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Celebrating the Bathing of the Buddha
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A Dharma talk given by Venerable Master Hsuan Hua on the Buddha’s Birthday at the International Translation
Institute on Washington Street in San Francisco, California on May 2, 1976

English Translated by Early Bird Translation Team
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This is the anniversary of the Buddha’s birthday. An anniversary
is a date designated for us to commemorate or honor someone, so
that we do not forget him. On the anniversary of the Buddha’s birth,
everyone comes to bathe the Buddha, and this commemorates what
actually happened when the Buddha was born. It wouldn't matter
if the Buddha was born several thousand years ago or this morning;
we still wish to remember the circumstances which surrounded his
appearance in the world. Therefore, following this custom, we hold
this celebration on the day assigned to commemorate the event.

There is a Chinese expression “devising a strategy after the war

horse has already charged the enemy,” which means being “wise
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after the fact.” If you figure out how to handle a situation after it has
already taken place, that is an example of being “wise after the fact.”
For instance, suppose you have never been robbed before and then
suddenly one day a thief comes and steals things from you. Before the
robbery, the people living in the house never considered locking the
doors before going to sleep. After they were robbed they realized they
should do so. That’s called being “wise after the fact” (or “closing the
barn door after the horse has already gotten out”). Why do I bring this
up? Because, before the Buddha was born, no one had ever thought of
having a celebration to bathe the Buddha. However, in the time after
Buddha came into the world, people knew what happened when he
was born: nine dragons came and sprayed down the sweet-dew-like
rain water to bathe the newborn Buddha. So, we will also bathe the
Buddha. This too is said to be a custom, a practice of being “wise after
the fact.”

Have thieves also stolen our possessions? Yes. In the past, our eyes
have been enticed by sights, our ears by sounds, our noses by smells,
our tongues by flavors, our bodies by objects of touch, and our minds
by mental constructs. Our eyes, ears, noses, tongues, bodies, and
minds have been defiled by these six sensory objects and lost their
purity. This is like a loss of wealth. When this happens we don’t know
to close the doors of our senses and reflect within. When we study the
Buddhadharma and come to learn about this festival of bathing the
Buddha, we realize that we should close the doors to our senses and
not be enticed by the sensory objects of sight, sound, smell, and flavor,
nor by objects of touch, nor by mental constructs.

Today we are going to bathe the Buddha. Does the Buddha need
us to bathe him? No. Not at all. Rather, it is because we, living beings,
want to commemorate the Buddha’s birthday that we come to bathe
the Buddha. During the bathing of the Buddha, we resolve on Bodhi
(like the Buddha did) while reflecting: “The Buddha was a person,
and so am I, so why haven’t I become a Buddha? Because I have not
resolved on Bodhi. So, from today onward, I will bring forth a firm
and great resolve for Bodhi. As I bathe the Buddha, I cleanse myself

— both internally and externally.”

When we bathe the Buddha we ought to bathe our inherent-nature
Buddha, rather than focus solely on the small bronze Buddha figurine,
assuming that is what is meant by “bathing the Buddha.” That is not the
case. We ought to bathe our inherent-nature Buddha, inherent-nature
Dharma, and inherent-nature Sangha. Fundamentally speaking, the
Buddha does not need us to bathe him, because the Buddha is neither
defiled nor pure. Since the Buddha is neither defiled nor pure, why

do we want to make the unnecessary gesture of bathing him? Please
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pay attention to this point that I am making. The act of bathing the
Buddha is meant to remind us to cleanse both our bodies and minds
and be free of any defilement. When we bathe the Buddha outside,
we must also bathe the Buddha inside; we must bathe Buddhas, both
internally and externally, so that we become pure inside out — so
that we are pure both inside and outside, without any defilement.
When we are pure inside out, that isn’t good enough. We must be
neither pure nor defiled, both inside and outside. This is an essential
point.

You should not only be concerned about bathing the Buddha,
but also about bathing yourselves. If you just go through the
motions of bathing the Buddha, that is totally useless. The key point
is that you ought to bathe and purify yourselves, which will certainly
make the Buddhas happy. If you don’t purify yourselves, and say, “I
want to bathe the Buddha; I want to bathe the Buddha, the Buddha,
Buddha, Buddha...” you are just making trouble. You might as well
leave right now; why bother to bathe the Buddha? You need to reflect
and shine the light within, to bathe yourselves, and to purify your
body and mind.

The Buddha said, “Amitabha Buddha, You are like this; and so
am I. You are neither pure nor defiled, and so am I. You are this way,
and I am also this way.” Only then are you considered to have truly
bathed the Buddha. If you just go through the external motions of
bathing the Buddha, then even if you bathe the Buddha for eighty
great kalpas, you still won’t gain any merit and virtue. On the other
hand, if you can reflect within, bathe yourselves to make your
inherent nature neither pure nor defiled, then you are truly bathing
the Buddha.

Someone objects, saying, “Dharma Master, what you said sounds
really illogical to my ears. I have always been clean and tidy inside;
outside, I am also not sloppy.” That is your perception of cleanliness;
from the Buddha’s perspective, you are still quite turbid and impure.
You are impure not only in the eyes of the Buddha, but also in my
eyes. Why? You need to ask and reflect on this for yourselves. You

should ask yourselves: “Am I greedy? Do I want to strike it rich? Do

I want to become an official? Do I want to make a name for myself?”

If you have none of these problems (arising from greed), then you
are pure and clean. If you still have them, then you are not pure and
clean. You can also ask yourselves, “Do I have a hot temper? Do I
suffer from ignorance? Do I have afflictions?” If you answer yes to
any of these, then you are not yet clean and pure. Suppose someone
suddenly slaps your face: can you accept it with a contented smile?

You say, “No. I can’t.” Then you are not yet clean and pure.
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If someone is rude to you, you will give rise to ignorance and do
something foolish, for example try to find ways to retaliate. Do you
still harbor vengeful thoughts even here at the ceremony of bathing the
Buddha? If you do not, then you are pure. If you do, then, if someone
mistreats you, you will be unable to influence him with your virtue.
This is a sign that you are not yet clean and pure and still need to cultivate
your virtue.

Why do I say that the Buddha is neither pure nor defiled? Any
Buddha, before coming into the world to become a Buddha, needs to
go first to the Tushita Heaven and stay at the Inner Court. This stage is
called the position of being a Buddha-to-Be. After having waited at the
Inner Court, when the day has arrived, they descend from the Heaven
and become reborn in the world.

The first of the Eight Attributes of the Buddha’s accomplishing the
Way is to descend from the Tushita Heaven.

The second is to enter the mother’s womb. The Bodhisattva descends
from Tushita Heaven and enters the mother’s womb.

The third attribute is to dwell in the womb. The Bodhisattva dwells
inside the womb, while he still speaks the Dharma for spirits and ghosts.
He stays in the womb just like staying inside his palace. He is unlike all
of us human beings who do not know anything when we stay in our
mothers’ wombs.

The fourth attribute is to exit the womb to be reborn in the world.
On the eighth day of the fourth month, Shakyamuni Buddha was born
from the right side of Lady Maya. His entering the womb and exiting
the womb were both happy endeavors for him, just like a happy journey
that he took. He was happy both when staying in the womb and when
exiting the womb.

Later, he renounced the householder’s life. After leaving the home-
life, he subdued the demons and realized the Way. Having realized the
Way, he turned the wheel of Dharma. Finally, he entered Nirvana. The
Buddha went through these eight junctures of the Buddha’s life (from
his birth to his nirvana).

I am very happy today because so many professors have come to
participate in the Festival of Bathing the Buddha. I hope we all cultivate
the Way, and that each of us will be reborn wherever he wants. I hope
that we all have our wishes fulfilled, and that those who want to become
Buddhas become Buddhas and those who want to be reborn in the
heavens are reborn in the heavens. I am absolutely certain no one wants
to be reborn in the hells! I hope that those who want to enjoy delicacies
get to enjoy delicacies every day and that those who want to wear fine
clothes get to wear fine clothes every day. However, [bear in mind that]

none of these enjoyments are permanent and lasting. I hope that you
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will all follow the Buddhadharma and cultivate the Way so that you
all can all become Buddhas soon.

I think everyone is very tired of sitting. I want to be mindful of
taking appropriate actions at appropriate times — I don’t want to
just keep talking until no one can absorb what I am saying. That is
why I stopped talking earlier. If you understand [what I said], act
on it (follow the Buddhadharma and cultivate the Way); if you don’t
understand, learn slowly. I hope that we will all realize Buddhahood
in the future.

Hold on. Don’t stand up (the Master laughs), and don’t act in
a slippery way (cunning and mischievous). I heard that someone
suggested that we bathe the Buddha in oil. Absolutely not! Because
the Buddha is not slippery (everyone laughs). Some people among
us are very slippery; how are they slippery? They believe that, if they
anoint their heads with oil, when they die, the ghosts of impermanence
will not be able to catch hold of them. Buddhas neither live nor die.
You don’t need to bathe the Buddha in oil... (The Venerable Master
laughs). Not only do we not need oil to bathe the Buddha, we don’t
need water either. It is as a result of our views as ordinary beings
that we think we need to use water to bathe the Buddha. It’s not
really necessary. The Buddha is without attributes. Since he is without
attributes, why would we need to use water or oil to bathe him? We
don’t!

I don’t know if what I said is right or wrong. Each of you has his
own wisdom. Go back home and use your wisdom to think about
what I have said; think about what things are right and what things
are wrong. If what I have said is in accord with the Way, you will

advance; if not, don’t follow it. &

A8 The Eight Great Events of the Buddha’s Life:
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Regarding the eight great events (Skt. asta—laksana) of the Buddha's life from his birth to his entry

into nirvana, lists vary, but a fairly standard one of the Tiantai School includes:

% %2, & Descent from the Tushita Heaven
L (ks

%% Subduing demons and overcoming afflictions

A8 Attaining enlightenment
#% 7% 4% Turning the wheel of Dharma.

AJB8) Entry into his mother’s womb
B4 (& 85) Birth from his mother’s side in Lumbini
# % Leaving home at 19 (or 25) to cultivate the Way
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