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First Stroke of Ausmcuousness, Sutra Copying for Blessings
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In cultivation, there are 84,000 kinds of dharma practices, and hand-
copying sutras is one of them. Sutra copying can help us focus our minds,
nurture our character, and open our wisdom. The Bodhisattva Asanga once
said: “There are five benefits from handcopying a sutra: (1) One can draw
near to the Tathagata; (2) One can gather in and gain blessings and virtues;
(3) Praising the Dharma is also cultivating; (4) One can receive offerings
from heavenly beings; (5) One can eradicate offenses.

The emperors in the Qing Dynasty, starting from Emperor Kangxi,
would select special occasions like New Year’s Day, Long Life Festival (the
emperot’s birthday), Thousand Autumns Festival (birthdays of the emperor’s
grandmother, the emperot’s mother, the empress) to first bathe and apply
perfume, then start copying a sutra to pray for blessings and longevity.
Furthermore, the records of responses from the Great Sages who sincerely
handcopied sutras can hardly be enumerated. One of the reasons the
Amitabba Sutra circulated widely was because of Great Master Shandao of
the Tang Dynasty. Great Master Shandao used the offerings that he received
and hired someone to handcopy 10,000 copies of the Awmitabha Sutra.

In 2006, Gold Buddha Monastery started this tradition “First Stroke of
Auspiciousness, Sutra Copying for Blessings”. This event was conducted on
Chinese New Year’s Eve at 1:30 in the afternoon. All those who participated
brought forth their earnest sincerity to hand-copy sutras. For three years,
they handcopied the The Heart of Prajna Paramita Sutra, Vajra Prajna Paramita
Sutra, “Great Strength Bodhisattva’s Perfect Penetration Chapter”, The
Avatamsaka Sutra Preface, The Sutra of the Eight Awakenings of Great Sages, etc.
For this year’s (Jan 25, 2009) sutra copying event, the Shurangama Mantra
Verses by Venerable Master Hua, was specially added.

More than 70 people handcopied sutras the first year. At that time, all
the participants expressed their dharma-joy at hand-copying sutras; and
also, because they were afraid to make a mistake, they were so engrossed in
copying that they didn’t have any false thoughts. Compared to other dharma
doors, copying sutras is most effective for “focusing the mind in one place,
without giving rise to false thoughts.” One lay person was so overjoyed
in copying sutras that his dharma joy continued for a few weeks; and he
couldn’t wait for the next sutra hand-copying event.

Other than sutra copying, for the past four years, from Chinese New
Year’s Eve to the seventh day of first lunar month, Gold Buddha Monastery
also invites the assembly to write “Auspicious Words” to their heart’s desire
in big calligraphy writing; hence the name “First Stroke of Auspiciousness.”
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Above: Vajra Sutra handcopied by Emperor Qian :
Long in the Qing Dynasty
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Through this activity, they wrote down the hopes they have for
PSR- ORISR [T S - the New Year, at the same time wishing each other well. Indeed,

Below: A disciple writing her hopes for the New Year this is a profoundly meaningful event.
and sending good wishes to others.

In the Qing Dynasty, every year, during the transition from
the old year to the new year, the emperor would specially hold a
grand and serene “First Stroke” ceremony. He would first use the
red-ink brush to write the word “Fu” (Blessing), then he’d use
a writing brush to write auspicious words, praying for a smooth
and safe year, and for the state and all people to work in peace

“and harmony.

Whether it’s the “First Stroke” or “Sutra Copying”, these two
activities gave those who grew up in the Western world, most
of whom have never held a Chinese brush or written traditional
Chinese words, or have never come to the monastery, a chance
to experience and taste the history of the art of “Chinese
Calligraphy” that has been passed down for many thousands of
years. Furthermore, it gave them ah;opportunity to draw near to
the Triple Jewel and plant the seeds of proper Bodhi. I vow that
those who hear and see this will bring forth their great Bodhi
mind and quickly attain Buddhahood.
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