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How to Recite Sutras to
Gain Samadhi and Wisdom
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From the Collected Works of Master Yin Guang
English Translated by Brian Chung

When reciting the name of Amitabha, we must recite
each word clearly and with an empty mind. The same is true
when we recite Sutras. We must not ponder the meaning
when reciting or reading Sutras as doing so will merely
increase our biases and wandering thoughts, bringing
little benefit. In the past, when an esteemed practitioner
was copying the Lotus Sutra, he did so with singular
focus, concentrating only on the act of transcribing, and
ignoring everything else — not even noticing that night
had fallen. When an attendant passed by and asked how
he could possibly continue copying in the darkness, he
suddenly saw that the entire room had become pitch black.
Thus, the difference between light and dark is created by
the emotional attachments and false thoughts of sentient
beings. When the cultivator single-mindedly copied the
Sutra, his wandering and discriminatory thoughts ceased,
and so did his attachments, thus, he was unimpeded by
the darkness. Only when reminded of the darkness did his
thoughts of duality arise once more, and the phenomena of
darkness was again able to impede his sight.

The key factor in cultivation is our focus and
concentration, our ability to set aside our feelings,
pondering and thinking. Moreover, after we have ceased
our wandering thoughts, where are false views? Once
false views are removed, proper wisdom finally arises. To
read the sutras in such a manner (single-minded focus) is

the same as practicing Chan Koans or mindfully reciting
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Buddha-names and mantras.

Once we persistently practice with single-minded concentration, there
will be a day when we suddenly uncover great wisdom. The Ming era
Chan Master Xue Jiao Yuan Xin was illiterate and unlearned. Leaving the
home life during his middle years, he not only toiled in great difficulty,
but also bore what others could not and cultivated what others found
too hard. Eventually, he achieved Bodhi, and his every word embodied
wondrous esoteric wisdom. Originally, he could neither read nor write,
but after cultivating for a long time, literacy suddenly arose in him. Such
benefits are unlocked by the ceasing of false and discriminatory thinking.
When we recite the sutras, we ought to do so in such a manner, which is
the rule, as recorded in the Qing Dynasty’s Official Buddhist Canon (the
Dragon Tripitaka).

When reciting the Sutras, we ought to read it from start to finish,
refrain from pondering the meaning of the words and phrases, and
maintain complete neutrality of heart. If we could recite in such a manner,
the more able among us can realize the emptiness of both the self and all
dharmas, gaining the truth that penetrates illusions. The less able among
us can have their past evil karmas eradicated, and have their blessings
and wisdom increased. When the Sixth Patriarch said, “By looking at the
Diamond Sutra, one can rediscover the self nature,” he was referring to
reading Sutras in such a manner. Thus, if we could look in such a way, all
of the Mahayana Sutras can spark enlightenment within us. If, however,
we read and ponder at the same time, thinking over the meaning of each
phrase, then that is to use mundane emotions and wandering thoughts
to randomly speculate. By doing so, we fail to concur with the wondrous
nature of the Way and realize the true purpose of Buddhist Sutras. Neither
could we eradicate karmic obstacles and increase our merit and wisdom.

If we wish to study the principles of the Sutras, and or to look over
annotations, then we should set aside study time to do so. Before we have
opened our innate wisdom, we should focus on mindfully reading the
Sutras, and do only a little research. If we focus only on research, even
though we feel we can “dispel the clouds and see the moon” coming
straight to the point, it’s mere intellectual understanding that is useless
in helping us transcend birth and death. If we do not recite Sutras in
accordance with the aforementioned instructions, we risk allowing our past
life karmas to lead us astray, causing us to deny cause and effect, and sink
into the fiery habits of lust, killing, lying and stealing. Foolishy believing
that we are cultivators of the great vichecle (Mahayana), unimpeded, and
perhaps daring to misuse the Six Patriach’s saying, “A calm heart need
not toil in keeping the precepts,” to believe that breaking the precepts is

akin to keeping them. Such cultivation is useless. We ought to recite the
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name of Amitabha as our principal practice, and read the Sutras
as supporting practice. The Mahayana Sutras — such as the Lozus
Sutra, Shurangama Sutra, Nirvana Sutra, Diamond Sutra, and
Complete Enlightenment Sutra — can be recited regularly, either by
picking only one or rotating among them.

In response to these teachings, Upasaka Zhou Meng You
inquired if reciting each word with respect, correctness and
clarity is enough to fulfil the instructions of “not pondering.” He
further stated he often worried that the non-pondering and non-
discriminating way of reciting might not yield actual understanding
and Dharma-joy. Moreover, he recounted that whenever he recited
the Amitabha Sutra or The Practices and Vows of Samantabhadyra
Bodpisattva Chapter, he often thought about the beauty of the Land
of Ultimate Bliss and the compassion of Samantabhadra, leading to
great Dharma-joy in himself. However, he also worried that what
he was doing constituted attachments and wandering thoughts.

The Master replied that for the sutra passages that are obvious in
meaning, as long as we recite clearly, and refrain from intentionally
analysing or pondering, then that is fine. It is not necessary for us
to suppress any obvious understandings.

Upasaka Zhou then brought up another example, “I once saw a
Dharma Master who recited the Lotus Sutra but did not understand
the meaning. The joyful face he displayed when reciting could not
be described by words. From this, I can understand that Dharma-
joy is unrelated to knowing the meaning or understanding. Only
by reciting without duality, and with persistence, compassion and
respect will tangible benefits arise naturally and Dharma-joy be
experienced.”

Upasaka Zhou further expressed that he would strive to always
recite Sutras in such a manner from now on, and dedicate the
merits to Bodhi. The Master then told him that the Ancients also
prioritized hearing the Sutras being recited without pondering or
thinking. For instance, when one person recites, another could
carefully listen to each single word with unbroken focus. As the
listener is concentrated, his senses will exclude everything else lest
his concentration is disrupted and he can miss some of the sutra texts.
As the reciter has a copy of the Sutra, even if he is not completely
attentive, he could still recite clearly. However, the listener relies
solely on each input of sound, thus, any break in focus will be
disruptive. To listen to recitations attentively yields as much merit
as respectfully reciting the Sutras. Moreover, if the reciter lacks

reverence, his merit becomes inferior to that of the listener. &
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