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How to Start a Bowing Practice

An excerpt from an interview conducted with Dharma Master Heng Lai at Buddha Root Farm, Oregon, Summer 2016

Chinese translation by Yaping Wang and Angela Morelli

DM Lai: Let me explain how this relates
to taking refuge with the Triple Jewel.
Heng Sure Shi, Heng Lyu Shi, myself, and
the elder nuns decided that we won't take
disciples ourselves, because we're nowhere
close enough to be a...teacher! [Laughs] We
set it up so that we represent the Master
during a refuge ceremony. And because we're
here to represent him, we follow his rules,
how he let his disciples take refuge.

He used to do a whole group, sometimes
hundreds, even thousands of people at
once when we went to Taiwan. But then
he changed his rules later. He said, “From
now on people who want to take refuge with
me have to do a little work. They can’t just
take refuge and walk around with their little
refuge books saying ‘T'm a Shifu’s disciple.”
He said you gotta at least make ten thousand
bows to the Buddha sometime in your
lifetime. You don’t have to do it tomorrow.
But you've got to do it. You've got to make
a sincere effort to make ten thousand bows
to the Buddha. You can set a time every day
and bow every day. That’s one way to do
it. You could just do it in big blocks if you
want. Just keep track of what you're doing.
And that’s one of his main requirements—as
far as I know, no other teachers do that.

We keep that model going; people who
take refuge should practice. So a lot of people
do that. Though they’re very busy during the
day, when they come home or before they
go to work they’ll set aside a certain amount
of time and say, “OK, I'll just bow to the
Buddhas here and keep track of it.” Some
people just go to Wan Fo Cheng (City of Ten
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Thousand Buddhas) during the Ten Thousand Buddhas Repentance. They say,
“I'll just do it there, do it all at once, on twenty three days and be done.” But
what happens is people really like the practice and over time they just keep
doing it. They don’t care whether they get ten thousand or a million, they will
just keep bowing,.

That’s one of Shifu’s instructions and it really works very well. People get
kind of—especially new people—they get freaked out with ten thousand: “Oh
my goodness, I can’t do that.” But you don’t have to do it all at once. So maybe
that’s what you can start working on. Just set a time of the day where it’s best
for you, either in the morning or in the evening or both. Say, “OK I'll get up
a little early and I'll spend, you know, anywhere from ten minutes to half an
hour or an hour bowing”, or something like that, whatever time slot you can fit
in there. Or you can say, “well when I get off work I'll do it.” Or maybe you’ll
do both. You just set a pattern, sort of like you're going to the gym every day.
You know, just get into the habit of doing it. And then you'll start—itll just
become part of you.

Q: And what am I doing with my mind? Do I need to know Buddha
Name Number One, Buddha Name Number Two, or is it just, “Okay, I'm
bowing to all Buddhas now,” one, two, three, four, five...?

DM Lai: Shifu went into that, I believe in his commentary to the Pure
Land Amitabha Sutra, because that very question comes up from everybody.
But basically, if you're correctly bowing to the Buddha, there’s nothing in your
mind except Amitabha. If youre bowing to ten thousand different Buddhas,
like we do in the Ten Thousand Buddha Repentance, you recite a different
Buddha each time. A lot of people just recite Amitabha and bow. There’s only
Amitabha. That’s all your mind has when youre bowing.

Shifu always told us, actually there aren’t five schools in Buddhism. There’s
just one. When the Buddha was in the world, there was no Pure Land school
and Chan school. They didn’t exist. They were made by people’s attachments.
Some people are attached to bowing, other people are attached to sitting, other
people are attached to learning and studying. So they came up with these
different schools to accommodate the proclivities of different people. Mine
is—I'm attached to Chan. But now I don’t care, because Shifu taught me over
the years that they’re all intertwined. When youre bowing, just that is Chan;
when you're sitting, just that is Pure Land. You're basically trying to still your
mind and what you're really trying to do is bring your mind to the present in
your bowing, just like when you're sitting. The purpose is the same. You want
to bring your mind to the present moment. “Be here now”—you’ve heard that
phrase? Be here now. Don’t run off somewhere else. That’s what you are trying
to accomplish when you bow. And then once you start “getting here now,” you
say, OK, I'm just going to be here now for these ten minutes that I bow. I can
sacrifice that much time. I offer that up to all living beings. I'm going to really
focus on being here now. I'll indulge in some false thinking later—but right
now, I'm going to be here now.

So you do that and recite the Buddha’s name. Now what’s cool about
bowing when you're reciting, especially if youre doing multiple Buddhas, is

ou have to pay attention to which one you're bowing to. That keeps you a
y pay y g ps y
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When you find yourself little busy, your mind—more than sitting
. , there in Chan trying to be still. It’s doing
lost in thought when you're

. something. It’s working on something. You
bowing, you gotta stop and

w . . know, you have a Buddha to pay attention
say, “OK, this is our special

. , ) to. And so that’s another good thing about
time. I'm going to set that ,
aside for now. I need to it. Or even if youTre just reciting, say,
Amitabha’s name. At least you'e reciting
focus on the present. I need

to focus on the Buddha and that name with your mind, even with your
o mouth. You can do it vocally if you wish.
bowing,.
Most people bow silently, but some people

) like to recite it out loud and bow. In the
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privacy of their own home they can do
that. Both are OK.
But

Later, when you really start getting

thats your initial practice.

accomplishment, real accomplishment,

you get this light going on inside you and

you're just...there’s nothing in your mind
but the Buddha that you're reciting. You just have this light. You become...
everywhere—everything everywhere is Amitabha, or whatever Buddha
youre bowing to. That’s an inconceivable state, of which I cannot explain to
you because I have yet to achieve it. But that’s a very high state of bowing.
You have no self at that point. There is no “you” anymore. There’s no “me,”
there’s no “I,” it’s all disappeared and disintegrated. That’s a Buddha-bowing
Samadhi. Youve entered it, you've achieved the way through bowing
Buddha.

But to begin with, you just want to bring yourself to the present. At
first, youre not going to have all that popping off unless your roots are
incredible. So you're going to just start bowing and just try to bring yourself
to the present and put all this other junk that’s going on in your life aside
for whatever number of minutes you can pull it off. When you first start
you might be able to get away with maybe five minutes or so. Maybe one
minute, I don’t know. But later you might get good at it as you do it. You
get into the rhythm of it and you just say, “OK this is our time. Me and the
Buddha. At the end of this time I can go off and do whatever I need to do
and worry about what I need to worry about. But for this point, this is our
pure place. I don’t want to be indulging in a lot of false thinking. I just want
to focus on the Buddha’s name and bow.”

So you might want to try it with a small block of time at first. Don’t try
to push yourself into the deep end of the pool. Don’t say “OK. I'm going
to bow for five hours and then see how I do.” No, no, no, whoa! [Laughs]
You might want to try a little...something you can actually chew, you know.
If you've never bowed before, just do five or ten minutes. Then extend it.
“I can do that,” and then the next day you say, “Well, maybe I can kick up
another five, ten minutes,” you know, whatever you can seriously be able to
do. And then when you find yourself lost in thought when you’re bowing,

you gotta stop and say, “OK, this is our special time. 'm going to set that
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aside for now. I need to focus on the present. I need to focus on the Buddha
and bowing.”

Q: I have a mundane question for you on this. Once you start counting
the ten thousand bows, can you count every single bow you do during the
day? Or can you only count the bows in the special bowing time?

DM Lai: No, you just keep track of how many times you bow—to the
Buddha.

Q: OK, so all bows to the Buddha count?

DM Lai: Yeah. If you want to really get—you know, somebody will
say, “Well I'm going to go visit the temple and I'm gonna bow; I'm going
to the Buddha hall and I'm gonna bow to the Buddha—well I'm gonna
count those, too. I want to get through this ten thousand. So I'm going to
count them.” [Laughing] If you want... The Buddhas go, “Wow, this guy’s
a real cheapskate.” [All laugh] What you're really doing is, you're not bowing
to some deity, youre bowing to your true nature. That’s what you're really
doing. Because you forget: you have the Buddha nature. You have a Buddha
inside you. That’s what you're really bowing to. Youre bowing to get all the
obstructions out of the way so you can see that Buddha. So you can realize
that Buddha.

So you can say, in a sense, youre bowing to yourself. Only you're
drawn to your true self, not your false self. But you're also bowing to all
Buddhas throughout all periods, because when you become a Buddha, or
up close to being one, like a Guanyin or a Manjushri, it’s like this, it’s like
interpenetrating. You're just all like a gigantic symphony. You all work in
harmony as one. There is no them and me and others. You dont have a
self; it’s gone. I mean, literally shattered. You just don't—you could say the
word “I” and it has no meaning to you. When we say “I” or “me,” we're

thinking “I'm talking about myself.” Me, myself, and I, the three, the three

wonderful persons. No, they don’t exist.

You have the Buddha nature. When you shatter that, as Amitabha used

You have a Buddha inside
you. That’s what you're really

to say, that—just that—is the Pure Land.

Shifu used to tell us, when Buddhism
bowing to. Youre bowing to ~ first came to China, the Chinese people
get all the obstructions out ~ were the same way, they were very, very
of the way so you can see arrogant, didn’t want to bow to anybody,
that Buddha. So you can  didn’t want to bow to Buddha. Westerners
realize that Buddha. are the same way, because they just have
no reference. Were brought up from

babies not to bow to anything. We don’t
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bow to no king or queen. We don’t have
kings and queens. We dont bow to
nobody. We're number one! We don’t bow
to nothing! Shifu says, “Oh yeah? Youd
better start bowing to your true nature.

Get used to it. Get over yourself. Get over

your false self.” &
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