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Dharma Realm Buddhist University
Holds Its First Three-Steps-One-Bow Retreat

PIMAAK B G REE T = —Fgiios

Compiled by Zheng Ge
Chinese translated by Bai Chan
FpA H3E

G4 b F

Dharma Realm Buddhist University (DRBU)’s Contemplative
Exercise Immersion (CEI) retreat was held on its main campus at
the City of Ten Thousand Buddhas from September 27-30, 2021.
Approximately 75 participants, including the entire DRBU student
body, along with the faculty and staff, joined this year’s CEI in-
person retreat, including a few remote participants online.

A pivotal dimension of both the graduate and undergraduate
experience at Dharma Realm Buddhist University involves directly
applying methods learned from the texts read in the curriculum
to one’s own experience. Each semester students, faculty, and staff
pause their regular class, work, and study routines to immerse
themselves in a carefully planned and structured contemplative
exercise for one week. This year, Professor Stacy Chen and others
requested that this year’s CEI be focused on the Dharma method of
bowing, which had been considered as a possibility for a while and
all of the conditions seemed to finally ripen for it to come together
this year.

This Fall's CEI consisted of four days of “Bowing as Heart
Cleansing,” which was led by Dr. Martin Verhoeven, DRBU’s
Dean of Academics, and Dharma Masters Jin Chuan and Jin Wei.
Dr. Verhoeven, formerly Dharma Master Heng Chau, shared his
experiences and demonstrated the methods of contemplation used
while accompanying Reverend Heng Sure on their Three Steps
One Bow pilgrimage dedicated to world peace from May 1977 to
November 1979.

This CEI emphasized that there were three parts to the practice

of three steps and one bow: to return, repent, and reconnect. The
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first three steps are a practice of returning. Thus, we begin
by taking refuge with the Buddha, Dharma, and Sangha of
our essential nature. This teaching is found in the Zhe Sixth
Patriarchs Dharma Jewel Platform Sutra, wherein Venerable

Huineng says,

The Buddha is awakening.
The Dharma is what is right and true.
The Sangha is purity.

Then, after a complete bow, “Samantabhadra’s repentance
verse” is recited to repent for all of the negative karma that

has been committed. The verse goes as follows:

For all the harmful things that I've done,

With my body, speech, and mind;

From beginningless greed, anger, and stupidity,
Through lifetimes without number,

10 this very day,

1 now repent and I vow

1o change entirely.

Upon standing up, one pays homage to Guanyin
Bodhisattva. And again, three steps are taken forward, as one
takes refuge and reconnects with the essential nature, then
again one bows and silently recollects the repentance verse,
then stands again silently reciting homage to the Guanyin
Bodhisattva, Bodhisattva of Compassion Who Hears the
Sounds of the World. This process was repeated daily during
the bowing portions of the CEI. Some of the participants
have decided to continue the journey, the practice, on their
own, even after the session has been completed.

Covid antigen testing was done every morning
starting at 6:30 a.m. during this retreat. Because
of ongoing concerns regarding the health and
well-being of all participants due to the ongoing
global pandemic, Yuen-Lin Tan, Associate Dean of
Campus Life shared that extensive safety protocols
were rigorously observed, “With all participants
fully vaccinated, comprehensive multi-layered
Covid safety measures, and strong cooperation by
everyone to maintain a safe environment, DRBU

was able to successfully hold a CEI retreat. No
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suspected or confirmed Covid cases emerged from the retreat.
Safety measures included rigorous masking, physical distancing,
good ventilation, HEPA filtration tailored for the space, frequent
rapid testing, hand hygiene, designated seating, and more.”

Talks on bowing followed at the Wonderful Words Hall at
8 a.m, which was followed by walking meditation and three-
step-one-bow to the green area in front of the Main Buddha
Hall where participants bowed on the sidewalks leading up to
the large incense burner in front of the main entrance. After a
mindfully eaten lunch in noble silence, there were bowing and
sitting meditation periods twice each afternoon. Participants
were given an option to observe noble silence during the retreat,
except for during the Q&A periods in the morning and afternoon
respectively.

Reverend Heng Sure joined the retreat remotely on the third
day via Zoom from Australia, and shared his experiences along
the 800-mile bowing pilgrimage from downtown Los Angeles to
the City of Ten Thousand Buddhas in the 1970s. He originally
was inspired to undertake this pilgrimage after reading about a
five-year bowing pilgrimage made by the Venerable Hsu Yun
in China. However, Venerable Master Hsuan Hua, Rev. Heng
Sure’s teacher, told him to wait. A year later, Dr. Verhoeven heard
about Rev. Heng Sure’s vow and asked if he could bow with him.
Within a week, he took the novice precepts, received the Dharma
name Heng Chau, and became Rev. Heng Sure’s pilgrimage
companion and Dharma protector. He also handled the logistics
of cooking, cleaning, setting up camp, and talking with strangers
while Rev. Heng Sure observed the practice of noble silence for
the entire bowing pilgrimage.

One of the retreat participants, Ajahn Kovilo, a Bhikkhu
from Abhayagiri Buddhist Monastery who is currently also an
undergraduate at DRBU, when reflecting on the retreat said,
“Bowing with fellow students was a very encouraging reminder of
our shared respect for that which we hold as being higher than
ourselves.”

Blake Plante, a first-year graduate student, reflected on
this retreat: “The bowing practice helped me meet a lot of
circumstances in the past where I'd, for whatever reason, numbed
myself. In re-encountering these moments, I was finally able to
allow held-up emotions—especially grief, love, and gratitude—
to pass through me and release.”

DRBU’s first-year undergraduate student, Tehya Jackson,
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said, “Bowing allowed me to open up to myself about
my relationship with myself, other people, and the
I felt

gratitude, embarrassment, arrogance, and many other

world around me. discomfort, compassion,
things. The act of bowing helped me to be conscious
of all these emotions and begin the process of letting
go: understanding, accepting, forgiving, and sometimes
repeating this process over and over until I truly let go.”

Tehya also shared her experience of observing noble
silence during this four-day retreat, “During my time
in noble silence I reflected on how I spend a lot of time
consuming (thoughtful) media, looking for answers
outside of myself. One of the core elements of this is
my fear of getting lost in whatever I may find in my
thoughts. I realized I am able to answer most questions
that I ask with time and effort, and that cultivating
wholesome qualities is what helps me transform this fear
into something beneficial to my cultivation.”

In one of his talks during this retreat, Dr. Verhoeven
said, “Bowing is a powerful form of engaged Buddhism,
not because it is invoking the heavens and Buddhas
and Bodhisattvas to save us, but because we are making
ourselves agents of change here and now, in this world,
in this time, in this thought and deed. Change your
heart; change the world. This is called ‘mind-ground
bowing’ as it goes to the heart and core of consciousness
itself, the generator of ‘the ten thousand things.” Mind-
ground bowing is meant to activate inherent wisdom
by revealing and removing karmic-obstacles—physical,
verbal, and mental impediments to awakening from
accumulated and layered unwholesome and thoughtless
actions.”

DRBU’s

program changes practices from semester to semester,

Contemplative  Exercise ~ Immersion
students are able to experience diverse Dharma doors
in the laboratory of their own minds. As a result, they
learn about themselves and their interconnection with
all living beings from various angles. This first three-step-
one-bow retreat was a long anticipated and successful one.
Several of the participants were introduced to bowing as
a Dharma method for the first time, and some of them

plan to include it as a regular practice in their cultivation.
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