are deemed spiritually impoverished. They may destroy the natural environment or disrupt the social order. They may create conflicts between individuals or ethnic groups, or even trigger destructive wars. This is because their greed will never be fulfilled. Disasters and crises caused by spiritual poverty can be resolved if we can apply the concepts and methods of Protecting the Spiritual Environment to make everyone recognize that individual material life is transient and insignificant, whereas the spiritual life of the entire beings is beyond the limits of time and space. This is Protecting the Spiritual Environment.

(Excerpt from A Collection of Speeches by Master Sheng Yen)


Methods to Practice Protecting the Spiritual Environment




　　There are three methods to practice Protecting the Spiritual Environment:

　　1.Buddhist meditation and chanting the Buddha’s name can naturally calm and stabilize people’s minds.

　　2.Keep a mind of shame, with constant reflection and repentance, as Confucius said, “I reflect on myself three times a day.” Actually, reflecting three times a day is insufficient. We should always be aware of what our mind is thinking.

　　3.Always be grateful to everyone and everything in our life. Dedicate ourselves to serving others with all our heart in order to repay the kindness of others.

　　By practicing these three methods for Protecting the Spiritual Environment at all times, we will be able to stabilize our body and mind, enhance our personality, and bring stability to the public.

　　The world needs warmth, and society needs care and concern. If every individual can calm their own mind, they can certainly help calm others. Therefore, we must join hands and work in collaboration, to jointly build a peaceful and stable society.

(Excerpt from Peace on Earth)


Meditation Methods for Protecting the Spiritual Environment




　　Chan meditation is the method that we use. The basic principle consists of four levels: relaxing our body and mind, being mindful of our body and mind in the present, unifying our body and mind, and ultimately letting go of our body and mind. Relaxing and being mindful of our body and mind are stages of self-affirmation and self-understanding. Being mindful of and unifying our body and mind are stages of self-reflection and self-growth. Unifying and letting go of our body and mind are stages of self-fulfillment and self-dissolution.

　　Relaxing the body and mind is keeping the brain nerves and the whole body’s muscles at ease. If you’re new to meditation, it’s most helpful to find a quiet place and some time to temporarily put aside everything, even if it’s only five or ten minutes. It is recommended to sit cross-legged, but you can also sit on a chair. Close your eyes without straining your eyeballs. Don’t think about anything and remain awake with a little smile on your face. Relax every nerve, muscle, and joint in your body, including the lower abdomen. Place the body weight between the buttocks and the chair (cushion). Then feel the breath coming in and out of the nostrils. Enjoy living in the present moment with the mindset of enjoying life. At this point, you realize that your current breath is your entire life. Enjoy every fresh breath, which is your most genuine and intimate self. Everything else, whether gain or loss, is only a dream or a bubble. The past is gone, and the future is uncertain. When you recognize and remain aware of the present moment, you will discover that your self-confidence is incredibly fragile, your self-understanding is extremely limited, and your self-control is insufficient. Certain flaws, such as self-inflation, self-concealment, self-pity, self-destruction, mood swings, wandering thoughts, impatience, and lack of self-control, can be noticed and gradually improved by the practice of relaxing and being mindful of the body and mind. The better we understand our own strengths and weaknesses the stronger our self-affirmation and self-confidence will be.

　　And then moving from being mindful of the body and mind to unifying them is a practical care for one’s physical and mental health. Being mindful of our breath can help us maintain a calm, tranquil, and clear mood while avoiding being bothered or agitated by the current situation. While being mindful of our physical sensations and mental reactions, we will notice that commanding our own body and mind is hundreds of times more difficult than commanding thousands of troops. When Napoleon was imprisoned on a small island after his defeat, he lamented that he had once commanded the world but couldn’t control his own thoughts. If we can relax our body and mind and remain mindful of our state of mind, we will eventually be able to forget about our mental and physical burdens. In other words, our body and mind are now unified instead of them being in opposition to each other.

　　When you have the self-awareness that it’s not easy at all to be in control of your body and mind, you will be able to tolerate others’ shortcomings while respecting their strengths. You won’t overstate your own strengths, let alone conceal and defend your weaknesses. You will become a humble, sincere, diligent, and motivated person devoted to self-improvement. Thus, being mindful of our own body and mind can help us attain self-knowledge. If we have experienced the unification of body and mind, we will realize that our individual self can’t exist independently without the overall environment. Individuals are finite, but the time and space of the overall environment is infinite. If we integrate our experiential realization into the overall environment, we will become an infinite existence as well; this represents the broad-mindedness of philosophers and religious leaders.

(Excerpt from A Collection of Speeches by Master Sheng Yen)


Meditation and Life

A Life of Chan Practice





　　The phrase “environmental protection” is already a modern buzzword, but it actually means protecting and safeguarding the natural ecology of our living environment, so that it can naturally adapt. The disruption of the environment’s ability to adapt naturally is disastrous to nature, and will cause a crisis for the survival of humankind.

　　Humankind is also part of the natural ecosystem. When the natural environment is destroyed, humans are actually the first to suffer the repercussions. Buddhism advocates refraining from killing and harming living beings, and urge people to reduce killing animals for food as much as possible. Now in many places the raising of chickens and ducks, and especially of pigs, has destroyed the surrounding ecology and polluted the local water quality and rivers. Cattle industries have cut down rain forests in the Amazon Basin in South America to expand their operations, and ship fattened cattle back to their own countries. While avoiding creating environmental pollution in their own countries, the importing nations have certainly contributed to the destruction of natural resources and the ecological harmony on our planet.

　　Protecting the environment means safeguarding the hygiene of humankind’s living space. We human beings live on Earth, but humankind is gradually destroying the only planet on which we can survive with wastewater, exhaust, and waste products created by our use of chemicals, plastics, radiation, and machinery. For example, over-consumption and the wasting of goods we use regularly in daily life such as paper, cartons, paper plates, paper cups, and napkins have not only caused the world to lose its forests, but also created massive amounts of garbage, destroying environmental hygiene even as we put such emphasis on personal hygiene. At least paper products can be partially recycled and reused if handled properly, whereas plastic waste products are more difficult to deal with.

　　Many people emphasize raising their quality of life in material terms, to the neglect of raising the quality of their spiritual life. This is the main reason for environmental pollution. The spirit of Chan Buddhism tells us that we should live our life by following the principles of simplicity and order. We should, through a life of Chan practice, help uplift the spiritual character of mankind, protect the psychological health of humankind, and influence the spirituality of all humanity, thereby improving our living environment, achieving the purpose of comprehensive health.

(Excerpt from The World of Chan)


Chan Cultivation and Protecting the Spiritual Environment





　　Environmental protection starts with simplifying our life, using no more than only what’s necessary and not wasting anything. Regarding our living environment, we acknowledge and cherish our blessings, and protect that environment. We take the methods of Chan practice as guidelines for our daily activities. For example, when we eat at a monastery, we don’t waste a spoonful of soup, a mouthful of food, a grain of rice, or a drop of water. After the meal, we rinse our bowls and utensils with a little water and then drink the water. Most people today have become used to wasting things, throwing out whatever food they can’t finish, or things they can’t use any more. They may have bought those items with money they earned themselves, but the things they waste are collective resources that belong to all sentient beings on this planet. Our earth is running out of resources while the human population is increasing; unless we find a way to purify human souls and simplify the lifestyle of humankind, merely advocating environmental protection is like putting the cart before the horse.

　　The practice of Chan enables us to unify our subjective inner world with our objective living environment. This is neither sheer imagination, nor trying to comfort ourselves with blissful ignorance. As Chan practitioners, we manifest and reflect our inner experiences and realizations in the outer world, and will encourage others to share in these experiences and realizations, influencing and inspiring them to jointly achieve the task of protecting the spiritual environment.

　　Protecting the natural environment starts with all humanity being willing to acknowledge the mission and then proceed to action. With willingness and acknowledgement alone, our power is limited. So we also need concepts as guidance, and apply methods to put it into practice. That’s the way to achieve purifying human minds, purifying society, and protecting the natural environment.

(Excerpt from The World of Chan)


Cherish What You Have





　　To thoroughly solve the problem of environmental protection, we must first live a simplified and modest life. We shouldn’t use anything more than is necessary, let alone waste it. Regarding our living environment, we must cherish, love, and protect it while not wasting or destroying it. Nowadays, most people have a wasteful habit of discarding things before they are used up or worn out. They bought them with their own money, but when they discard them, they waste resources that all people on earth share. The earth’s resources are depleting, while the population of humans is expanding. If we don’t try to help purify human minds and make an effort to live a simple life, but instead blindly promote environmental protection, we are like putting the cart before the horse, only engaging in wishful thinking!

　　A person’s karmic reward is limited. If our karmic reward in this life is used up early, there will be no more left in the latter half of our life. Like a hungry ghost, who has no way of eating and drinking the food and water before his eyes. This is their karmic retribution. Buddhism talks about causality and karmic rewards, and that precisely refers to Protecting the Spiritual Environment. “Causality” is about how our actions now will lead to future consequences we shall face. Karmic results may occur in our current or next life, or it may impact our descendants in the future. We must cherish the karmic rewards we have while cultivating more for our future life.

(Excerpt from Calm and Gentle While in Conflict)


Observe and Experience Impermanence




　　Being a Buddhist myself, I believe using the ideas of Mahayana Chan Buddhist philosophy to purify the human mind is a straightforward approach. I particularly recall what Chan Master Yongming Yanshou has said: no matter who you are, as long as your current thought corresponds to the Buddha’s compassion, wisdom, aspiration, and action, then your thought is the Buddha’s thought. If many of your thoughts correspond to the Buddha’s compassion, wisdom, aspiration, and action, then your many thoughts are the Buddha’s thoughts. If your every thought corresponds to the Buddha’s compassion, wisdom, aspiration, and action, you have attained ultimate buddhahood.

　　According to the Buddhist texts, it is extremely difficult to attain buddhahood. From the standpoint of the Chan Buddhist tradition, as long as your mind is unaffected by afflictions in one single thought moment, you are the same as all buddhas at that instant. If you adopt the view of life and the universe marked by impermanence, emptiness, and no-self, as the criterion for observing the environment and examining your state of mind, you will attain liberation in the very present moment. If you are willing to pay attention, you will notice that everything is impermanent, including the rising, abiding, changing, and perishing of thoughts; the birth, aging, illness, and death of the physical life; the natural phenomena of winds, clouds, thunders, and rains; the passing and coming of time; geographical changes in space over time; the blooming and fading of flowers; the waxing and waning of the moon; prosperity and downfall; and all other phenomena that speak silently of impermanence.

　　To observe and experience impermanence while also applying the Diamond Sutra’s line, “Allowing the mind to give rise to thoughts without abiding anywhere,” is to practice Protecting the Spiritual Environment in a proactive manner, recognizing that all phenomena, including natural, social, physiological, and psychological phenomena, are impermanent. All phenomena are impermanent, thus everything can change. When you have bad luck, you don’t have to be upset or disappointed; if you can respond with wisdom, plus the changes over time and space, bad luck will leave you. When you have good luck, you don’t have to lose your mind over complacency. If you can make the most of it with wisdom and compassion, you will have even better luck. If you don’t know how to appreciate, maintain, and cultivate your blessings, success and failure, under the law of nature, can often be determined by a single thought.

　　If you can use an unattached insight to arouse the compassionate mind to help the general public, to face, observe, experience, and utilize all phenomena of impermanence, you are actually cultivating the path of liberation and the path of Bodhisattva. It’s no surprise that when the Sixth Patriarch, Master Huineng, heard that line from the Diamond Sutra, he instantly became enlightened. It’s also no surprise that Chan masters, having become enlightened, would see everything in their daily lives, including a tree, a color, a fragrance, and a person’s gestures, words, or deeds, whether in good or bad times, as no different than the expression of all buddhas’ silent teaching, teaching the Dharma of impermanence. Impermanence refers to emptiness without an intrinsic nature, and the nature of emptiness neither arises nor perishes. Hence, all things and objects, at all times and places, are reflecting the teaching of the ultimate truth, which neither arises nor perishes while replete with compassion and wisdom. Because everything represents the Buddha’s silent teaching, you will not perceive anything contradictory to yourself, and nor is there be such thing as gain or loss. Instead, you will respect lives, cherish resources, and generate compassion to benefit and relieve the suffering of all sentient beings. This is the highest level of Protecting the Spiritual Environment.

(Excerpt from A Collection of Academic Paper by Master Sheng Yen)


Mind and Environment

Purify the Human Mind to Purify the Environment




　　When people’s minds are purified, the environment will certainly be purified. The purification of the environment is a symptomatic remedy, whereas the purification of people’s minds is the fundamental cure. Some environmental specialists once told me, “The human spirit is most crucial. Only when spirit and technology work together can we truly implement long-term, large-scale environmental protection efforts.” This concept is absolutely correct.

　　After attaining ultimate enlightenment, Sakyamuni Buddha set off rectifying and transforming people’s minds, which is actually a task of protecting the spiritual environment. So, he is a successful environmental activist.

　　The Buddhist idea of “cultivation” refers to correcting deviations in our physical and mental actions, primarily the purifying of mental action, because with mental purification, our verbal and physical actions will naturally improve. If a person’s mental action is not corrected while his outer behavior is compliant, it could be due to his fear of legal sanctions or public criticism. When he is alone or with others who have deviant concepts and behaviors, his true colors will reveal, and he may even convince himself: “Everyone is doing it, so why can’t I?” or “It’s free, so why not take it?” or “As long as I feel like it, what’s wrong with that?” These are all fallacies. When these fallacies become common practice, it will be disastrous for society.

　　Therefore, correcting people’s minds must begin with their concepts. When we change our way of thinking, our concept is rectified as well. Although it is difficult to reverse the thoughts and conceptions we have established since childhood, education can transform people’s minds. As long as we resort to communication and discussion with love and patience, being considerate and understanding, others will eventually accept it. However, the current educational system puts too much priority on technology and economics while ignoring personality education. Thus, I hope that in the future our education can place a greater emphasis on personality education and aim at a balanced development on science, technology, and humanities in order to purify society’s human minds.

(Excerpt from Peace on Earth)


Pure Land on Earth is Achievable





　　Today, the term “a pure land on Earth” is a concept widely promoted in Buddhist circles in Taiwan. What exactly is a pure land on earth? Where is it? Has it actually come true?

　　The Vimalakirti Sutra says, “As the mind is purified, the Buddha Land is purified.” It means that if your mind is purified, so is the world where you live in purified. This is not self-deception. As long as your mind is pure and unaffected by the world, no matter how it is, you will see the world as a pure land. When Sakyamuni Buddha became enlightened, he saw that all sentient beings have Buddha-nature and that the Saha world is the pure land.

　　We can easily experience so-called “circumstances change with the mind” in our daily lives. When you are happy, you find rainy days romantic and picturesque, pleasant in the cold and warm in the heat. When you are uncomfortable, anxious or sad, and you notice others smiling, you might feel like they are sneering at you. Therefore, the world can be either a pure land or a hell, as it is completely determined by your minds.

　　When I guide Chan meditation, I encourage practitioners to keep their minds joyful under all conditions. In Buddhism, this is known as “sympathetic joy,” which refers to finding joy in any situation, thing, or person. In fact, this is difficult because when you earn money, get promoted, have children, have a daughter in law, or have grandchildren, you will certainly be happy. But if something bad happens at home, or you hear someone criticizing or blaming you behind your back, can you still be happy? Mencius said this: “Feel glad when told of our own faults and correct them once we realize our own faults.” It is indeed not easy to remain happy when others point out your faults. Even practitioners occasionally have some fluctuation in their minds, even though they don’t show it on face or refute the other side.

　　If we can’t find joy in anything or anyone at any moment, we’ll be the one to suffer. This is because not only are people troubling us, but we are also troubling ourselves. Isn’t this just foolish and stupid? Why not adjust our thinking so that we can naturally experience the “pure mind and pure land.” For example, when a couple is fighting, if one side can express gratitude for the opportunity to care for the other with a joyful state of mind, the fight will naturally end.

　　If a couple can enjoy, influence, and support one another, it will have an impact on their children and family. Similarly, it might have an impact on their colleagues in the workplace. One individual can have an indirect or direct impact on several people, eventually affecting countless people. This is the “inexhaustible lamp” referenced in the Vimalakirti Sutra, which extends in time and expands in space.

　　This metaphor in the Vimalakirti Sutra describes our nature as the light of a lamp, referred to as the “inexhaustible lamp.” It is similar to the halo carved on the back or behind the head of a Buddha statue. This is the light of wisdom, compassion, and a pure mind. In contrast, an afflicted and impure mind is dark because it lacks the light of wisdom and compassion.

(Excerpt from Peace on Earth)


Seeing the World with a Mind of Chan Practitioner




　　The Vimalakirti Sutra says: “As the mind is purified, the Buddha Land is purified (buddhakṣetra-pariśuddhi).” When our mind can remain undisturbed by both the internal and external environments, though we are living in the human world, it is like living in a buddha’s pureland. The Sutra also says: “With the sentient beings brought to maturity (satvapariśuddhiḥ), the Buddha Land is purified.” If one puts aside selfishness and serves all sentient beings without expecting reward, then one’s mind is joyful and peaceful, like living in a buddha’s pure land.

　　It’s like this: when we are in a pleasant mood, we’ll find the sound of the wind and rain all very delightful, but when we are in a bad mood, we’ll feel the “gloomy autumn wind and gloomy autumn rain; gloomiest is the man amidst the wind and rain.”

　　I have witnessed a couple with completely opposite reactions towards the crying of their child. The father cannot stand the son’s crying and yells, “Cry! Cry! Cry! All you do is cry. I’ve never seen such a misbehaving child!” On the other hand, the mother comes out happily saying, “Oh, this child cries so loudly, he must be very healthy!” If we have love in our mind like the mother, devoted to caring for others, then we’ll perceive the world and living beings in it warm and endearing. Therefore, I suggest that people look at the world with the healthy mind of Chan practitioners.

　　1.All phenomena in the world have their causes. There are causes for both smooth sailing and difficulties, and there are causes for not knowing the causes. Therefore, one should “not be happy when gaining and not feel sad when not gaining.” There is no need to be excited when dreams come true, and there is no need to be depressed when things are disappointing; in the end everything is impermanent.

　　2.Whether they are good or bad, all phenomena in the world are new. Do not loath darkness, for the darkest hour is just before the dawn; darkness is just part of the process. Amidst the process of change, there is nothing that is not new and fresh.

　　3.All phenomena are wonderful; success is a wonderful result and failure is a wonderful learning experience. Some may wonder how both success and failure can be wonderful. Actually, if one can really tell oneself that “success is a wonderful result, and failure is a wonderful experience,” then there is nothing that can vex you and life will be very meaningful.

(Excerpt from Liberated in Stillness and Motion)


Protecting Natural and Social Environments




　　Many countries understand the value of cherishing their internal resources, but fail to realize that the resources of other countries are likewise in need of protection. The resources of the world are shared by all beings on earth. You cannot simply “sweep the snow from your own doorstep” and consider yourself to have done the kind of work that environmental protection requires. Part of ocean resources, atmosphere resources, and underground resources may fall within a given country’s territorial domain, but these resources belong to the world as a whole and should be shared. If one country tries to protect its own resources by seeking to exploit another country’s resources on a large scale, this will only accelerate the destruction of the earth’s environment.

　　As we reduce our destructive impacts on the environment, we must also think about how to pursue sustainable global development. In our agricultural past, people had fewer needs, and there was a balance between what was needed and what was available. People would acquire nutrients by raising crops, and use leftover food for composting that could then be used for agricultural purposes, thus allowing nature to continue to thrive.

　　Protecting the environment means protecting the natural, as well as the social environment, which consists of human relationships. The cause of destruction of the social environment lies in conflicts and opposition between self and others, whether they occur between individuals, groups, political parties, nations, or religions. Even within a single group there can be friction based on differing points of view and actions.

　　How do we enhance the practice of protecting the environment in its concern for both the natural world and society? The only way to start is by decreasing human greed. Many people have insatiable material desires that persist even when such desires clearly go well beyond what is actually necessary. That makes it very difficult to avoid environmental disaster, either in society or the natural world. When people are intent on conflict and deceit, the result can only harm society. We know that natural resources are limited, but instead of wisely caring for, protecting, and utilizing them, we engage in trickery, violence, and short-sighted measures to exploit them as much as we wish. This inevitably causes irreparable damage to our living environment.

　　However we view the situation, we cannot return nature to its original state. If we want to protect the natural and social environments, we need to go further by changing our behaviors and ways of thinking. Most importantly, we need to return to the very root cause of these problems, starting with developing our concepts about environmental protection. This is the basis of the movement advocated by Dharma Drum Mountain, which we call “Protecting the Spiritual Environment.”

(Excerpt from Matters in the Human World)


Compassion Has No Enemies; Wisdom Has No Vexations




　　Environmental protection is a global concern. When it comes to environmental protection, many people only emphasize refraining from wasting natural resources, reusing natural resources, and preserving and sustaining the natural ecology. However, without changing people’s values and establishing the concept of “human and universe are one,” we can only handle symptoms, instead of the root cause, and thus unable to achieve the ultimate mission of environmental protection.

　　Human overexploitation and waste have resulted in rapid depletion of natural resources and complete devastation of the global environment in which we live. To solve the problem thoroughly and effectively, environmental protection should begin with our mind, which I refer to as “Protecting the Spiritual Environment.” Otherwise, even if some problems are resolved, more other problems will be created. Environmental protection can’t be carried out effectively if human values aren’t extended from the individual to the community and from the immediate to the eternal.

　　Humans are usually selfish. They want to get more, enjoy it better, and are greedy for immediate gains. Actually, in addition to ourselves, we must consider that all living beings on the earth, including humans, animals, and plants, have the right to survive as well. We should also leave more natural resources for future generations. We should seek to focus on shared interests throughout the vastness of time and space, and enjoy the resources of the earth together with all sentient beings for a long period. An Indian chief in Seattle once described the earth as mankind’s mother. While sucking her breast milk, we must also preserve her health.

　　If we keep a mind of giving and of caring for the health of the environment, by making mutual contribution instead of robbing each other, and by resorting to protection as an alternative to rewards, all humans today, as well as future generations and all sentient beings, will be able to live a safer and happier life, and our own health, peace, and happiness will be guaranteed. This is Protecting the Spiritual Environment. Only in this way can environmental protection be effectively implemented.

　　Furthermore, how do we practice Protecting the Spiritual Environment? We can take the two lines “compassion has no enemies, wisdom has no vexations” as a guideline. That is, if we have compassion, we will not make enemies. If we can think of everyone on the planet as family and friends, then we’ll be able to protect ourselves, and the environment. When everyone can protect self and others, and when all people can have less distress and affliction, this is the state where Protecting the Spiritual Environment is realized.

(Excerpt from Matters in the Human World)


Simplicity and Contentment

How to Calm the Mind?





　　In the past, people found the power of calm in their minds by working hard and dedicating themselves to their country, nation, and society. However, modern people’s consciousness of their country, nation, and society has gradually diminished. As a result, many people in today’s society believe they are living day by day in confusion and perplexed, unsure of what they are doing and having entirely lost sight of the purpose of their lives. In fact, if people have a spiritual focus in life, they can calm their minds regardless of the circumstances. Thus, before we can help people, we must first save their minds. To achieve social peace and stability, people’s minds must first be calmed.

　　How do we calm our minds? The most important thing is to remain unaffected by the external environment. If we can keep our mind from being dictated by the environment, we’ll be become a wise person and have a free and stable mind. If we allow our mind to be impacted by the environment, afflictions will arise. For instance, if a strong desire is not satisfied, it may result in anger, followed by frustration, which can lead to fear and suspicion. Or, when someone slanders you, you feel furious; when someone praises you, you feel proud; when someone wrongs you, you feel hurt and upset; when someone flatters you, you feel arrogant. Although these reactions are common, the cause is a lack of self-affirmation, which is why one constantly needs to seek recognition from others. Buddhism teaches us not to be swayed by the “Eight Winds” or the eight worldly conditions, which include gain and loss, disgrace and fame, praise and blame, pain and pleasure.

　　Indeed, adversity is unavoidable in life. I often encourage people that when dealing with a tough problem, they should face it calmly, accept it, deal with it, and let it go. That is, if you encounter any difficulties, hardships, or unfair situations, don’t run away because that doesn’t solve the problem. Only by applying wisdom and taking up responsibility will we be truly free of troubling problems.

　　To achieve inner peace, we must adopt the concept of Protecting the Spiritual Environment, which means reducing desires and being content with what we have. It may not be easy to be achieved instantly in real life, let alone constantly, but we should practice the skill of calming our mind every day, little by little.

(Excerpt from Peace on Earth)


We Have Few Needs, But Many Wants




　　Many people seek happiness through material enjoyment or sensual stimulation. In fact, the greatest happiness should be defined as peace, joy, contentment, and satisfaction in life. It is not about satisfying our senses, but about not feeling mentally empty, anxious, or helpless. Because many people don’t know what they can rely on in their lives, they desperately seek excitement, which leads to overconsumption. When they see others with nice cars, clothes, and houses, they want them as well and aspire to be better than others.

　　Instead of basing our self-worth on inner peace, if we start off with arrogance, selfishness, or unreliable feelings and sensations, hoping to pursue satisfaction through material enjoyment and intoxication, such a mentality is unhealthy. Therefore, we must advocate for Protecting the Spiritual Environment. Only when we are not in spiritual poverty can we be content with the environment. Without spiritual poverty, even if our living conditions are not ideal, we can live happily.

　　We should consider the environment to be a vast body of myself, shared by all sentient beings. Not only is the earthly environment shared, but so is the entire universe. The time and space in the universe are infinite. If we can think in this way, then there is no need to have to possess or acquire whatsoever. If we treat everything in the environment as if it were our own body, we will take good care of it.

(Excerpt from A Different Approach to Environmentalism)


Having Few Desires and Being Content




　　The philosophy of frugality is not always associated with Taoism or Buddhism. Confucian thinking discourages extravagant living, as do Western philosophers and Christians. Therefore, the philosophy of frugality is a living attitude valued and accepted by all philosophers and religious leaders. Since ancient times, both Eastern and Western philosophers and religious leaders have lived fairly frugal lives.

　　However, frugality doesn’t imply abandonment of life or asceticism. It is true that some religious believers regard asceticism as a spiritual practice. In fact, asceticism is not necessarily the same as spiritual practice itself. For example, ascetics refuse to wear clothes even when they have clothes; they constantly bask in the sun even when they don’t have to; and they purposely expose themselves to the wind and rain even when they have a place to shelter from the elements. Can these acts be called spiritual practice? No, I think not. The true philosophy of frugality is to have few desires and be content. This doesn’t mean that we don’t need a material life, but instead that we are content regardless of how much or how little we have. We feel happy when we can obtain something, and we don’t force it or suffer when we can’t. If we have something extra, we share them with others.

(Excerpt from A Different Approach to Environmentalism)


Economy and Environment: A Win-Win Approach




　　When it comes to economic development, some people advocate a return to a primitive lifestyle and society. They believe it should be good and safe to live that kind of life, but is it truly the case? Is it really feasible? I don’t think it is possible!

　　We still have to survive before the earth is destroyed. To make the environment on earth suitable for humans to live on for a longer amount of time, we must consider environmental protection issues. On some level, there is a contradiction and conflict between environmental protection and the economy. It’s not easy to strike a balance between the two and create a win-win situation. Economists, entrepreneurs, and environmentalists are all thinking about this issue. Should we monastics think about it? We must also think about it, because we live in the same environment.

　　Therefore, I propose the “Four Guidelines for Dealing with Desires” for the advancement of economic and environmental progress: the first is “need”, and the second is “want”. Before purchasing anything, you should assess whether it is a need or a want. The third is “can” and the fourth is “should.” “Can” means: Do you have the ability? I would like to ask you: Can robbing, stealing, or cheating be considered abilities? No, it cannot! As for “should,” some politicians have been convicted of corruption. When they take something, they can say that they need it, want it, and have the ability to acquire it, but they never consider if they should. They shouldn’t acquire it, and if they do, they will get into trouble.

　　A gentleman once said to me, “Master, I need very few things. I just eat a little every day and only sleep on one bed. When I go out, I ride my bicycle or take the bus. I only take what I need, so I don’t have to do anything else.” I told him that this concept was incorrect! We must consider the needs of individuals, families, communities, societies, and countries while also envisioning the future of the world and all of humanity. It is a foresighted and pioneering need.

　　When most people speak about “needs,” they often focus on their own personal needs rather than the needs of the overall social environment. When we take the needs of the environment as a whole into account, we’ll start to show concerns before everyone else in the world does.

　　For example, when young people see that their school friends have cars but they don’t, they make every effort to get one, regardless of whether they have the ability. Furthermore, we want too many things. Are we thinking for the sake of ourselves or the collective? Actually, many of individual wants are redundant. TV and newspaper commercials are particularly appealing these days. They make it appear that if you don’t own those things, you are not a modern person and are not popular or fashionable enough. In this case, it is a want rather than a need.

(Excerpt from a dialogue at the 2006 Taiwan Youth Leaders for Peace Forum)


Ethics and Society

The Six Ethics of the Mind




　　People today have misunderstandings regarding the idea of ethics. They think ethics is conservative or inflexible, thus they reject ethics. However, a society without ethical concepts will result in contradictions and conflicts. So, what exactly is ethics? Ethics is the harmonious relationship between people, between people and objects, and between people and nature. It includes mutual giving, mutual help, and mutual learning.

　　In the past, Chinese culture had five ethics. Now we expand them to six ethics, classified into six levels or areas: family, daily life, school, natural environment, workplace, and ethnic groups. This concept has been promoted in Taiwan for the past three years.

　　A relationship will form as long as there are two parties involved, whether they are humans, animals, or non-animals. Since there is a relationship, one must accept the obligations and responsibilities that come with it, which necessitates breaking beyond the so-called animal nature. Generally, animals only know how to defend themselves and prey on the weak. In our environmental ethics, we advocate for mutual protection and care for all plants and trees, regardless of where they grow. Everything that exists must have a function. Since it has a function and is of benefit to us, we must take care of it. This is the concept of ethics.

　　Furthermore, ethical thought must begin with the “mind,” so we added the term “mind” to the six ethics. What exactly is mind or spirit? It is a rather abstract concept that cannot be fully explained. The mind can be described as a mental function, but it must emphasize the moral aspect. Everyone engages in mental activities, yet they may not have moral concepts. Only mental activities that involve moral concepts are considered spiritual. Thus, Protecting the Spiritual Environment is based on spirit, for the promotion of global environmental protection.

　　Thus, the six ethics must operate in collaboration with the spirit, and Protecting the Spiritual Environment must be actualized together with the six ethics. Otherwise, we may be talking about morality while actually engaging in immoral behavior. For example, we say we want to care for the earth and wish the world could stay forever, but what we actually do is satisfy our own selfish desires or the needs of a certain group at certain times, while ignoring the overall and eternal spiritual issues.

　　So, what is morality? Morality must involve giving, taking responsibility, and fulfilling obligations rather than robbing, fighting, or acquiring. However, regardless of what they do, many people are just concerned about the benefits or advantages they can obtain. If this is the case, even if there is a mind, it is an unkind mind, not a spiritual one.

(Excerpt from A Dialogue Between Master Sheng Yen and Dr. Jane Goodall)


Building Pure Land on Earth with the Six Ethics of the Mind




　　I would like to urge you all to keep a broad perspective, looking far and wide at the big picture and thinking about the future. This “Six Ethics of the Mind” that I promote is really not just a wave of activities; it is an ongoing movement. The Dharma Drum Mountain is hoping to uplift the ethical conducts, and change the moral image of Taiwan and further to influence the common practices of the Chinese societies around the world. Once we produce some results for others to see, more people will be willing to join us and echo our effort in promoting this type of social change.

　　Pure land in the human world can be constructed only when the qualities of human beings are raised. In other words, the purification of the human society is predicated on each one of us transforming our own concepts and mentality. Most people nowadays are overly concerned with competition. Competition in and of itself is not a bad thing. From the perspective of the “Six Ethics,” however, every competitor, besides pursuing a comfortable, secure, and promising life for oneself, should also consider the survival of one’s rivals, who also want a comfort and security in their lives. More importantly, one should consider the structure of the stage on which one competes, lest it collapse as a result of the fierce competition. That is what an ethical person will do. It is immoral to be so engulfed in competition that one disregards the survival of others and the survival of future generations.

　　Ethics is fundamentally about kindness. It is about being as compassionate as bodhisattvas. One must seek to benefit others in addition to benefiting one’s self. In fact, self-interests are most secure when they are obtained on the foundation of the interests of others. If one thinks only of oneself and seeks to benefit one’s self at the expense of others, he or she will have a hard time maintaining those self-interests, for others will covet them and scheme to take them away.

　　The more chaotic the situation, the greater need there is to promote ethical education. I hope that every reader of this book will be a pioneer in applying the “Six Ethics of the Mind” in his or her own way, striving to serve others and make a contribution to society. The best value and, in fact, the true meaning of a happy life, is to seek one’s own growth through benefiting others.

(Excerpt from The Six Ethics of the Mind)
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