I Am No Different From the Earth
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A Talk by Abigail Setera at the Buddha Hall of the City of Ten Thousand Buddhas on January 26, 2024
Chinese Translated by Shayue Wang and Janet Lee
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My name is Abigail. I want to talk about my experience
during one of the contemplative exercise immersions (CEI)
at DRBU. During the week of CEI, the school pauses
academics to introduce students to a contemplative spiritual
practice. That semester, it was bowing in repentance at the
Wonderful Words Hall.

It was during the fall of 2021, my second year in the MA
program. We immersed ourselves in bowing for three days,
which was one of the most transformative experiences I ever
had. During that semester, I cared for the elderly Dharma
Masters at the Tower of Blessings. I took my classes online
for their health and safety, while the rest of DRBU returned
to in-person courses.

It could have been better since a big part of learning at
DRBU involved interacting with students and professors
outside of the classroom. Even though we were on the

same campus, it was as if we were miles apart. Fortunately,
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the faculty was kind enough to accommodate me for the
upcoming CEI so that I could participate in person. That
way, I would have a more holistic experience and connect
with the instructors and my cohort without a screen barrier.

Due to Covid precautions, I had to be apart from the
group. They set a bowing and meditation cushion outside
the door. Initially, it felt isolating, but honestly, I was very
blessed. Bowing and meditating in nature is quite different
from doing it indoors. Outside the entrance of Wonderful
Words Hall, two trees bowed and meditated alongside me.
I am grateful for those two trees for giving me company
during the CEI. In a short period, we became good Dharma
friends!

The transformative part of my experience was connecting
with nature in a way I never imagined. In the morning,
while everyone gathered to do three steps and one bow in
the Buddha Hall courtyard, I went to the field next to the
mountain gate with a few Dharma Masters who were also
not part of the DRBU bubble but were partaking in the CEI.
We bowed on the gravel path down to the property’s edge. It
was painful at first. The rocks dug into my hands and knees,
so I had to go down slowly and gently. This made me more
mindful of how I bowed, which was different from how I
usually do in the Buddha Hall with these nice cushions. Since
I am young, I bow quickly and don’t overthink it. But with
the gravel path, the rocks were sharp, so I had to be more
careful, which made me more mindful of the sensations in
my body and not think so much.

Before we began the practice, our teachers instructed
us on what to do. When we did three steps and one bow,
we were taught, with each step, to take homage to the
Buddha, Dharma, and Sangha and return to our inherent
nature. When we bowed, we recited Samantabhadra’s verse
of repentance to plant seeds. When we stood up, we recited
Namo Guanyin Bodhisattva to reconnect to the world. 1
did my best to be as sincere and mindful as possible when I
recited the verse of repentance, “All the bad deeds I have done
in the past, based on beginningless greed, anger, and delusion,
created by body, speech, and mind, I now repent and vow to
reform them all.” Initially, it was difficult to remember all
the words and bow simultaneously, especially in English.

I'm used to bowing quickly, forcing me to slow down even
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more and contemplate the words. Reciting this
in Chinese would be smoother, but since my
Chinese is not that good, it would not be as
meaningful to me.

Dr. Verhoeven told us that we do not have
to recall a specific moment of wrongdoing that
we are ashamed of if we cannot come up with
something. Just focus on the verse; if things
arise, observe them and let them go. This took
some pressure off as we do not have to force
ourselves to produce a memory. It would be
unnatural to do so. Sometimes, without us
realizing it, shame and ignorance can bury
things deep within us, and we forget the many ways that we
have hurt ourselves or others. From this CEI, I learned that
bowing makes us vulnerable. It allows us to be open and honest
with ourselves because it is all we see when our head touches
the ground. The rest of the world disappears, and you are face-
to-face with yourself.

Dr. Verhoeven stressed the word “returning,” going back
to our original nature. Repentance brings us back to that. He
taught us a shorter alternative to the repentance verse: “7hank
you; I'm sorry; Im coming home.” 1 think this gets to the heart
of repentance. Through expressing gratitude, we realize we
have lost our way and promise to return to our true nature.
Gratitude gives us the space to be vulnerable with ourselves.
One of the non-Buddhist students shared that this phrase
clicked with him because he had lost two homes to forest
fires at that time; one was his childhood home. Although he
didn’t quite understand the phrase, he kept repeating it, and
the thought of “I'm coming home” soothed the ache in his
heart. There was comfort, knowing that we could come home
no matter where we were or what happened. A home is where
we are safe, secure, and cared for or loved. It can take a long
time to feel safe with ourselves because there are many things
that we do or have done that are difficult to admit, even to
ourselves. With each bow, we can be more honest, and with
each step, we can slowly return home.

When my head touched the ground during the bowing
practice, it was like seeing a whole different world. Looking
at the little rocks up close was like seeing the world through a

macro lens. In photography, these particular lenses allow you
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We do not have to recall a specific moment of wrongdoing that we are ashamed of if we cannot come up
with something. Just focus on the verse; if things arise, observe them and let them go. This took some
pressure off as we do not have to force ourselves to produce a memory. It would be unnatural to do so.
Sometimes, without us realizing it, shame and ignorance can bury things deep within us, and we forget
the many ways that we have hurt ourselves or others.
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to capture something up close where you can see all the minute
details. Everything small becomes big. I saw little bugs waking up
and scurrying around, tiny blades of grass peeking through the

gravel, and all the edges and variations of colors on the gray rocks.

That semester, we had a class on the Shurangama Sutra. Looking at
the stones reminded me of one of the twenty-five sages (Bodhisattva
Dharanimdhara) who realized that the particles of the Earth were
no different than the particles that made up his body and that the
inherent nature of those particles was such that they could never
come into contact with one another. Although the gravel on the
ground was larger than the particles from a distance, they formed a
long path. However, upon closer inspection, I pondered how they
do not touch each other.

Unfortunately, I have not yet awakened, so while I can
intellectually understand that I am no different from the Earth, I
have not yet actualized this inconceivable state. But I will share two
experiences that helped me see that we are not as separate as we
think.

On the second day, when I bowed to the repentance verse, a
thought came telling me that the Earth heard me
and would remember my vow. It was a little scary,
not because of the Earth, but because I didn’t
believe I could ever fulfill this vow to change my
bad habits. It sounded impossible. I repeated these
words in my head, hoping that it would bring
about some change. I thought I was saying these
words to myself, but the ground was my witness.
It made me realize that although I did not fully
understand the verse, it does not mean that it can
be taken casually. The Earth is impartial; it will
not judge my actions, but it will remember that

I vowed to change my ways, and the Earth has
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a very long memory. With that thought, I took this
practice more seriously.

On the third day, when I bowed, there was one
moment when I felt as if I had become part of the
field like I was an extension of the ground in the same
way the grass was. I might be able to stand and move
around, but I will always be rooted to the ground.
Looking at the world from my height for so long
made me forget that I am connected to this Earth. At
that moment, [ felt gratitude towards the Earth.

The most profound part of this experience was
realizing that the Earth is supporting my feet. It
carries me with every step I take and catches me when
I fall. We always look down at the ground and don’t
think much about it. We take it for granted that we
have something solid to walk on. With paved roads,
sidewalks, and interior flooring, there is a layer of
separation between us and the ground, and it makes
us forget that what we rely on underneath our feet
is alive and holding us up. This reminded me to be
more mindful of my steps, to try to be light on my
feet and not stomp carelessly.

Bowing outdoors made me feel more connected
to the Earth and helped me see how much it has
done for us. Although it is not a living being in the
usual sense, it is alive. The Earth is patient, enduring,
and equanimous. It hears all of the vows we made,
and as long as we are in this world, it will continue
supporting us on our journey. My connection with
nature feels stronger in CTTB, but developing
that connection can happen anywhere, like in the
redwood forests, where the trees are hundreds of years
old. By being in touch with nature on the outside, it
will be easier to return to our nature within because
they are not different from each other. Despite all the
harm humans have caused to nature and each other,
nature stays impartial, yet it wants to support us in
doing good. To repay the Earth’s kindness, we must
transform our bad habits and continue to be diligent
in our practice.

That is what I learned and experienced from my
first in-person CEI. Amituofo. #
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