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Berkeley Buddhist Monastery’s 3-Day
Thanksgiving Amitabha Session

Written by Bhikshu Jin Fo

English Translation by Nancy Chu
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Thanksgiving is an important holiday in America. It is a time when families get
together. This Thanksgiving, Berkeley Buddhist Monastery asked the Amitabha
Buddha, the Buddhas and bodhisattvas, and sages and great virtuous ones to
be present for a three-day Amitabha session. It was the first such 3-day session
held at Berkeley Buddhist Monastery in the past 19 years. Many local disciples
were delighted and filled with joy in the Dharma. It was like Master Hua’s verse:
“Having planted excellent causes and roots of virtue in the past, all Buddhas and
bodhisattvas are one’s own family.” It was also due to past causes and conditions
that enabled this wonderful gathering to happen.

A transmission of the Eight Precepts was offered as a way to support those who
wanted to cultivate purely and focus on being mindful of Amitabha Buddha. On
the first day of the session, the Buddha hall was packed full of participants who,
having received the precepts, were eager to experience life similar to a monastic’s.
It was encouraging and praiseworthy to see the widespread interest in cultivating
purely and with vigor.

This was the first Amitabha session for six of the Western participants. Dharma
Master Jin Chuan compassionately explained for them the method and meaning

of the Pure Land dharma door. Since Berkeley Buddhist Monastery is located in
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downtown Berkeley, newcomers interested in Buddhism often come by.
This was a good opportunity to introduce Buddhadharma to them.

For the past two years, right up to Thanksgiving, California suffered
a drought and in 2014, the City of Berkeley implemented measures
to reduce water usage. During the session, however, it rained for three
consecutive days. This was really inconceivable and it was as welcome
as sweet dew for the session’s participants and city residents alike as it
immediately put out everyone’s anxieties.

During the session, the participants’ harmonious chanting of the
Buddha’s name filled the Buddha hall with an auspicious and joyous
atmosphere for all three days of the session. Everyone was immersed in
the chanting of Amitabha Buddha’s name and forgot what was going on
outside. Tony Fairbank from Seattle said that he followed other people’s
recitation and he was so absorbed in practicing mindfulness of the
Buddha that he didn’t know that it was raining outside.

Master Hua once said, “Those who practice mindfulness of the
Buddha should recite the Buddha’s name until they can no longer feel
the wind blowing or the rain falling.” One who is able to be constantly
mindful of the Buddha is a true practitioner.

Following the evening recitation was the sutra lecture and Dharma
talk, which was a time for session participants to share their experiences.
Four laypeople spoke. Phillip and Valerie Ly, the first two speakers, are
longtime Buddhist followers. They said cultivating mindfulness of the
Buddha requires establishing the mind in the Buddhas name. Our
minds jump up and down like a monkey. It takes a long time to tame
the mind’s restless habits to become accustomed to reciting the Buddha’s
name and requires patience and perseverance.

Marek Chodkiewicz, from Poland, is a member of the Sangha
Laity Training Program (SLTP) and intends to enter the monastic life.
He said, “We should be mindful of the Buddha, and when we recite
we should be listening to our own recitation and others’ recitation.
Listening to others’ recitation help us calm our scattered minds and
make us more focused.”

Another session participant, Angela Justice, said, “The Eight
Precepts are absolutely important for those who practice mindfulness of
the Buddha. They establish us in purity and greatly lessen our afflictions
and worries.” This is her first time taking the Eight Precepts. When she
reached the sixth precept during the precept-taking ceremony, which
is the precept against wearing jewelry, perfume, and other adornments
of the body, she immediately took off her decorative ring, bracelet,
necklace, and other objects. She said that without fussing about her
body, there was less fuss in her mind. She felt more clear internally and
more able to focus on reciting the Buddha’s name.

Although the brief 3-day Amitabha session has ended, the
participants’ cultivation has not. Every Sunday, Berkeley Buddhist

Monastery holds a daylong Amitabha session and from now on,
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