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Amitabha Session and Three Refuges
and Five Precepts Ceremony at
the City of Ten Thousand Buddhas

HEH X/F
Written and Translated by Shiju Lin
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December 4, 2022 was the first time since the onset of the pandemic
that the City of Ten Thousand Buddhas' seven-day Buddhas Name
Recitation Session was open to the public to participate. It was also the
first time during the pandemic that the Three Refuges and Five Precepts
ceremony was held. In the afternoon, nearly a hundred people poured
into the Buddha Hall. Whether they were participating in the Three
Refuge and Five Precepts ceremony or rejoicing and watching from the
side, everyone felt full of Dharma joy.

This time, the Three Refuge and Five Precepts ceremony was hosted
by Dharma Master Heng Chiang and Dharma Master Jin Yong. Sixty
people originally signed up, but eight people were unable to make it that
day due to various factors. Master Heng Chiang reminded everyone that
they were taking refuge with the Sangha of the Dharma Realm Buddhist
Association led by Venerable Master Hua, which includes all the Dharma
Masters in DRBA. If anyone had any questions after taking refuge, he
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said, they could consult the Dharma Masters at any nearby DRBA branch
monastery. Dharma Master Jin Yong emphasized Venerable Master Hua’s
instructions that after the Three Refuge Ceremony, one must bow to the
Buddha 10,000 times before one is considered to have completed the
process of taking refuge. For these ten thousand bows, one can bow at
home or go to the City of Ten Thousand Buddhas to participate in the
Ten Thousand Buddhas Repentance bowing session. This is because when
the bowing session is completed, participants will have already bowed to
the Buddhas more than 10,000 times.

The fifty-two lay Buddhists in attendance that day came from various
parts of the United States as well as abroad, the farthest being Helene
Imislund from Norway, whose Dharma name is Qin Tong. She is a writer
and also works as a legal consultant.

In Norway, Helene has a friend who is an architect from Beijing,.

Before moving to Norway in 2016, this Beijing friend went to Cixing
Temple in Hong Kong to participate in a seven-day Chan session, and
they brought back some books published by the Dharma Realm Buddhist
Association (DRBA). After the global outbreak of the coronavirus pandemic
in 2020, Helena expericend low mood, so her friend from Beijing gave
her the English translations of the Heart Sutra and the Shurangama Sutra
with Venerable Master Hua’s commentary. After reading them, Helena
immediately felt touched deep in her heart, and she marveled at how
clearly the Master explained Buddhist principles so wonderful! Therefore,
the idea arose of going to the City of Ten Thousand Buddhas to take
refuge in the Three Jewels and receive the Five Precepts. This wish finally
was fulfilled in December 2022. She considers herself very lucky to be
able to receive the Three Refuges and Five Precepts at a monastery that
propagates the proper Dharma. After completing the ceremony, she felt
relaxed and happy both physically and mentally. Because of her sincerity,
even though her Beijing architect friend has not had the opportunity,
Helena has been able to take refuge and receive precepts first.

Daniel Shieh from Los Angeles has been a volunteer at Gold Wheel
Monastery for more than twenty years. He was worried about violating
the precepts, so although he had taken refuge years ago, he was hesitant to
take the precepts. After receiving the Five Precepts five years ago, his wife
Michelle often encouraged him to join the ranks of preceptees. But just
when Daniel began to think about taking the precepts, the COVID-19
pandemic broke out. After repeated delays, this time he finally conquered
his mentality of “fear of violating the precepts” and drove straight to the
City of Ten Thousand Buddhas. After taking the precepts, he said, “Every
day I remind myself not to break the precepts. I feel that my desires are
being transformed, and I am no longer as attached to some things as I

used to be.”
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Enran Xing, who started to meditate in his sophomore year in
college, is from Tianjin, China. While studying for a PhD in chemistry
at the University of Wisconsin-Madison in the United States, he
experienced the pandemic and acutely felt the impermanence of
life. When he browsed for Buddhist information on the Internet, he
happened upon Venerable Master Hua’s lectures, every word of which
spoke directly to his heart. Therefore, immediately after earning his
PhD, he applied to the master’s program at Dharma Realm Buddhist
University (DRBU). In the last week of his first semester at DRBU,
he was able to participate in the Three Refuges and Five Precepts
Ceremony at the City of Ten Thousand Buddhas. His Dharma name
is Qin Yuan. He is filled with joy and vows to continue to work hard
on the path of practice.

At this Three Refuges and Five Precepts ceremony, the oldest
preceptee was 78-year-old Vietnam War veteran John Britschgi. After
the Vietnam War, he suffered from post-traumatic stress disorder
for many years. In 2016, he moved to Ukiah and began to explore
Taoist and Buddhist thoughts. He would go to the bookstore at the
City of Ten Thousand Buddhas to purchase many Buddhist books, “I
bought one after another, couldn’t stop.” He lives near Ron Epstein
and Alan Nicholson, so he can ask them whenever he has questions.
Gradually, his temper improved and his mood became more peaceful.
In July 2021, he participated in the Three Refuges (and Five Precepts)
ceremony hosted by Dharma Master Heng Lai at the Sudhana Center
in Ukiah. His Dharma name is Qin Jian. He has already completed
the 10,000 bows after taking refuge, and now his daily practices
include bowing to Amitabha Buddha many times and meditating for
three to four hours. This time he took the Five Precepts and made a
noble vow, which is to help other beings in suffering, “because I have
experienced too much suffering in my life.”

Six-year-old Qinhao Wu was the youngest one at the Three
Refuges and Five Precepts ceremony. At a young age, he can already
recite the Heart Sutra and the Great Compassion Mantra fluently.
As his parents and two older sisters had already taken refuge long
ago, Qinhao did not want to be left behind. Originally, he had also
wanted to take the Five Precepts, but he was too young. Qinhao, who
is usually mischievous and playful, sang and prayed solemnly with
the assembly throughout the entire ceremony. His nickname is “Duo
Duo,” which means “more and more”, but he is not overly ambitious
about the 10,000 bows stipulated after the ceremony. He plans to
complete it with a “ten-year plan”— three bows a day.

The 2022 seven-day Buddha’s Name Recitation Session at the City

of Ten Thousand Buddhas was an abbreviated edition. Every morning
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and afternoon, the Amitabha Sutra was recited once, followed by walking
recitation, sitting recitation, and silent recitation of Amitabha Buddha’s name.
On the commemoration day as well as the actual day of Amitabha Buddha’s
birthday, a session of universal bowing was scheduled. The rest of the time
was made available for individual recitation of the Buddha’s name. Venerable
Master Hua once said, “When reciting the Buddha’s name, ‘every recitation
needs to be true and sincere; every recitation needs to connect [with the
mind].” The first instance of “recitation” comes from the mind; the second
instance of “recitation” comes from the mouth. Each recitation originates in
the mind and takes form with the mouth. If you only recite with the mouth,
that is not reciting with true sincerity.”

Starting from November 7, 2022, the Buddha Hall of the City of Ten
Thousand Buddhas has been open to the public from 1:00 p.m. to 5:00 p.m.
every day. During the seven-day Buddha’s Name Recitation Session, the
Buddha Hall continued to only open in the afternoon, so lay people outside
CTTB could only participate the afternoon session, which also included the
Great Dedication and the Rebirth Hall Dedication, and finished at around
3:00 pm every day. Yang Liu, a laywoman whose family moved to Ukiah in
order to be close to CTTB, was able to participate in the Amitabha Session
in-person this time and expressed her wish for the session to be longer. She
pointed out that cultivating together with everyone in the Buddha Hall —
such as reciting sutras and Amitabha’s name — carried more Dharma flavor
than participating online, but compared with before the pandemic, the
afternoon session was relatively short. She really misses the pre-pandemic
days when she could attend the session all day long and listen to Dharma
lectures in the evening. She hopes that the pandemic will end soon.

Laypeople who came from afar to attend the Buddha’s Name Recitation
Session felt the same way. During their visit this time to the City of Ten
Thousand Buddhas, they were very happy to see that the mountain gate

renovation project had been completed (in January 2022), revealing once
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again the three-arch mountain gate in its full grandeur. The Earth
Store Hall is also nearing its completion, and the seated statue of
Earth Store Bodhisattva, who holds a tin staff and gazes down with a
compassionate and peaceful appearance, has been placed in position.
Laywoman Qinyu Sun from the state of Maryland on the east coast
of the United States specially made the trip to participate in the
Buddha’s Name Recitation Session. She was fond of the sense of
concentration and mindfulness she had from participating in the
Dharma assembly, living at the monastery, and practicing together
with everyone before the pandemic. Therefore, she deeply hopes that
the pandemic will end soon so that she can fully attend sessions as
soon as possible.

Before her final exams, Shayue Wang, a master student at Dharma
Realm Buddhist University, encountered a big challenge. Her bank
account was stolen and almost entirely emptied, and the bank staff
told her that the lost money most likely could not be recovered.
Shayue, from Jiangsu Province, China, obtained a bachelor’s degree
in the United States, then went to Italy for a master’s degree and
stayed there to teach Chinese and Chinese culture for seven years.
She has seen a lot in the world, but it was the first time in her life
that her account was stolen. She didn’t know what to do? After
notifying the police, she knelt in front of the statue of Venerable
Master Hua and sincerely begged for his help. Two days later, the
bank notified her that the stolen amount had been recovered in
full! Because she had final exams, she could only participate in the
Three Refuges and Five Precepts ceremony and the last day of the
Buddha’s Name Recitation session. She wholeheartedly recited the
sutra and Amitabha Buddha’s name together with the assembly; she
felt a sense of peace while simultaneously repenting of her karmic
offenses and praying for her family. The merits of the session were
dedicated to “world peace, safety for all people, and seasonal weather
and an appropriate amount of rain,” which also made her feel that
she could do her part for the whole world.

The 2022 Buddha’s Name Recitation Session at the City of Ten
Thousand Buddhas was completed on December 10. Despite it
being only an abbreviated version due to the pandemic, as Venerable
Master Hua said, “What are we doing when we recite the Buddha’s
name every day during a seven-day session? We are planting ‘seeds of
the seeds for Buddhahood’... The merit and virtue that we plant by
reciting the Buddha’s name are truly inconceivable. When you are
reciting the Buddha’s name, you will not have discursive thoughts;
when you don’t have discursive thoughts, you are creating the merit

of your inherent nature.” &
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