Insight from Translating the Sutra of the Buddha
2 Proclaiming the Names of Buddhas.
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1. Preface

It is difficult to hear about the 10,000 Buddhas
Repentance; it is even more difficult to bow the
10,000 Buddhas Repentance. It is much more
difficult to bow the 10,000 Buddhas Repentance
at the City of Ten Thousand Buddhas (CTTB),
and it is difficult beyond words to bow the entire
three-week 10,000 Buddhas Repentance at CTTB.
Then...to translate the book of 10,000 Buddhas
Repentance into English—the difficulty of this task
far surpasses all the difficulties mentioned previously
totalled. I called the year 2012 “year of the Buddha
names translation.” Why is this? I can explain from
our undertaking the task of doing the translation of
The Buddha Speaks the Buddhas Names Sutra from
Chinese to English for this whole year of 2012.

II. The 10,000
Buddhas Repentance

© Some Comparisons of the Repentance Books

Apart from the Great Compassion Repentance,
the most popular repentances in China are
Repentance of Emperor Liang, Water Repentance
of Kindness Samadhi, and the Medicine Master
Repentance. Other repentances, such as the Dharma
Flower Repentance, and the Flower Adornment
Repentance are less known, much the less the
10,000 Buddhas Repentance. Then when was the
first 10,000 Buddhas Repentance ever bowed?
Who started this practice or who were among the
earliest advocates of bowing this Repentance? There
are no ways for us to find out now. However, if we

look at the Preface to the Repentance Based on the
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Sutra of the Buddha Proclaims the Names of the Buddhas, which was written by Master
Ming Xin (Enlightened Mind) of Yunnan Province, we know that there were already
people practicing this Dharma in the Ming Dynasty. What about people of the
earlier dynasties, such as the Tang, Song, and Yuan Dynasties? We assume that there
should be people practicing this Dharma as well, but so far we haven’t been able to
dig up evidences to back our claim.

Both of the Repentance of Emperor Liang and the Water Repentance of Kindness
Samadhi differ greatly from the 10,000 Buddhas Repentance. Both of them have
stories of how each Repentance came to be composed. The stories themselves were
real occurrences in history and extremely touching, especially the Repentance of
Emperor Liang. The Emperor Liang Repentance enjoys great popularity among
most of the Mahayana monasteries and people take it seriously and choose to
join it sincerely. The 10,000 Buddhas Repentance is based upon the Sutra of the
Buddha Proclaims the Names of the Buddhas. However, when the World-Honored
One spoke this Sutra his original intent, I believe, had nothing to do with the later
generations” use of it as a book for bowing repentance. Over time, people added
more ritual literature elements, such as the hymns in honor of the Buddha. So the
10,000 Buddhas Repentance, in comparison with the repentance books, such as the
Emperor Liang Repentance which was specifically written as a repentance, naturally

falls short in elegance of language, and consequently popularity, as the latter one.

© Repentance System Established at CTTB

The City of Ten Thousand Buddhas was acquired in 1976, and was dedicated
in 1979. The Next year in 1980, the first Ten Thousand Buddhas Repentance was
held at CTTB. At its beginning, everything was simple, small in scale with few
participants, and not up to the standards in many aspects. Sometimes the repentance
was held in daytime, sometimes at night because those who were working in daytime
and could only come during the night to participate. It was later that the system of
bowing the 21- or 22-day Repentance in daytime became established. Later the blue-
colored 12 volume Bowing Repentance books with Pinyin was published, which
made the bowing more convenient and the ritual more standardized. Eventually it
earned recognition from the public and became a large distinguished CTTB-styled
Dharma session.

To finish the entire three-weeks session is a very difficult thing—for monastics and
laity alike. Lay people need to earn a living outside; monastics have daily monastic
duties to attend to in order to keep the monastery running. For overseas lay people,
they have another test—they need to face the risk of being declined the visa again
and again. All these factors make bowing the full 10,000 Buddhas Repentance even
more difficult. However, we see an unflagging enthusiasm in the fourfold assemblies.
It must be due to the advocating efforts of the Venerable Master and also due to the
direct benefits people have from practicing this Dharma.

Most of us are quite familiar with the Venerable Master’s instructional talks;
one of these stories was pretty well-known among his Dharma talks. The story goes
that when the Venerable Master Hsu Yun was in his seclusion on Mount Gu (Mt.
Drum), he practiced 10,000 Buddhas Repentance vigorously. Venerable Master Hua
also said, all Buddhas and Bodhisattvas in their past lives bowed the 10,000 Buddhas
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Repentance, and he himself also bowed the 10,000 Buddhas Repentance. If
it were not for the advocating efforts of Ven. Master Hua, I believe that the
Buddha Proclaims the Names of Buddhas would be more or less destined to be

sitting high yet lonely on the bookshelves rather than being widely used.

© Bowing without Knowing Whom We are Bowing

After the blue-colored Repentance book was published, bowing the 10,000
Buddhas Repentance has been made much easier than before. However, the
way we bow the 10,000 Buddhas Repentance has one characteristic: most of
time we went through the motion without truly knowing to whom we are
bowing. Usually we just follow the cantor in chanting and bowing through the
fast motion—after one Buddha, we quickly bow to the next Buddha. When it
is over, we close the book without bothering to open it up again to study. We
don’t worry about those names because no one pressures us or questions us on
the meanings of those names. At most, we remember some interesting Buddha
names, such as “Namo Peacock Sounds Buddha,” because we are impressed by
the peacocks’ sounds that sometimes echoed outside the Buddha Hall. It is only
when we sit down to investigate the meanings of those Buddhas’ names, we find
ourselves totally lost and having a huge headache. We are clueless about these
names because, in the past few people ever cared to investigate these Buddha
names, and virtually none of patriarchs or any ancient virtuous one lectured
on this Sutra. Why was it like this? I believe first it has to do with the contents
of this Sutra of the Buddha Proclaims the Names of the Buddpas mostly—it is a
compendium of Buddhas’ names and contains little stories or descriptions.The
second factor, if viewed from its formatting, this Sutra does not directly involve
the principles. All of these factors make this Sutra very challenging to expound.
We can count our fingers to see how many times that the Sutra of the Buddha
Proclaims the Buddha’s Names has ever been lectured in the past: five times...

three, one, or none?
© Translation of the Repentance Book

The Nile River keeps flowing everyday, and we bow the 10,000 Buddhas
Repentance every year. Over time, we have influenced some Western Buddhist
disciples. It is usually rare for us to see Westerners who are keen on bowing to
the Buddhas and even rarer to see Westerners who have bowed formally for one
week or two weeks or the entire three weeks. After so many years of bowing,
we must have moved and motivated a few Westerners to come to participate in
the three-week Repentance. With their participation, there comes the need of
having an English Repentance book for the Westerners to bow the Repentance.
In the past, they simply followed us using the Chinese Pinyin-version books,
bowed and chanted together with us to each of the Buddhas— in Chinese. I
believe that the most sincere Western Buddhist disciples felt that great unease
because it was not done in their mother tongue—English. With only the
Chinese Pinyin version on hand, they were unable to understand the meanings

of Buddhas’ names. Therefore, it is compellingly urgent for us to translate and
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publish the English Repentance book for them.

The majority of participants in the Bowing Repentance in the past
were Asians, and mostly Chinese. They came from Malaysia, Taiwan,
mainland China, or from the Asian communities in France and used the
Chinese Pinyin books. There were also Vietnamese disciples who followed
the Vietnamese Repentance book. Interestingly, the Vietnamese language
therein is Chinese-styled Vietnamese. For simple chanting and bowing for
the Vietnamese, it is alright, but if you ask them exactly to what Buddhas
they are bowing, they would be totally clueless. So, all in all, they bow,
without knowing to whom they are bowing. This is also a pressing issue for
the Vietnamese translation.

When we were translating the Sutra of Buddha Proclaims the Names of
Buddpas, once 1 thought of using Vietnamese sources for reference and
cross-examination so as to ensure the correct meanings of the Sutra. Thus,
one morning, I invited a Vietnamese novice monk to join our translation.
I asked him to cross-examine the Vietnamese version of the Sutra with
the English translation of the Sutra that we were doing. However, after a
while, he still remained silent after we had carried on some discussion on
translation. Curious, I looked into the situation, and it dawned on me that
he was unable to give any constructive suggestion because the Vietnamese
Repentance book is a mere transliteration of the Chinese Repentance
book—thus it is far from being a complete Vietnamese translation
book. Under such circumstances, we felt we were left virtually helpless:
We had neither simple explanations of Venerable Master Hua, nor any
commentaries from any ancient virtuous eminent monks, nor any other
reference books. Translating the Sutra from Chinese to English became even
more challenging.

In general, Mahayana Buddhist Sutras, especially ones that the Venerable
Master had explained before, are not too difficult to translate into English,
Spanish, Vietnamese, Japanese, or other languages. Because the Venerable
Master Hua had pioneered and laid a good foundation for translation
by carefully explaining their meanings, we were spared the distress of
translating obscure terms. This was especially helpful with the translation of
the Shurangama Sutra, the Dharma Flower Sutra, and the Flower Adornment
Sutra. Even if the Venerable Master Hua had not explained them, there
were other eminent monks and Dharma masters who translated or gave
commentaries on these Sutras. Using their instructions as a foundation, the
work of translating Sutras becomes less daunting. However, when it comes
to translating the Sutra of the Buddha Proclaims the Names of Buddhas,
it becomes a lot more challenging as the Sutra is a compendium of the
names of various Buddhas with various meanings. Many of the names,
being transliteration of Sanskrit into Chinese, fall into the Five Categories
of Terms Not to Be Translated (by Venerable Master Dao An). There were
also no translation notes that can verify or show why they were translated in

such a manner, making translation into English even harder.

s> To be continued
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