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Pure Land in Samsara—
Excerpts from the Amitabha Session

Bk~ BT ARGENR2011F12A 24 B # Hh % K B
Talks given by Chin-Lian Wu and Miao-Cheng Xu
on December 24, 2011 at Buddha Hall, CTTB
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Some say that of all the Dharma assemblies that take place at the City of Ten
Thousand Buddhas, the one that carries a special energy is the Amitabha session
occurring at the end of the year. It’s because all the participants who come have
the same belief; that is being mindful in reciting the Buddha’s name. Without
distraction, everyone is very focused in the recitation, and the concentration fills
the Buddha Hall at CTTB with so strong a magnetism that people do not want
to leave. This energy was particularly obvious this year.

Approaching the year 2012 where disasters are predicted to be inevitable
in the course of the year, the collective sense of commitment in cultivating
together under these circumstances make the Amitabha recitation all the more
inconceivable and precious. Not only is the session’s length increased to two
weeks, but also the number of participants increased this year compared to
previous years. The assembly recited so harmoniously that it appeared as if one
was already in the Sea Vast Lotus Pool Assembly of the Pure Land. The line in
the sutra describes the “great virtuous ones gathering in one place”; this image
was solemnly laid out.

In this issue, we have selected a few Dharma talks given at the end of the
session for your enjoyment. Hopefully they can refresh the memories of those
who were present, reminding them to be vigorous. Those who were unable to
attend could also share the Dharma joy and make good use of their time in

reciting the Buddha’s name. Together, let’s make 2012 brighter.

© Chin-Lian Wu

Buddhas, Bodhisattvas, the Venerable Master, the Dharma Masters, and all
good advisors; my name is Qin Jian. I come from China and am currently
enrolled in school here in the United States. This is my first time visiting CTTB
and also my first time taking part in the Amitabha session. I am therefore very

pleased to be here and to share my inspirations with all of you tonight.
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Despite the news about how chilly the City can be at this time of the year, I did
not feel cold when I arrived. Instead I found that the temperature was just right
to stimulate the right intention. Sometimes, comfortable temperatures may not
be ideal and could work against vigor in cultivating.

On the second day, I took refuge and began observing the five precepts. This
commitment required me to put on a robe and a sash. Once dressed, I felt
this double layer surrounding me like a fence, guarding me from distractions
and holding me focused. In order to keep up with the busy schedule of the
assembly, my day started at pre-dawn and went until after dark. The City’s daily
program, including the mid-day meal chanting, is fully packed with planned
ritual performances allowing very little break between activities. This tight
schedule works hand-in-hand with the practice of the right intention, keeping
the momentum of the latter uninterrupted and continuous throughout the day.
And it is these strict conditions that earned CTTB the reputation as being the
best place for cultivation.

CTTB is indeed the most extraordinary place in the entire United States.
In addition to the diversity of the congregation bringing in people of various
backgrounds such as Chinese, American, Vietnamese, etc... I am especially
humbled by the dedication of the many westerners who participated in the
Amitabha session, and their ability to flawlessly recite the six holy syllables of
‘Namo Amitofo.” These Americans who came to the City exhibited a very solid
understanding of Buddhism in general, and the subject of Pure Land tradition,
in particular. Among them, some engaged in serious practice of the religion itself.
The Americans here contrast sharply with the rest of the Americans whose overall
understanding of Buddhism has only reached some basic concepts of meditation,
karma, and awakening.

One day after lunch, I saw a group of young girls were leaving school, repeatedly
reciting Namo Amitofo; the clear voice reflected their innocence and carefree
state of mind, giving me the impression that they were adorable angels. These
young girls are mostly Caucasian, and this angelic landscape is probably the most
unique scene on earth and thus worth noticing.

One cannot help but feel strongly motivated upon entering CT'TB. The ethical
lifestyle of the people in the City constantly reminds each of us to cultivate
with vigor, to feel part of the community. Engaging in careless or irrelevant
conversation is viewed as inappropriate and can lead to karmic consequences.
Speaking of vigorous environments, CT'TB indeed has no parallel; even the
toughest school, the California Institute of Technology, comes in a distant
second. Ultimately, seeking liberation from suffering and seeking excellence in
academia are two separate and distinct matters.

My most memorable moment of the Amitabha session was one involving the
practice of sitting meditation and stillness. Sitting for an hour at home demands
minimum physical effort, but the difference is poles apart when one has to sit on
a thinly padded cushion in the City; the legs and torso are first victims of pain.
Therefore, a sit long enough to burn 3 %2 incense sticks becomes a true test of
my muscle/lower back endurance, and the ever worsening pain also caused an

increase in heartbeat rate and produced boiling heat in my head. The aftermath of
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this painful process was totally unprecedented; I felt as if I was being immersed
in a melting furnace for a muscle and tendon straightening exercise. In any
case, the experience was very worthwhile. Only at CTTB do I get this good of
an exercise to train myself both physically and mentally.

As an endnote, I would like to express my gratitude to the many Dharma
Masters for such an opportunity. I would also like to thank the Venerable Master
for this wonderful monastery, and finally I want to show my appreciation

to all of you Dharma friends for your guidance and many encouragements.

Amitabha.

© Miao-Cheng Xu

Buddhas, Bodhisattvas, Venerable Master, Dharma Masters, and all good
knowing advisors, I am Miao Cheng and would like to share my thoughts on
the Amitabha recitation session. I come from China and presently serve as a
visiting professor at the University of lowa. My gratitude goes to the Buddha
and the Bodhisattvas for allowing me the chance to participate in both the
Amitabha session and the upcoming winter Chan session.

Rare is the opportunity to come and partake in the Dharma assemblies
organized by CTTB. For many followers like us, who still reside in Mainland
China, these opportunities are very, very hard to come by. There are many
devoted Buddhist followers back home. They all express an utmost respect
and confidence in the Venerable Master and await my return to the country
to share with them my experiences here at CTTB. Taking with me their
expectations and their reverence for the Venerable Master, along with my own
sense of shame, I am stepping into the dreamland, CTTB.

I have not been studying Buddhism for long, only a little over a year since the
time I took refuge, but the Venerable Master has been a well-known figure in
Buddhism for as long as I can remember. Over the last 30 years, I have lived in
delusion and alienation, carrying out each act and thought with greed, hatred,
and ignorance. Adding to the list are jealousy, arrogance, and my inconsistent
behaviors; I am a person filled with heavy karma and offenses. When I look
at the Venerable Master’s lifetime compassionate achievements, I feel great
shame. Many times, as I hear mention of the Venerable Master’s legacy, hot
tears of shame start slowly rolling down my cheek.

This occasion of the Amitabha session marked my first time joining a large
scale Dharma assembly. In the days prior, I had very little knowledge of
Amitabha Buddha; I often discredited him. At times, I even ignored the Pure
Land practice altogether. In the beginning of this Amitabha session, I mumbled
the Buddha’s name; technically speaking, I was following and synchronizing
with the crowd but in fact, my eyes wandered and my thoughts were distracted
so much that concentration and focus, very crucial in a recitation, were nowhere
to be found. After reading the Venerable Master’s Dharma talk stressing the
benefits of wholeheartedly reciting Amitabha, I gradually began to have some
vague ideas and grasped the basic meaning of the holy name recitation.

In his talk of last Tuesday evening, the Venerable Master clarified a passage of

the Shurangama Sutra on the topic of confidence, he said: “If you have faith in
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your Master, even if he misspeaks, you still feel that it makes sense.” Venerable
Master’s talk is very entertaining; his dry sense of humor can definitely get a
smile or two out of you. With that talk, I suddenly felt a connection with the
Master and my confidence towards the Pure Land practice increased. Next, I
found myself tuned in to listen to my own voice chanting Amitabha. Slowly I
was able to apply a genuine effort to single-mindedly recite the Buddha’s name.

In a chapter of the Arya Sanghata Sutra, the Buddha said that had one not
encountered Tathagathas as numerous as the grains of sand in ninety billion
Ganges rivers, one would have been unable to hear of the Sanghata Dharma
door. The connection here is, the Buddha is just as compassionate as a mother
who relentlessly called ninety billion times upon her child, a wandering
vagabond such as myself, to strive on my spiritual path, but I have let each of
the attempts go in vain. This time, on the rare occasion of encountering the
Pure Land practice, I no longer can afford to let the chance slip by.

In just a few short days, I have run into plenty of heart-wrenching and
remarkable events. The morning bowing and the interrogation into oneself
(‘Ask yourself: Am I selfish? Ask yourself: Am I greedy, etc...’) are just two of
the many examples. The Venerable Master’s Dharma talk is usually mixed with
humor, full of wisdom, and plenty accurate as if he could read the minds of
many living beings. I lived this sentiment every evening, and time usually ran
out before I had enough of his talk. One day, a guest speaker recounted that
sometime ago, the conditions were still premature for the Venerable Master to
propagate the Dharma. Before anyone realized, ha just waited six years in the
United States for the conditions to become ready. This incident was so moving
that tears once again instantly fell from my eyes.

Staying at the City really gives me a feeling of home. The daily experience of
waking up at dawn, following the morning chanting, then the Buddha’s name
reciting, and ending with the evening prayer gives me a chance to live in an
ideal world that I have never experienced before. In the end, my technique
in reciting the Buddha’s name has improved; the more I recite, the calmer I
become. But I am conscious and well aware that the journey has just started
and to reach an inch farther, much hard work and diligence still are needed on
my part. | hope that the day will come when I can master the skill of mindfully
reciting the Buddha’s name and contemplate life in total detachment of the
view of self, the view of others, the view of living beings, and the view of life
span. May all of us find ourselves at the destination—the Land of Ultimate
Bliss, simply to reconvene and to reenter the Saha world, just like the Venerable

Master, to preach the timeless Dharma and to save living beings.





