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Cultivate Attentively without

a Scattered Mind

Yo R 2 201511 A 10 B 3 #h I K B
A talk given by Shramanerika Jin An

in the Buddha Hall at CTTB on November 10, 2015
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Last summer I attended the annual
Jeweled  Repentance  ceremony
of Emperor Liang at Avatamsaka
Monastery. I'd like to share some
new experiences from this traditional
ceremony that I've attended many
times.

On the first day of the ceremony,
everything seemed very normal
and I followed along bowing and
chanting with everybody without
many thoughts. Since I am quite
familiar with the repentance text
and the ritual, the day passed by
casily. Not long after the ceremony
began on the second day, I suddenly
realized that if I want to repent with
the help of the Buddha’s compassion,
I should bring forth a true mind to
eliminate the offenses created in my
past lives. I must be extremely sincere
and attentive instead of casually
following others. After that, I started
to focus my attention and spoke to
myself again and again with deep
concentration: “Be extremely sincere!
Be extremely sincere!” At the same
time, I tried to visualize every Buddha

in the repentance text appearing right
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in front of me. I was bowing and pleading with them to eradicate my karmic
obstacles. Also, I engraved every single Buddha’s name in my memory and
tried to keep them there forever.

As soon as I had this mental shift, tears gushed out unexpectedly. I was
not sad or felt I had been treated wrongly but I couldn’t stop crying. So the
second day passed by with a mixture of bowing and crying.

The discriminating mind will disappear when one is completely
concentrated. In the days that followed, I tried to keep my mind clean and
pure. It no longer mattered which tune was sung or whether it sounded
good or not. I no longer noticed the surrounding activities.

On the fourth day of the ceremony, I felt a little discomfort in my right
foot and noticed a soybean size blister on the heel which was slightly painful
when pressed. I didn’t recall injuring my foot so I thought: “A small blister is
nothing, if this is something I have to undergo, then I don’t mind enduring
more pain.”

It seems much more efficacious to wish for suffering than for comfort.
My wish was quickly fulfilled. I couldn’ fall asleep that night because of the
intense pain on the right heel as well as the ankle. I bore it for a few days
until the blister was almost the size of an egg. I couldn’t walk on my right
foot as the slightest touch would be like hundreds of needles poking the
heel, so I was limping around in the temple. Finally, it took about a month
to slowly recover after all these sufferings, but I still didn’t know what the
cause was.

I remember long ago someone asked the Venerable Master a question,
“People say that bowing repentances will improve one’s health by eliminating
karmic obstacles, how come I become sick instead?” The Master kindly
replied, “If your karma doesn’t manifest to make you ill, then how can it
go away?” Although being ill is a lot suffering, a cultivator would rather
take three shares of illnesses if they can benefit one’s cultivation by paying
back old debts, and encourage the cultivator to be diligent on the path of
cultivation. I believe that I wouldn’t have received this special “gift” if I
hadn’t regulated my mind during the repentance ceremony.

Speaking of “sickness”, there are probably 84,000 kinds of sicknesses,
and this was a sickness of the body. We humans have another kind of sickness
as well. Sickness of the mind refers to our bad habits and shortcomings.
There are 84,000 kinds of sicknesses of the mind. I find I have a low level
of tolerance for sickness of the body. I always want to get cured right away.
However, I seem to have a high level tolerance for sickness of the mind,
my bad habits, because I can usually find a lot of excuses for my mistakes.
On the other hand, when I see other people become ill, my tolerance level
becomes very high simply because the pain is not in my own body. Yet my
patience with other people’s bad habits and shortcomings can be gone in
a moment. Continual complaining about others’ faults increases my own
sicknesses.

Where does illness come from? It’s basically from the mind. If their

minds were healthy and pure, all living beings wouldn’t create any karma and
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undergo different sufferings. Therefore, illnesses of both body and
mind are actually one thing. Most of the time we sympathize with
those who suffer from physical illnesses. Let’s also forgive others’
shortcomings and bad habits as easily as we forgive ourselves.

One day, I happened to hear a conversation between two
students working in the kitchen. One girl said, “The life in the
monastery is so simple that nothing seems exciting.” The other
one replied, “Well, I actually dont mind living a simple life like
this, but I just find it hard to repeatedly do the same things every
day.” The repentance of Emperor Liang once again reminded me
that true cultivation is never apart from the true mind. I remember
how everything seemed difficult when I first started studying the
Buddhadharma. I didn’t know how to recite a Sutra or a mantra,
but I was so attracted to these new things that of course I could
concentrate on the practice at all time.

When someone’s heart is not deeply in cultivation, a daily
practice can become a boring routine. It is said, “Go on ringing the
bell as long as one is a monk.” If our minds are not concentrating on
our practice, then we just let the time pass in vain. In a monastery,
we have daily morning and evening recitation. We do it 365 times
in a year, in ten years that is 3650 times. After 20 or 30 years,
it's more than ten thousand times. Within such a long time, we
gather at the same time, same location, and constantly do the same
thing over and over again. It’s quite difficult to attentively maintain
the original true mind, and this is a real test of our patience and
Samadhi power.

Speaking of being attentive in practice, working meticulously
for the community is also part of the practice. I often hear people
talk about making the resolve to diligently serve in the monastery.
In my dictionary the phrase “making the resolve to serve” doesn’t
exist. Why? For example, if one person lives alone in an apartment,
and it’s time for him to do laundry or when the toilet is clogged, do
you suppose that he would say, “Well, I should resolve to do some
laundry or get the clogged toilet fixed?” Of course not, simply
because this is his own work and has nothing to do with making
the resolve to serve. So the same principle applies to living in a
monastery. For those of us who live here, the temple is our home.
We are just fulfilling our responsibilities when we do our jobs; this
is not working for someone else. We only need to do our best as
long as the work does not exceed our abilities.

Concentrating on cultivation is working, because a monastic’s
job is to cultivate; concentrating on working is also considered
as concentrating on cultivation. While we make a monastery

successful, we will succeed in our own cultivation too. &
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