
The Way of Martial Arts

Lesson 31

M O N T H L Y  I N T E R A C T I V E  L E S S O N S  T O  H E L P  I M P R O V E  Y O U R  D A I L Y  L I F E

B Y M A S T E R E R I C S B A R G E

The late Ch’an (Zen) Master Sheng-Yen, our great-grandmaster in this
practice, wrote the following regarding the Ch’an way: 

“Practice is like climbing a glass mountain covered
with oil.  It is very slippery, with nothing to grasp and
nowhere to get a foothold.  Climb up and you will
slide down again.  But you must persist.  In the end,
wham!  You will suddenly fall down, but where will
you fall?  On the summit of the mountain.  Why?
Because there is no glass mountain.”

Having read this dozens of times and pondered it for several years, I find
it extremely instructive.  First, it raises questions.  Is he referring to medita-
tion practice?  Is he referring to Ch’an practice?  Are the two separate, and
are they in fact separate from any and all aspects of practice in our lives?  Is

practice life itself?
If you study Master Sheng-Yen’s teachings intensively,

as I do, and then put them into practice, as I try to,
you may very well conclude as I have that Ch’an is life

is practice.  A true Ch’an practitioner seeks to experience life
in its full glory, and understands that this will take practice.  

Ch’an practitioners believe that to fully experience our lives, we
have to understand ourselves.  We generally have a pre-conceived and

misguided notion of our “self ” in relation to “life,” and through the
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practice of meditation and the way of Ch’an we typically come to better
understand the nature of this self.

Unrelated to the above glass mountain metaphor, but keeping the moun-
tain as perhaps a useful symbol of life’s inherent challenges (at least life as it
is misunderstood), Master Sheng-Yen wrote:

“Some people say that mountain climbers are really wasting
their time.  They have nothing better to do so they climb
mountains, tire themselves out, and come back with nothing to
show for it.  Yet a person who climbs a tall mountain sees the
world and experiences nature in a very different way from
someone who never leaves his own front door.  Genuine moun-
tain climbers do not struggle up great precipices for the glory of
it.  They know that glory is only a label given by others.  A
true climber climbs for the experience of climbing.  And this is
an experience no one can have without setting a foot on the
mountain path.  If there is any purpose in Ch’an, we may say
it is to discover the nature of the self.  Those who make this
effort discover something sublime.”

So yes, if we are to better know ourselves we must be willing to climb.
We have nothing to show for it but the experience itself – but isn’t experi-
ence all that is meaningful and of value in life?

Now back to the glass mountain covered in oil.  Clearly the task of
ascending this mountain is futile, and the experience of even trying to climb
it can’t be positive or rewarding.  At least a climber on a real mountain, no
matter how steep it may be, has a fighting chance and so can enjoy the
experience of the challenge.  

On a personal note, my mother’s favorite first-cousin growing up, Arthur
Karr Gilkey, was killed in 1953 at the age of 26 as his small expedition
party nearly succeeded but ultimately failed to be the first to ascend the
peak of the Himalaya’s K-2, the world’s second-highest and arguably most
challenging mountain.  While the family grieved over the loss, they also
rejoiced over the fact that he died meeting one of his most passionate chal-
lenges in life.  (The peak was finally conquered a year later by an Italian
party, and Arthur’s avalanche-swept remains were unexpectedly discovered



in 1993 by mountaineers.  A memorial to fifty-plus hikers who have died
on K-2 is named after Arthur.)

Climbing a glass mountain covered with oil necessarily leads to failure,
which negates any passionate challenge or opportunity for personal fulfill-
ment such as my mother’s cousin may have enjoyed.  Yet Master Sheng-
Yen advises us that we must persist in climbing the glass mountain.  Until
one day – wham – you have conquered it.  No, you haven’t scaled it –
you’ve come to understand that the very mountain is a mere illusion.

This illustrates the first of two fundamental principles of Ch’an philos-
ophy:  The principle that all things are illusory, with the second principle
being that all things are impermanent.  Of course these two principles are
closely related.

Our misery, suffering, unhappiness and failures in life exist because we
give them a “footing” on which to exist.  This footing might be a mere
stepping stone, or it might be a mountain.  We allow the footing to be
made of glass and covered in oil so that we are doomed to fail.  

If we simply disallow the footing, regardless of its composition, we
then disallow failure.

Most people never fully realize that we are each in charge of our own
happiness and success, based on our understanding or lack of understand-
ing of the challenges life presents.  Either these challenges are steep and
slippery, or they are not.  Either there is a mountain, or there isn’t.  With
enough practice, I am confident you will see how unreal, illusory and
temporary your challenges really are.

E X E R C I S E O N E

Think about activities you face on a daily, weekly, or otherwise regular
basis which you find to be unpleasant, unsatisfying and causing unhappi-
ness.  Examine whether the activity must in fact be unpleasant, or
whether your perception has made it unpleasant.  For example, in an
extreme case let’s say you must wallow in sewer sludge all day long for
your job (the job market must be very tight).   Isn’t it possible that one
person in this situation grimaces and complains his way through the day,
while a co-worker carries a light-hearted smile and positive attitude
despite the same external conditions?  Don’t we have a choice of attitudes
to take?
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E X E R C I S E T W O

Think about whether you simply expect to have, or wish to have, happi-
ness – or whether you purposely “practice” achieving your happiness.  If you
do practice, what specifically do you practice?  Do you think the smiling
man in the sewer sludge just happens to be that way, or has he cultivated a
positive outlook through specific habits and practices? 

A S S I G N M E N T

Describe an example of a “glass mountain” that you once struggled to
climb that you have since realized never really existed. Send your thoughts
to me at  lessons@thepeacefuldragon.com. Please put “Lesson 31” in the
subject line.

R E C O M M E N D E D  R E A D I N G

Dharma Drum:  The Life and Heart of Ch’an Practice
By Master Sheng-Yen

The first part of this book includes anecdotal explanations of the history
and concepts shaping Ch’an practice, along with recommendations for med-
itation and other Ch’an practices.  The second half, which I especially enjoy,
is comprised of aphorisms and poetic expressions to help guide you in your
Ch’an practice – such as that of the “glass mountain covered in oil.”

SSSS
Every month a book or article will be suggested by Master Sbarge.

Reading about topics related to the arts you are training in will help you get
the most out of your practice. Just remember that reading can never replace
your practice! Each month’s recommended reading is purely optional,
though Master Sbarge may on rare occasion ask that you do read a particu-
lar book.

For additional reading suggestions by Master Sbarge, go to
http://www.thepeacefuldragon.com/books.shtml. For any book or other
item you purchase through The Peaceful Dragon website’s link to
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Amazon.com, a percentage is automatically sent to  The Peaceful Dragon.
We appreciate your support of our school.

Note:  All Peaceful Dragon students are urged to complete monthly
assignments because they are important for you to fully benefit from
your training.


