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While the whole nation was celebrating the July 4"—the Independence
Day, a group of practitioners gathered at Snow Mountain Monastery
near Index, Washington, for a 3-day Buddha recitation session. This was
hosted by Dharma Master Heng Lai and led by two bhikshus from the
City of Ten Thousand Buddhas, Ukiah, California—Dharma Master Jin
Xing and Dharma Master Jin Xiao, as well as four bhikshunis from Gold
Summit Monastery in Seattle, Washington.

Around 75 people joined in the session from different places—
California, Oregon, Washington, and Texas. Some came by plane or train
and others by car. Some drove about 15 hours to come and participate
and draw close to the monastics. They were also of different age groups,
men and women, and many young people who showed up including
students from Dharma Realm Buddhist University. It was very inspiring
to see everyone gathered together for the Dharma.

Because of limited accommodation at Snow Mountain, men camped
outside the house while women stayed inside. Those from the Seattle area
commuted every day—arriving before 8 am and leaving after 5 pm.

The weather was very auspicious and supportive of the session—
instead of the usual overcast, it was always sunny, pleasantly warm yet
not too hot. Led by the Dharma Masters, the whole assembly recited

the Buddha’s name in the open under a big tent—we were in nature
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infused with the sound of recitation - it was peaceful yet lively, mystical yet
grounded.

To many, reciting the Buddha’s name is a devotional practice. During
these three days, however, Dharma Master Lai shared his insight into this
practice, linking it to Chan. “In the infinite light of Amitabha Buddha, we
are building the foundation of our mindfulness,” he said during one of his
Dharma talks.

Upasaka Spike Morelli (CTTB), reflecting upon his experience at Snow
Mountain, said:

“When I first encountered Buddhism, I understood it as mostly a
philosophy, not a religion. When people say ‘Buddhism’, I'd first think of
meditation or Chan. However, what I have discovered over the last two
years living in CT'TB is that reciting the Buddha’s name is a powerful way
to purify and concentrate our minds. It is possibly the best method since
reciting the holy name can be done at any time, in any place, in any position,
with no requirements other than one’s complete focus.”

During the 3 days Amitabha retreat, Dharma Master Lai spoke of just
that, pointing out how reciting the Buddha’s name is in fact no different than
Chan or any other practice for that matter. In the act of reciting, if we can do
it single-mindedly, we are ceasing our false thinking and glimpsing our True
Nature. Put it simply, if your mind is focused on Amitabha, your mouth is
uttering the word Amitabha, your eyes are visualizing the word Amitabha
and your ears are listening to the word Amitabha, then for that moment you
are truly not committing offenses and right there in that moment you are in
the Western Pure Land.

A student from Lewis & Clark College named Thao Tran said:

“This is my first time coming North to attend a Buddhist session. Before,
I had headed south for retreats such as ones at CTTB and the most recent
one at Reedsport, Oregon.

“I have just graduated from college and am looking for jobs. This
summer is the most significant one for me as I have just finished a week-long
retreat at Reedsport and then quickly embarked on a new session at Snow
Mountain. For sometime I was quite worried as I wondered: ‘Am I spending
too much time on Dharma activities? Shouldn’t I be looking for jobs right
now? Am [ just trying to get away from my problems?” However, the session
at Snow Mountain changed such mindset. As I was focusing on cultivation
like reciting the Buddha’s name or chanting, I could see myself being at
peace with myself and things just followed easily after that.

I really liked what one of my friends said. ‘Before you come to the retreat,
you have many thoughts of different importance but after the session, the
order of thoughts changes which makes things seem easier to handle than
before.” Or as Master Heng Lai puts it, “The Pure Land is right here and
right now™”.

Lisa Liang is a student from Dharma Realm Buddhist University. When
reflecting on her experience she said:

“This is my first time doing the 3-day Amitabha Session at Snow
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Mountain Monastery. During the first day of the retreat, the environment
took my breath away. I was shocked by the beauty of the surroundings.
The serene, idyllic and open space of the field fills up my whole body.
I entered the realm of nature that is permeated with trees and natural
habitats. I immediately felt a strong belonging. I felt calm, but uneasy
at the same time. The struggle for me was to single-mindedly recite the
Buddha’s name.

“Many times, I had the false thinking of engorging myself in the
natural beauty, rather than reciting the Buddha’s name. I looked around
and everyone was sincerely reciting. The enthusiasm and energy everyone
put into reciting was very touching. Everyone was reciting in a beautiful
tune that is like music to my ears.

“On the second day, all my senses were again gravitating to the beauty
of the surroundings. I could see a bright light radiating from the tree
branches, shining on all of us. It seemed like the trees here were radiating
Amitabha’s light. The light was warm and receiving. And I wished time

could stop right there. In one of the lectures, DM Lai shared about

illuminating our light like Amitabha’s light. Instantly, I was reminded of
my experience when I was mesmerized by the light during the walking
recitation.

“Also, it reminded me of a text I studied in DRBU, Da Xue, “The
Great Learning.” The text urges that the initial path of great learning
“...lies in causing the light of one’s inner moral force to shine forth...”
The moral force can be understood as the moral and spiritual goodness
within us (our human nature). In order to shine forth one’s inherent
virtues or morals, one needs to nourish one’s good behavior and foster
moral principles in one’s life. The reason why one has to shine forth one’s
inherent virtues is because they are not preserved and instead we are
aroused by human desires such as food, form, taste, objects of touch, and
so forth. This is similar to the human nature found in Buddhism where

our Buddha-nature is inherently pure, but is covered up by defiled dust.
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“The retreat was a fruitful
experience because it reminded
me to cultivate myself and get rid
of desires and attachments so that
we can all become like Amitabha
Buddha, who shines forth his
inner moral virtues. Also, I would
like to thank the Dharma Masters
and lay cultivators who took good

care of us during this retreat.” &
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