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Prologue
There are families that inherit wealth, and there are families that inherit dreams.
The Ma family inherited something more difficult: resilience.
Across half a century of profound change, through prosperity and hardship, love and loss, faith and ambition, five brothers walked five very different paths. One became a physician who healed broken bodies; another built businesses amid shifting tides; one carried the burden of public service; one crossed the Pacific to help shape the future through technology; and the youngest turned away from worldly success in search of spiritual awakening among the mountains.
Their journeys carried them from quiet villages to great cities, from the mist-covered Qinling Mountains to the skyline of New York, from family courtyards illuminated by lanterns to the silent halls of ancient temples. Yet wherever life led them, an invisible thread continued to bind them together—the enduring love of family, the search for meaning, and the hope that one generation might leave the next a better world.
The Five Brothers' Dream is not merely the story of one family. It is the story of a nation in transformation, of ordinary people facing extraordinary times, and of the timeless questions that every generation must answer: What is worth protecting? What is success? What is home? And when history changes around us, what remains unchanged within the human heart?
 
From the final years of old China to the age of artificial intelligence, The Five Brothers' Dream follows five extraordinary brothers whose lives mirror the rise, struggles, and transformation of a nation. Their stories cross continents—from rural China to New York, Silicon Valley, Australia, and the sacred mountains of Qinling—where family loyalty, political upheaval, entrepreneurial courage, and spiritual enlightenment collide. Rich in historical detail and philosophical insight, this unforgettable novel is both an intimate family chronicle and a timeless meditation on humanity's search for purpose.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Continued from Book Two ...
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Chapter 93
When No Road Lies Before Him, He Thinks of Turning Back
￼[image: Dingbat Diamonds Dingbat Diamonds]
“If a person has never seen the world, never gone through events, never fallen down, he often will not truly ask about life.”
Ma Xinde has lived his life like a real philosopher.
When the young ask “why,” there is usually a cleverness in it. When youth asks “why,” there is often unwillingness in it. Only after one has been thrown down by life, tormented by illness, betrayed by love, chilled by the wind of a foreign land, and then lowers his head to ask, “Why does a person live?”—only then does that voice come from deep within the chest, like a faint echo from the bottom of a well at night.
Xinde often thought this way.
He was, after all, a student of philosophy. When he was young and reading, there was a proud hunger in his heart. Schopenhauer had shown him the suffering of the will, making life seem like an endless river of desire: the more one struggled, the more one was dragged along by desire. Nietzsche had shown him force, transcendence, and the lonely light, as though man must legislate for himself upon ruins. Hegel, meanwhile, was like a grand palace, taking history, spirit, reason, the state, and freedom into an immense and solemn logic. In those years, he often read late into the night at his desk. Page after page turned; outside the window, the city lights went out one by one, yet he felt that he himself was standing upon the summit of thought, looking down upon the human world.
But later, life was not page after page of books. It was blade after blade of reality.
In Australia, he fell ill. Ulcerative colitis tormented him again and again. Abdominal pain, bleeding, weakness, and fear dragged his body little by little back to the humblest level. A person may speak of free will, may speak of the Übermensch, may speak of Absolute Spirit; but once he crouches in a hospital restroom and watches the color of blood flow from his own body, he understands that the flesh is not a footnote to philosophy. It is the first place where fate sets down its brush. After recovering from illness, when he read Schopenhauer again, he truly understood that “suffering” was not a concept. When he read Nietzsche again, he knew that even the strong have sickbeds. When he read Hegel again, he felt that such grand reason could not decoct a bowl of medicine for a man suffering abdominal pain at night.
Lee Hong’s departure opened another wound in his heart.
She was not an evil person, yet she had done something that wounded him. He was not a saint, yet in the end he did not bind her with hatred. After that separation, Xinde often woke in the night in Chatswood, listening to trains pass from far away, the sound of rails entering through the window crack like fate dragging chains in the dark. He asked himself: What is love? Why do people betray? Poverty, status, loneliness, desire—are these outer conditions, or part of human nature itself? If a person is pushed forward by circumstance, how much responsibility does she still bear? If responsibility remains, how does one forgive?
Western philosophy had given him language for these questions, but it had not given him a place of rest.
For a time, he also drew near to Christianity.
The Chinese church in Campsie was not far from the train station. On winter evenings, warm yellow light shone from the church windows. Inside, people sang hymns, their voices gentle, like a mother far away calling to a wandering child. Xinde went in several times and sat in the back row. Later, he became one of their believers and listened to the pastor speak of sin, redemption, love, and eternal life. Those words possessed great power for a wounded person in a foreign land. If a person admitted he was sinful, he no longer had to force himself to be perfect. If he believed someone had borne his burden for him, he could set down that heaviness for a while. The church members were warm too. Some invited him to meals; some handed him a Bible; some asked whether he would like to join a Bible study group.
He almost received baptism.
At that time, he thought perhaps life could not rely on reasoning alone; in the end, it needed faith. Yet whenever he reached the final step, there was always one place in his heart he could not pass through. He was grateful for the warmth Christianity had given him, yet he still could not completely entrust himself to an external absolute Lord. In prayer, he could become quiet, but he also questioned: If suffering is a trial, why do some suffer until they have no voice? If redemption lies in divine grace, where should human self-reflection, self-purification, and self-cultivation be placed? He was not resisting God; rather, his heart was still searching for a more subtle, more inward road, one that could explain cause and effect, body and mind.
After the colitis, he became a vegetarian.
At first, it was only for his body. When his elder brother Rende treated him in Beijing, he repeatedly instructed him to eat less greasy food, less spicy food, fewer cold drinks, to nourish the spleen and stomach and protect the intestines. After returning to Australia, Xinde slowly gave up meat. In the beginning, it was difficult. The smell of roast duck, beef noodles, and hamburgers from street stalls could always pull up old habits. Later, when his body became lighter and cleaner, he instead felt his stomach grow peaceful, and at night he was less restless. Later still, vegetarian eating was no longer only diet, but seemed to be a new feeling toward life. When he saw meat in supermarket freezers, he would think that it had once been the body of an animal. When he saw restaurant kitchens preparing fish and shrimp, a small, inexplicable pity arose in him. Only after having been ill does one know how fragile the body is; once one fears pain oneself, it becomes easier to think that all beings fear pain too.
One afternoon in early autumn that year, having nothing to do, he went to the Chatswood library.
The library was not large, but it was quiet. Outside the glass windows was the ordinary street scene of the Chinese district: supermarket carts, roast-meat shop signs, elderly people crossing the road, students with backpacks. Inside was the coolness of air conditioning; between the shelves floated the smell of paper, old books, and wood. Xinde originally only wanted to borrow a few English novels and casually look through the philosophy books. When he reached the Chinese materials section, he saw a row of inconspicuous videotapes and books. Most of the covers showed an old Dharma master, lean-faced, kind-eyed, wearing monastic robes. Their titles included Understanding Buddhism, Lectures on the Kṣitigarbha Sūtra, Lectures on the Infinite Life Sutra, An Explanation of Liao-Fan’s Four Lessons, and The Buddha Speaks the Sutra of the Ten Good Deeds.
Elder Jingxin.
Xinde had heard his mother Zhao Youlan mention this name before. Zhao Youlan believed in Buddhism. When she was young, she often went to Heavenly Temple in Qianzhou, and had also played some recordings of Dharma lectures at home. At that time, Xinde was young and only felt that Buddhism meant incense, temples, wooden fish, and his mother’s repeated “Amitabha.” Later, when he studied Western philosophy, he felt even more that Buddhism belonged to traditional folk belief—gentle enough, but perhaps not philosophically rigorous. Now, in a corner of an Australian library, suddenly seeing these books and videotapes, his heart felt as though an old thread had gently tugged it.
He casually opened a copy of Understanding Buddhism.
The beginning was neither mysterious nor did it urge people to burn incense and seek blessings. Instead, it spoke of Buddhism as the Buddha’s supremely good and complete education for sentient beings of the nine Dharma realms. It said that “Buddha” means awakening. It spoke of delusion and awakening, cause and effect, precepts, concentration, and wisdom; of seeing through and letting go; of the suffering of life arising from greed, anger, and delusion. Xinde stood before the shelf, originally intending only to turn a few pages, yet without realizing it, he read for a long time.
Then he picked up a videotape.
It was an old VHS tape. The cover was somewhat worn, as though many Chinese people had borrowed it, returned it, and borrowed it again. Seeing him holding several tapes, the librarian smiled and said, “These tapes are quite old, but people still borrow them. Do you have a VCR at home?”
Xinde remembered the old machine his landlord had left in the room and nodded.
That day, he borrowed several books and several videotapes.
When he returned to the little room in Chatswood, it was already dark. Trains passed in the distance, and the roast-meat shops on the street had lit their lamps. Xinde cooked a bowl of plain congee, ate it with a small dish of greens, then washed the bowl and chopsticks clean and pushed the videotape into the machine. The television screen flickered a few times; snow dots jumped across it. Then the old Dharma master’s figure appeared on the screen. The sound was aged and the image unclear, yet there was a strange steadiness to it.
The old master said, “In this life, what matters most is awakening. Once one awakens, suffering has a way out. Without awakening, even when blessings appear before you, they are still suffering.”
Sitting beneath the lamp, Xinde suddenly froze.
This sentence seemed to come from very far away, yet it fell precisely into his heart at that moment.
He thought of Lee Hong. It was not that she had not obtained some blessing: the house in the eastern suburbs, a path to status, Steven’s care, the light of seaside life. Yet if there was no awakening, would those things not still become another kind of suffering? He thought of himself too. In the past, he had assumed that having studied philosophy and encountered great Western thought made him clearer than ordinary people. But when illness came, when heartbreak came, when the factory assembly line came, he was still struck down by suffering all the same. It turned out that learning was not the same as awakening; cleverness was not the same as understanding; being able to speak about life was not the same as being able to settle one’s life.
For the next several nights, he listened almost every day.
The old master spoke of cause and effect, saying, “If you wish to know the causes of past lives, look at what you receive in this life; if you wish to know the fruits of future lives, look at what you do in this life.” Hearing this, Xinde thought of his father’s abacus. Ma Cunhui had said there were two ledgers: one counted money, the other counted the heart. The Dharma, however, seemed to spread that ledger open further, saying that every thought, every sentence, and every choice a person makes does not disappear, but leaves a trace within cause and effect. Lee Hong’s choice had causes, his own suffering had causes, Yide’s rise and fall in the business sea had causes, and Rende’s turn to Chinese medicine after losing his daughter also had causes. A person’s life was not a scattering of accidental fragments, but an invisible net of causes and conditions.
The old master spoke of “seeing through and letting go.”
At first, Xinde disliked the words letting go. He felt that letting go sounded like weakness, like escape, like lightly wiping away pain. But after listening for a long time, he understood that letting go did not mean abandoning responsibility, nor denying suffering. It meant no longer being dragged forward by attachment and resentment. To see through was to see impermanence; to let go was not to allow impermanence to keep wounding you. After Lee Hong left, he had outwardly forgiven her, but in his heart there was still residual fire. Whenever night deepened, he still thought: by what right did she choose that way? By what right did she leave the shared hard days to him and keep the bright exit for herself? But when he heard the Dharma speak of meeting those one hates, parting from those one loves, and not obtaining what one seeks, he suddenly knew that these were not his tragedy alone, but the old drama shared by all sentient beings.
People are all seeking.
They seek love, wealth, status, security, to be seen, not to be abandoned. When they cannot obtain what they seek, they suffer. Once they obtain it, they fear losing it. When they lose it, they resent. Desire is like a vine, winding around everyone. Schopenhauer said that will makes people suffer; the Dharma went a step further and told him that suffering arises from ignorance, from greed, anger, and delusion, from not knowing impermanence and yet vainly trying to grasp.
This shook Xinde.
He suddenly discovered that the Western philosophical questions he had pursued so painfully had another set of answers within the Dharma. Schopenhauer’s pessimism had the Buddha’s truth of suffering, yet Buddhism did not stop at pessimism. Nietzsche wanted man to transcend; Buddhism spoke of cutting off afflictions and realizing bodhi, yet did not establish itself upon arrogance. Hegel spoke of the unfolding of Spirit; Buddhism spoke of delusion and awakening in a single thought, and the arising of the Dharma realm through causes and conditions—its vastness inferior to no system, yet it also descended to a bowl of rice, a sentence, a single thought. Christianity had given him the warmth of redemption; what Buddhism gave him was a road of self-awakening and self-cultivation: not waiting for someone else to bear his burden, but teaching him to see clearly how he gave rise to delusion, created karma, and suffered, and how he might stop evil, cultivate goodness, and purify the mind.
He began reading Liao-Fan’s Four Lessons.
The story of Liao-Fan changing his fate made him think of the Ma family’s family style. Fate was not an iron plate. A person’s thoughts, actions, good and evil, diligence and laziness all rewrote the direction of the road bit by bit. His father Ma Cunhui did not contend, yet guarded his heart. His mother Zhao Youlan was gentle, yet had vow-power. His eldest brother Rende had not collapsed after losing his daughter, but turned to Chinese medicine to save others. His second brother Yide had learned credibility in the sea of commerce. His third brother Lide walked official life, constantly calculating between power and the heart. His fourth brother Zhide used technology to build a platform of trust. And he himself—from illness, heartbreak, factories, and the Foreign Trade company—had he not also been forced by fate to see something deeper?
One night, he watched until very late.
The videotape ended. The television screen glowed blue. The room was so quiet he could hear the refrigerator faintly humming. Outside the window, the trains had become fewer, and the lights on Chatswood streets were sparse. Xinde turned off the machine and sat at the desk for a long time without moving. He opened his notebook and wrote one line:
Philosophy asks where truth is; the Dharma asks where delusion begins.
After writing it, he added another:
If a person seeks truth only with the mind, truth becomes an idea; if he seeks it with suffering, the body, and an entire life, truth may become a road.
At that moment, he suddenly remembered Qianzhou in childhood. He remembered the mountain gate of Heavenly Temple beneath Immortal Turtle Mountain. He remembered Zhao Youlan taking him to burn incense. He remembered the little Daoist girl Miaoyin lowering her head and smiling in the scent of pine resin. He remembered the stone-carved couplet:
If you listen with the ear, you will never understand;
When the eye hears sound, only then will you know.
At that time, he had not understood, only feeling that the lines were strange. Now, having drifted ten thousand li, having studied Western philosophy, having nearly entered church to receive baptism, and then borrowing Elder Jingxin’s old videotapes from an Australian Chinese library, he faintly understood: some sounds are not heard by the ears; some truths are not thought out by the mind.
They require a person to look within suffering, within illness, within separation from what one loves; to look within the plainness of a bowl of vegetarian congee, and within one returning thought beneath a lamp late at night.
After that, Xinde often went to the Chatswood library.
He borrowed Elder Jingxin’s Dharma lecture tapes one by one, returning each after he finished listening and taking another. Seeing him come so often, the librarian smiled and said, “You’ve been very diligent lately.”
Xinde smiled too. “I suppose I am making up a course.”
“What course?”
He thought for a moment and said, “The course of life.”
The librarian did not understand, but smiled and stamped the borrowing slip for him.
When Xinde walked out of the library holding books and videotapes, sunlight fell on the streets of Chatswood. The roast-meat shop still hung glossy ducks as before. People picked vegetables at the entrance of the Chinese supermarket. Pedestrians came and went toward the train station. The world did not become pure because he had encountered the Dharma. Desire remained, business remained, and status, money, love, and power still rolled forward. Yet in his heart, it was as though a small lamp had suddenly appeared.
Its light was faint, but enough to show the ground beneath his feet.
He knew that he did not yet truly believe, nor had he awakened, much less accomplished anything in cultivation. He was only a drifting person who had been ill, loved, fallen, studied philosophy, and then reopened Buddhist books. But this time, he was no longer in a hurry to draw conclusions about life.
He was willing to listen slowly, look slowly, and learn slowly.
Because at last he understood that true seeking of the Way does not begin from looking down upon sentient beings from a height, but from lowering one’s head within one’s own suffering, and there seeing sentient beings, and also seeing oneself.
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Chapter 94
Philosophers Are Thinkers but Not Doers
After Xinde began working at the Dragon Kingdom Foreign Trade Company in Australia, his days appeared much steadier on the surface.
In the mornings he arrived at the Chatswood office, turned on his computer, checked emails, translated documents, verified certificates, and received Chinese merchants who came to consult. Afternoon sunlight fell against the glass windows; the fax machine hummed; phones rang one after another. Colleagues talked about business, housing prices, children’s schools, relatives back home, and which Chinese restaurant was good. The work had become respectable, and his status also had some hope. Yet in his heart, Xinde always felt as though an invisible thin membrane separated him from this office.
His colleagues also found him somewhat strange.
At lunch, everyone went downstairs to buy roast-meat rice, beef brisket noodles, or barbecue pork buns. He brought only a box of plain vegetarian food: white rice, greens, tofu, sometimes with a little mushroom. Someone laughed at him. “Xiao Ma, eating like that, where will you get strength? Australian beef is so good, and you won’t touch a bite. What a pity.”
Xinde only smiled. “After being ill, my stomach and intestines are afraid.”
Another colleague teased him. “I think it’s not your stomach that’s afraid, but your heart. Are you planning to become a monk?”
Everyone burst into laughter.
Xinde laughed too, but did not explain. He knew they meant no harm; they simply could not understand. The people in the office were mostly people of the practical world. In inspection and certification, they spoke of standards, certificates, clients, and income. In overseas Chinese business, they spoke of supply, policy, relationships, and opportunity. Xinde understood all these too, but in the depths of his heart another road was quietly stretching forward. After work, others went to dinners, played cards, sang karaoke, or looked at houses. He often returned to his small room, cooked congee, read sutras, listened to recorded Dharma lectures, and late at night wrote a few untimely sentences in his notebook.
Once, Xiao Zhou from the certificate group saw a copy of Liao-Fan’s Four Lessons on his desk and asked curiously, “Xiao Ma, do you really believe in these things?”
Xinde thought for a moment. “I cannot yet say I truly believe. I only feel that it speaks about life more closely than much of the philosophy I read before.”
Xiao Zhou laughed. “Doesn’t philosophy also speak about life?”
“Philosophy is mostly standing on the bank and looking at the river,” Xinde said. “The Dharma is more like teaching people how not to drown while they are in the river.”
Xiao Zhou was stunned for a moment, then shook his head. “You really are strange.”
Xinde said no more.
On weekends, he began going farther away.
The first time he went to Nan Tien Temple, it was a windy morning. The sky had not fully brightened when he left Chatswood, taking trains and changing lines. Outside the window, the Chinese district’s shopfronts gradually became suburban grass, tree shadows, and low houses. Nan Tien Temple lay in the direction of Wollongong. From afar, the mountain terrain opened out, and the temple roof ridges appeared in the clear morning light with the bearing of the Dragon Kingdom in a foreign land. It was a Fo Guang Shan monastery founded by Master Hsing Yun, vast in scale, solemn in its halls, without heavy incense smoke, yet possessing a clean, bright, modern Buddhist atmosphere.
When Xinde entered the mountain gate, he suddenly thought of Heavenly Temple in Qianzhou.
Heavenly Temple stood beneath Immortal Turtle Mountain. Moss grew on the stone steps, mountain wind carried the scent of pine resin, and his mother Zhao Youlan had once held his small hand and taken him to burn incense. At that time, he did not understand Buddhism. He only felt that the Buddha images were tall and the halls cool and dim. Now, in the Southern Hemisphere, standing in the clean plaza of Nan Tien Temple, seeing visitors, devotees, and volunteers from many countries, and hearing the bell sound slowly disperse among the mountains, he felt that the Dharma was like an underground current that had somehow flowed from the mountain gate of his childhood to the sky of Australia.
During group practice, he sat at the back.
Some people joined their palms and recited the Buddha’s name; some chanted sutras; some closed their eyes and sat quietly. Sunlight entered through high windows, falling upon the wooden fish, sutra books, and rows of lowered heads. At first, Xinde was not used to it. He was a student of philosophy, accustomed to analysis, doubt, and questioning. Suddenly following the crowd in reciting “Namo Amitabha Buddha” again and again, he always felt that reason stood at the side watching him coldly. But after reciting for a while, the sound gradually ceased to be merely sound. It became like a fine thread, drawing his scattered mind back little by little.
An elderly white-haired laywoman beside him saw that he turned the sutra book slowly and asked softly, “Is this your first time here?”
Xinde nodded.
The old laywoman smiled. “Do not hurry. Understand as much as you can. If you can recite one line, then recite one line.”
Xinde said softly, “I have many doubts.”
The old laywoman joined her palms. “Only people with doubts come to learn. People without doubts do not enter the gate.”
This sentence made Xinde quiet for a long time.
Later, he went to Jingxin Palace in Melbourne.
That was another weekend. The weather was cold and overcast. Melbourne’s wind was sharper than Sydney’s, and the clouds pressed low over the city. Jingxin Palace was not as grand as Nan Tien Temple. The place was small, but extremely pure and quiet. There was not much decoration at the entrance. Inside, a Buddha image was enshrined, and on the shelves were neatly arranged Elder Jingxin’s books and Dharma lecture discs. Most of the people attending the group practice were Chinese. There were elderly people, and also young students. Some had hurried over after finishing work in restaurants, their clothes still carrying the smell of oil smoke. Some brought children, who sat in the corner quietly turning pages.
There, Xinde listened to a teaching on the Infinite Life Sutra.
The Dharma master spoke of “purity, equality, and awakening.” He said that cultivation did not begin only when one hid in the mountains, but in family, work, trade, and human affairs. When others say something unpleasant, can you refrain from giving rise to anger? When benefit is placed before your eyes, can you refrain from giving rise to greed? When fate does not go as you wish, can you refrain from blaming heaven and others? These words had no mysterious phrasing, yet they struck Xinde’s heart again and again.
He thought of his colleagues at the Foreign Trade company.
Some quibbled over a small bonus, some secretly competed for client resources, and some became unhappy over who sat in the main seat when a delegation came from China. In the past, he had seen such things and felt that the world was ridiculous. Now, thinking again, he knew that he himself was not pure either. He did not compete not because he had no competitive mind, but because sometimes he felt he could not compete; he was not greedy not because he was completely free of greed, but because for the moment there was nothing he could grasp. The Dharma allowed him to see that the problem lay not in others, nor in the environment. The first battlefield was always inside one’s own heart.
That night in Melbourne, he stayed at the home of a lay practitioner.
After dinner, several people sat together drinking tea. A middle-aged male layman asked him, “What did you study?”
Xinde said, “Philosophy.”
The man smiled. “Then coming to study Buddhism must be difficult for you, no? Philosophy likes to ask questions, while the Dharma asks you to let go.”
Xinde said seriously, “I now feel that after questioning to the very end, one still has to let go. But it is not letting go without asking. It is only after asking until mountains and rivers are exhausted that one knows one cannot rely only on asking.”
Hearing this, the man nodded. “You must have suffered somewhat.”
Xinde smiled faintly. “A little.”
“Suffering is good,” the man said. “People who have not suffered easily listen to the Dharma as stories. People who have suffered know that what the Buddha spoke is not theory, but life-saving.”
Xinde’s heart stirred.
Later, he went to Brisbane, then took a car toward Toowoomba to attend classes and study at Elder Jingxin’s place of practice.
Queensland’s sky was especially high. The sunlight was bright, the clouds white, and grasslands spread out in sheets beside the road, with cattle and sheep lowering their heads in the distance. The scenery outside the car window was so wide it seemed to empty the heart, yet Xinde was silent all the way. He thought of the roads he had walked in Australia over these years: the empty room in Chatswood, the sickbed at St. George Hospital, the factory in Bankstown, the certificates in the seventeenth-floor Foreign Trade company, the cold streets of Melbourne, the bell sound at Nan Tien Temple. All these seemingly unrelated places appeared to be pushing him here.
The place of practice in Toowoomba was pure, quiet, and simple, far from the noise of the city. Wind blew down from the hillside, carrying the scent of grass and trees. During the class, everyone sat quietly as the Dharma master spoke of cause and effect, Buddha-recitation, filial piety and respect for teachers, correcting faults and moving toward goodness. When Xinde heard the words “cultivation must begin with fulfilling one’s human relationships and duties,” his heart suddenly ached. He thought of his parents in Qianzhou, of Zhao Youlan’s letters, of Ma Cunhui’s abacus, of himself far away in Australia for many years, thinking he was pursuing truth, yet often too lazy even to write a letter home.
After class, he stood alone beside the grass and watched the sunset slowly fall.
A young Dharma master walked over and asked, “You came from Sydney?”
Xinde joined his palms. “Yes.”
“Did you understand the class?”
“I understood some of it, and much of it I did not.”
The Dharma master smiled. “It does not matter if you do not understand. The Dharma is not understood after hearing it once, nor is it practiced as soon as it is understood. First plant the seed.”
Xinde asked, “If there are still many doubts in one’s heart, can one still take refuge?”
The Dharma master looked at him. “Taking refuge does not mean that from now on you have no doubts. Taking refuge means you are willing to take the Dharma as your direction, willing to learn, willing to change. Doubts may be carried, but do not let doubts drag you away.”
This sentence finally allowed Xinde to make his decision.
Later, during a Dharma assembly, he took refuge.
The ceremony was not extravagant. Everyone stood in orderly rows. Incense smoke rose faintly. Before the Buddha image, the light was gentle. Xinde joined his palms with the others and listened as the Dharma master explained taking refuge in the Buddha, taking refuge in the Dharma, taking refuge in the Sangha; returning from delusion to awakening, from wrong to right, from defilement to purity. When he lowered his head, he did not feel the wild joy he had imagined, nor any sense of mystery. There was only a very deep quiet, like a drifting person who, after wandering for a long time, had finally found a stone by the roadside where he could sit for a while.
He became a lay disciple of Elder Jingxin.
When he received his refuge certificate and looked at the Dharma name written on it, he suddenly felt that life had gone around a great circle. In childhood, he had smelled incense in temples in Qianzhou. In youth, he had studied Western philosophy at Fudan. In Australia, amid illness and pain, he had nearly been baptized. Then, from old videotapes in the Chatswood library, he entered the Pure Land path. So-called return was not going back to the original point, but carrying all one’s wounds, doubts, and experiences, and seeing that original point anew.
After returning to the company, his colleagues still felt he was strange.
Someone asked, “Xiao Ma, where did you go to cultivate this weekend?”
Xinde smiled. “Brisbane.”
“You went that far just to listen to monks lecture?”
“Mm.”
“What did they teach?”
Xinde thought for a moment and said, “How to be a person.”
The colleague laughed loudly. “Does being a person still need to be learned?”
Xinde smiled too, but did not refute him.
He knew that, of course, being a person had to be learned. People are very good at making a living, yet may not know how to be human; very good at making money, yet may not know how to settle the mind; very good at speaking of love, yet may not understand compassion; very good at reasoning, yet may not be able to subdue one thought of anger.
He still had doubts.
He doubted how reincarnation could ultimately be proven. He doubted whether the Western Land of Ultimate Bliss truly existed. He doubted whether reciting the Buddha’s name could truly end birth and death. He doubted whether the simplicity of the Pure Land teaching might allow people to escape from reality. He did not suppress these doubts, but wrote them in his notebook, one by one. Sometimes, when reading sutras at night, he would still think of Schopenhauer, Nietzsche, and Hegel; of the gentle hymns in church; of those unresolved debates between philosophy and religion.
Yet his heart had slowly changed.
In the past, he read books wanting to win an answer. Now, he listened to sutras wanting to change himself. In the past, when he looked at the world, he first saw absurdity and suffering. Now, when he looked at people, he began to have a little more pity. Seeing colleagues quarrel over gain, he no longer merely felt they were vulgar, but thought that everyone had his own fear. Seeing merchants exploit loopholes, he no longer only found it laughable, but thought that behind greed lay a lack of security. When he thought of Lee Hong, he still hurt, but no longer judged her again and again as before. He began to recite a Buddha’s name for her, wishing that she might suffer less, and that one day she too might see herself.
On weekend mornings, he still went out with a cloth bag on his back.
Inside the bag were sutra books, a water cup, and a box of simple vegetarian rice. Sydney’s sky was sometimes clear, sometimes rainy. The train passed through the suburbs, tree shadows flowing outside the window. Sitting in the carriage, he closed his eyes and silently recited the Buddha’s name, his voice so soft that only he could hear.
Namo Amitabha Buddha.
One recitation, then another, and another.
He did not know where he would go in the future, nor what sort of life faith would finally lead him toward. He only knew that after illness, love, factories, offices, philosophy, and foreign lands, this Buddha’s name was like a thin thread, gently tying together his scattered mind.
The thread was very fine, yet it had not broken.
And he was willing to follow this thread, continuing forward.
After taking refuge with Elder Jingxin, Xinde did not immediately stop in one place.
He was not the sort of person who, after hearing a few Dharma lectures, could completely set down all doubts. The habits given to him by philosophy were too deep; doubt was like a thin blade, often cutting open his heart at night. The Pure Land path had given him direction and comfort, but he still had many unresolved questions: How does Buddha-recitation gather the mind? How does cause and effect run through the three periods of time? Between Pure Land and the Chan teaching of seeing one’s nature, are they two roads, or different gates onto the same road? Esoteric Buddhism speaks of accomplishing the path in this very body; Chan speaks of directly pointing to the human mind; Pure Land speaks of rebirth while carrying karma. Are they contradictions, or do they each address different capacities?
He began to consult the Buddhist canon.
Australian nights were very quiet. After the last few trains had passed through Chatswood, and the roast-meat shop lights on the street had gone out, a desk lamp often remained lit in his small room. Sutras, notes, and photocopied materials were piled on the desk: the Diamond Sutra, the Śūraṅgama Sūtra, the Sūtra of Perfect Enlightenment, the Vimalakīrti Sūtra, the Platform Sutra of the Sixth Patriarch, as well as the five Pure Land scriptures, esoteric ritual texts, and Chan records. As he read, he took notes. Often the ink in his fountain pen ran dry late at night. The pages were densely covered with phrases: “emptiness and existence are not two,” “all dharmas are mind-only,” “who is reciting the Buddha,” “the root of birth and death,” “not one thought arising,” “understanding the mind and seeing the nature,” “mind, Buddha, and sentient beings are without difference.”
By day, he still went to work at the Foreign Trade company, checked certificates, translated letters, and received Chinese merchants. By night, however, he seemed another person, sitting alone beneath the lamp, feeling his way inch by inch through the sutra treasury. Seeing the bluish shadows under his eyes, colleagues in the office joked, “Xiao Ma, did you go cultivate immortality again last night?”
Xinde smiled. “Not cultivate immortality. Make up lessons.”
“What lessons?”
He thought for a moment and said, “The lesson of birth and death.”
No one understood; they only took it as another of his strange sayings.
But Xinde knew in his heart that the Dharma had pushed him to a deeper place. Elder Jingxin’s teachings were plain and broad, like a compassionate elder teaching him over and over to begin with cause and effect, filial piety, Buddha-recitation, and correcting faults. Many doubts were gradually opened there. For example, in the past he had always felt that “letting go” was too light; later he understood that letting go was not abandoning the world, but no longer being led around by the world. In the past, he had felt that “rebirth in the Pure Land” sounded like escaping reality; later he understood that rebirth was the destination of vow-power, not the fantasy of a lazy person. Yet there was one place he still wanted to touch personally.
That was the “mind.”
If the Dharma became only moral exhortation, it had not yet reached the root. If it became only a destination after death, there was still a layer between. Xinde wanted to know where the Chan school’s so-called original face truly was. Was there truly a road to walk in the Esoteric teaching of cultivating and realizing in this very body? He was no longer satisfied with hearing principles. He wanted to place his body, breath, deluded thoughts, suffering, and questions all into cultivation and temper them there.
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Chapter 95
From Chan Meditation to the Practice of Esoteric Buddhism
What opened him suddenly was Elder Yuan Yin.
At first, he only borrowed several of Elder Yuan Yin’s teachings from a lay practitioner. The books were not new; the paper corners had curled. Inside, they spoke of the Mind-Center Dharma, the Dharma gate of the mind-ground, and the original harmony of Chan, Pure Land, and Esoteric teaching. They said that cultivation must not cling to words, yet must also not depart from actual practice. Elder Yuan Yin’s words were not like academic essays. They did not circle around, nor were they embellished. Sometimes they were as plain as household conversation; sometimes one sentence struck like thunder.
The book said that the Dharma is not about searching outside for a Buddha, but about turning the light around and recognizing one’s own mind; not about verbally speaking emptiness, but about seeing through at the moment a thought arises; not about escaping the human world, but about not being turned by the six sense objects while within them.
Reading these words, Xinde felt as though a long-closed window had suddenly been pushed open.
He put down the book and sat beneath the lamp for a long time. Outside the window, night was deep. The sound of trains came from afar, faint and intermittent. He suddenly understood that the “truth of life” he had been asking about all these years was not on the horizon, nor inside some answer outside books, but right here, between delusion and awakening in this one thought of mind. When Lee Hong left, what hurt was the mind; when colitis flared, what feared was the mind; when he read philosophy and asked questions, what moved was the mind; when he recited the Buddha’s name and sought peace, what returned was still the mind. If one did not understand this mind, then no matter how much theory one had, it was only branches and leaves. If one could work upon the mind-ground, then Chan, Pure Land, and Esoteric teaching no longer contradicted one another.
Unfortunately, Elder Yuan Yin had already passed away.
A regret arose in Xinde’s heart like that of a traveler who reaches the ferry only to find the boat has already left the shore, leaving only vast river water before him. Before the Buddha image, he joined his palms and said softly, “This disciple’s blessings are thin; I was not able to see the Elder in person.” That night, he hardly slept. At dawn, he made a decision: return to the Dragon Kingdom, find Elder Yuan Yin’s temple, and seek his lineage.
Before long, he requested leave and returned to China.
The plane took off from Sydney and passed through the clouds. Looking out at the boundless white clouds, his heart was unusually quiet. Many years earlier, he had left China in order to study, travel far, and question life. Now, returning again, it was to seek a road inward. The humid heat of Canton struck his face like old fate embracing him again. He did not first return to Qianzhou, but followed the address given to him by lay practitioners, making his way in search of Yuan Yin Temple.
Yuan Yin Temple was not in a bustling place.
That day the sky was slightly overcast. Bamboo shadows stood beside the mountain road, and the air carried the smell of earth, grass, and trees. The temple gate was not magnificent, but it was pure and quiet. In front of the hall, incense smoke was faint, and several old trees stood silently. As Xinde walked in, his steps involuntarily became light. He had never met Elder Yuan Yin, yet he felt that every stone step and every birdcall here seemed to retain the Elder’s lingering sound.
The one who received him was Elder Yuan Yin’s chief disciple.
That Dharma master was no longer young. His face was thin, but his eyes were bright. Xinde knelt and bowed, explaining why he had come: that he had entered through Western philosophy, undergone illness and heartbreak, encountered Pure Land in Australia, read the Buddhist canon, and later, after reading Elder Yuan Yin’s teachings, felt his heart suddenly open. He hoped to take refuge and study the Mind-Center Esoteric Dharma.
After listening, the Dharma master was silent for a while, then asked, “Having studied so much, are you seeking spiritual powers, or seeking to end birth and death?”
Xinde lowered his head. “This disciple does not seek spiritual powers. I only wish to know what the mind ultimately is, where suffering arises, and how one may truly be liberated.”
The Dharma master asked again, “Can you endure hardship?”
Xinde replied, “I have endured the suffering of illness, the suffering of love, and the suffering of factories. But the suffering of cultivation—I still do not know.”
The Dharma master smiled faintly. “Whether you know or not does not matter. Whether you are willing is what matters. The Mind-Center Dharma is not for talking mysteries and wonders. It must be sat out, endured out, seen out within deluded thoughts. If you only want to understand one more field of knowledge, go back and read books. If you truly want to cultivate, then plant your feet firmly.”
Xinde joined his palms. “This disciple is willing to cultivate.”
Thus he took refuge under Elder Yuan Yin’s chief disciple and formally began studying the Mind-Center Esoteric Dharma.
The ceremony was simple, pure, and solemn. In the hall, the lamps were gentle, the Buddha image quiet and dignified, and incense smoke rose thread by thread. The Dharma master transmitted the essentials and instructed him to keep precepts, maintain a vegetarian diet, bring forth the mind, keep steady daily practice, not show off, not crave states, not look down upon Pure Land, and not cling to Esoteric teaching as superior. Chan, Pure Land, and Esoteric teachings were all skillful means of the Buddha; each Dharma returns to mind. If discrimination arises, one has already departed from the Way.
Listening, Xinde’s heart trembled again and again.
After returning to Australia, he began sitting in meditation before dawn, day after day, for three years.
At first, it was painful.
Every day at four in the morning, when the alarm rang, the world was still dark. There were no human voices on the streets of Chatswood. Occasionally an early vehicle passed, its light flashing through the crack in the curtain. Xinde rose, put on clothes, washed his face, lit a stick of incense, joined his palms before the small Buddha image, then sat cross-legged. His legs quickly grew numb, his waist ached, his back hurt, and deluded thoughts surged like the tide. Not long after he formed the mudra and began reciting the mantra, countless stray thoughts rushed up: company documents, Mr. Liu’s words, Lee Hong’s shadow, his parents’ faces, Lide’s official world, Yide’s platform, philosophical sentences he had once read—all tossed and churned within the stillness.
Only then did he know that what he had usually called quiet was merely a quiet environment; the mind had never been quiet.
Sometimes, halfway through a sitting, the old illness in his abdomen faintly hurt. Sometimes his legs were numb as if pricked by needles, sweat seeping from his forehead. Sometimes drowsiness almost made him collapse. Sometimes deluded thoughts were so fierce that he wanted to get up and flee. He remembered the Dharma master’s words: do not fear deluded thoughts; what is to be feared is running after them. Look at them, illuminate them, neither suppressing nor following. When a thought arises, awaken immediately.
So he gritted his teeth and sat on.
One morning after rising, he felt pain in his abdomen—a strange pain, with a feeling as if he wanted to vomit. He went to the bathroom, leaned over the toilet, and vomited out a turbid, purplish-black substance like sheets of seaweed, as much as a large bowl. For a moment, his heart panicked. But then he remembered Elder Yuan Yin had taught: do not be afraid; these are the accumulated filth of long years—greed, anger, and delusion—all being expelled. Afterward, indeed, his whole body felt light and clear. He felt that he should become still more diligent.
He sat through spring, when birdsong gradually rose outside the window. He sat through summer, when heat had already gathered before dawn. He sat through autumn, when Sydney’s morning wind turned cool. He sat through winter, when his hands and feet were icy and his knees felt like stone. He no longer explained himself to colleagues, nor did he show off to anyone. By day, he went to work as before, wrote documents, checked certificates, and answered phones. At night, he slept early. Before dawn, he rose to sit. Over three years, he declined many gatherings, spoke less idle talk, and even the expression on his face slowly settled into quietness.
Someone said, “Xiao Ma, you are getting stranger and stranger.”
He only smiled.
After three years, he did not dare say he had awakened, nor did he dare claim any accomplishment. Yet some things had indeed changed. When thoughts arose, he saw them faster than before. When anger appeared, he was no longer immediately dragged away by it. When he thought of Lee Hong, there were still ripples in his heart, but less judgment. Facing the struggle for fame and profit inside the company, he no longer easily gave rise to contempt. The Dharma was no longer only principles in books; it had become the body’s memory of sitting down again and again in the cold, silent room at four in the morning.
One early morning, when the sky was not yet fully light, he finished a sitting and opened his eyes.
Outside the window, the first train slowly passed. The sound of the rails no longer seemed desolate as in old days, but rather like the sound of a wooden fish coming from far away. A thin line of light fell on the table, illuminating the sutras, notes, incense ash, and that old refuge certificate. Xinde suddenly felt that he had walked many roads: from Heavenly Temple in Qianzhou to classrooms at Fudan; from Christian churches to Pure Land places of practice; from the Buddhist canon to Yuan Yin Temple; from reasoning to actual cultivation.
The road was still long. Doubt still remained.
Yet he finally knew that truth is not argued into being, nor heard into being, and still less is it stored away inside some book.
It requires a person to sit day by day, illuminate thought by thought, and turn back again and again from delusion.
Three years of dawns were like three years of dark nights.
And in the dark night, he finally saw that the lamp in his heart was not in the distance.
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Chapter 96
Finding Refuge in Buddhism
Spiritual enlightenment may be suddenly awakened to; practice must be gradually cultivated. Xinde knew well that if a place of awakening did not settle into daily effort, it would be like flowers in the sky, or the moon in water—able to dazzle the eye, yet difficult in the end to become real. And so, whenever work was done and the night grew deep and still beneath the lamp, he would open the scriptures and read.
The Buddhist canon was vast as the blue sea. He did not dare enter it lightly with a clever mind, but only with a heart of shame and reverence, reading word by word, contemplating sentence by sentence. When he reached a place of doubt, he stopped his pen. When he reached a place that struck pain, he joined his palms. When he reached a place where the gate of the heart suddenly opened, he felt that all sounds in the world had fallen silent, and that only this one matter—birth and death not yet ended—was most real.
Gradually, he understood that scriptures were not meant to decorate learning, nor to contend with others for victory. Every line and verse in the sutras flowed from the Buddha’s great compassion, illuminating the dream of delusion in which sentient beings had wandered for a thousand kalpas. If one understood them only as words, one betrayed the Buddha’s intention. If one could turn the light around and reflect within, then every sentence was a blade, cutting through false thinking; every word was medicine, treating old and deep disease. Thus he wrote down, little by little, what he gained from reading. At first it was scattered, like footprints left by a traveler on snow. Over time, those footprints joined into a road, and a certain order gradually arose in his heart.
Notes on Feeling One’s Way Through the Śūraṅgama recorded his fear and joy as he groped forward at the edge of the vast ocean of the Śūraṅgama. The meanings of the Śūraṅgama were profound and hidden, like Mount Sumeru entering a mustard seed, like a bright mirror reflecting all phenomena. He did not dare say he understood it; he only dared say he was feeling his way. Touching one place, he knew that in the past he had mistaken the false for the true. Touching one layer, he saw that at the gates of the six sense faculties, everywhere stood the barrier of birth and death.
The Power of the Mind wrote of how the subtlety of one thought can turn the ordinary into the sage, and can also turn the sage back into the ordinary. The successes and failures, honors and humiliations of the world appear to be pushed along by outer conditions, yet in truth they all begin from the source of the mind. If the mind is dull and sunken, even gold becomes a shackle. If the mind is clear and bright, the dust of toil itself becomes a place of practice.
He wrote An Exposition of the Diamond Sutra with particular care. The two words diamond can cut through everything, yet injure nothing. “All that has form is false and illusory”; yet within the false and illusory, the weeping and laughter of sentient beings are vivid, and suffering and joy are clear. True emptiness is not escaping the human world, but moving amid the ten thousand tangled states without being turned by states, without being bound by appearances.
Commentary and Notes on the Platform Sutra of the Sixth Patriarch was closer still to his own body and mind. The Sixth Patriarch’s line, “Originally there is not a single thing,” seems lightly spoken, yet it bears the weight of a thousand jun. In a person’s life, so much attachment, so many grievances, so much self-righteousness all come from the thought, “I possess something.” If one can truly see that the original nature is pure, then one knows that letting go is not loss, but returning home.
As for The Taste of the Western Land of Ultimate Bliss, he wrote it most gently. Ultimate Bliss was not only a distant Pure Land, but the final refuge of sentient beings in the sea of suffering, the compassion and steadiness hidden within one recitation of the Buddha’s name. In this sahā world, the mind is always drifting. If one can taste even a thread of coolness within Buddha-recitation, then one knows that the taste of Ultimate Bliss is not outside words; it is precisely within this one thought of turning back.
He was not in a hurry to show these booklets to others. He only bound them one by one and placed them on his desk, as though handing over the doubt, faith, suffering, and awakening of half his life to the washing of time. He thought that if one day the causes and conditions matured, perhaps they might become books. If in the end they could not become books, that too did not matter. For the true book was not on paper, but in the heart. Words on paper grow old; if the illumination in the heart can continue, then it is a living Buddhist canon. Principle sees daylight in sudden awakening; practice verifies spring and autumn through gradual cultivation. If a person is willing to walk toward his own deepest place, then the thousand sutras and ten thousand treatises finally point to only one word:
Awake.
Xinde had not expected to see Daoxiang at Jingxin Palace in Brisbane.
The weather that day was very good. Queensland’s sky was blue and high, and sunlight fell on the grass outside the place of practice, where tree shadows swayed gently. The Dharma assembly was about to begin. Lay practitioners from many places arrived one after another: some from Sydney, some from Melbourne, and some from the mainland, Hong Kong, and Taiwan. Several coaches were parked at the gate. When the doors opened, devotees wearing haiqing robes, others in ordinary clothes, people carrying cloth bags and sutra books, stepped down one by one, their faces carrying the fatigue and joy of long travel.
Xinde stood by the side of the gate, helping guide arrivals.
He was only serving temporarily as a volunteer, holding a stack of registration forms, listening as Mandarin, Cantonese, Minnan, and English mingled together. His heart was very quiet. Suddenly, a coach coming from the direction of the airport stopped. The door opened. First, several middle-aged lay practitioners got down; then a few monastics. At the end, a nun with the bearing of a Daoist cultivator slowly stepped down from the bus.
Her figure was slender, her robe plain and clean, and in her hand she carried an old cloth bag. Her brows and eyes no longer had the tender innocence of girlhood, yet she still possessed a cool and gentle air, like a white lotus in the mountains after wind and frost, its petals drawn inward, its fragrance deeper. When she got off the bus, she lifted her head and looked once toward the place of practice. Her gaze was calm, her steps very light.
The registration forms in Xinde’s hand suddenly trembled.
In that instant, many long-sealed things seemed to be blown open by the wind: Qianzhou, Immortal Turtle Mountain, Heavenly Temple, Muyang Monastery, the scent of pine resin, hawthorn candy, the little path beneath the kapok trees, Perfected Master Zitian’s compassionate eyes, and that little Daoist girl who lowered her head and smiled.
He could almost not believe his own eyes.
“Miaoyin?” he blurted out. His voice was very soft, yet it seemed to come from many years before.
The bhikṣuṇī stopped. She never thought that someone would call her birth name here.
She turned her head and saw Xinde, and in her eyes too flashed a trace of surprise that could not be concealed. She looked fixedly at him for a moment, as though trying to recognize the youth of old within the face of a grown man. Then she joined her palms, her voice low, gentle, and clear.
“Xinde?”
The two stood looking at one another across the passing crowd.
Around them, everything was still lively. People moved luggage, asked where to register, called out companions’ names. Sunlight struck the windows of the coach and reflected in a sheet of white light. Yet in that moment, Xinde felt that all surrounding sounds had grown distant. After so many years of wandering, so many years of seeking the Way, so many years drifting in the sea of people, here, at the gate of a place of practice in the Southern Hemisphere, a childhood acquaintance had been delivered before his eyes.
He joined his palms in return, his throat slightly tight. “It really is you.”
Miaoxiang smiled faintly. In that smile were surprise, sighing, and also the restraint familiar to one who had left the household life.
“I am called Miaoxiang now,” she said.
Xinde nodded. “I heard that you later left Heavenly Temple, but I never knew where you had gone.”
Miaoxiang lowered her eyes. “I walked through many places.”
Those five brief words were like a door opening a thin crack. Behind it were mountain roads, wind and snow, unfamiliar borders, temple lamps, and also sufferings not meant to be spoken of at once. Xinde did not ask further. He knew that the Dharma assembly was about to begin, and this was not the time to speak of old days. He knew still more that some lives should not be opened hurriedly in the noise of a crowd.
A lay practitioner beside them reminded her, “Dharma Master, please register this way.”
Miaoxiang nodded, then looked again at Xinde. “You also came to listen to the Dharma?”
Xinde said, “Yes. I work in Australia. These past few years, I have slowly been studying Buddhism.”
A warm light rose faintly in Miaoxiang’s eyes. “You have come here too.”
She said it very softly, yet it seemed to contain many unfinished meanings.
For a moment, Xinde did not know how to answer. Yes, he too had come here. From philosophy at Fudan to a sickbed in Australia; from the door of a church to Pure Land places of practice; from old videotapes in the Chatswood library to this Dharma assembly in Brisbane. He had walked many roads, thinking he was searching for the Dharma. He had not expected the Dharma also to bring an old acquaintance back before him.
Miaoxiang followed the others toward the registration desk, the old cloth bag swaying lightly at her side. After a few steps, she turned back and looked once at Xinde, joining her palms in greeting.
Xinde also joined his palms.
Sunlight fell on her gray robe like a faint layer of dusty radiance. The coach door closed, and the sound of the engine gradually lowered. At exactly that moment, the bell of the place of practice rang out—one sound, then another, scattering into Brisbane’s clear sky.
Xinde stood where he was for a long time without moving.
He knew this was not accidental.
At least, it was not merely accidental.
The opportunities of life, the unseen causes and conditions in the dark, had already, within this bell sound, quietly begun again.
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