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PreFacE To THE THIrRD EDITION

Buddhism, as a major religion and a way of life, is the subject
of numerous books and commentaries. Yet the kernel of its
teachings can be expressed in two major concepts: purity of
Mind and prattice.

Traditional Pure Land teachings emphasize the three
elements of Faith, Vows and Practice (Buddha Recitation) as the
essential conditions for rebirth in the Pure Land — in the “Pure
Mind. This approach is presented as the easiest, most expedient
path for the majority of people in this day and age.

These teachings are in harmony with other Pure Land
traditions, such as Jodo Shinshu, in which shinjin, Faith, is
ultimately defined as Mind — the True cMind, encompassing
Vows and Practice (Sanshin Isshin).

Pure Land is also in line with Zen, which sees all teachings
as expedients, “fingers pointing to the moon” — the moon being
the True cMind, the Mind of Thusness, always bright, pure and
unchanging.

In the same vein, the ‘Dhammapada Sutra, a key text of the
Theravada School, summarizes the teachings of the Buddha
with the words: “Do not what is evil. Do what is good. Keep
your Mind pure.

Yet, purity of Mind cannot be achieved by study and verbal-

ization alone. It can be attained only through determined praéice.
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There is a story concerning the famous Chinese official
and poet Po Chu-i which illustrates this point. One day, the
official, passing along the road, saw a Zen monk seated on the
branch of a tree preaching the Dharma. The following dia-

logue ensued:

Official: “Old man, what are you doing in that tree, in such
a precarious position? One misstep, and you will fall to your
death!”

Monk: “I dare say, Your Lordship, that your own position is
even more precarious. If make a misstep, I alone may be killed,;
if you make a misstep, it can cost the lives of thousands.”

Ofhcial: “Not a bad reply. I'll tell you what. If you can
explain the essence of Buddhism to me in one sentence, I'll
become your disciple. Otherwise, we will go our separate ways,
never to meet again.”

Monk: “What an easy question! Listen! The essence of
Buddhism is to do no evil, do what is good, and keep your Mind
pure.”

Official: “Is that all there is to it? Even a child of eight
realizes that!”

Monk: “True, a child of eight may realize it, but, even a man

of eighty cannot practice it!”

Buddhism is cMind, Buddhism is pratice — it is prawxis.

1X
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INTRODUCTION

The ‘Pure Land School

Zen, T’ien Tai and Pure Land are among the best known
schools of Buddhism in East Asia. Pure Land, in particular, has
the widest appeal.1 However, unlike Zen and the Tantric School,
which have many exponents in the West, Pure Land is little
known to Westerners, except, perhaps, in scholarly circles.

'This book presents the teachings and major tenets of Pure
Land, as seen from the perspective of two major sister schools:
Zen and T ien T ai (Lotus School ).2 Further insights, from the
viewpoint of a contemporary Pure Land Master, are included in
the Appendix. The principal teachings of the Pure Land School
are summarized below, for the benefit of readers.

'The goal espoused by all Buddhist schools is for the practi-
tioner to achieve Buddhahood, i.e., to become an Enlightened
Being.” Thus, to practice Buddhism is to cultivate enlighten-
ment, to attain Wisdom.

Although there are many paths to reach this goal, they all
involve severing greed, anger and delusion, thus perfecting the
qualities of the Mind (“paramitas”). Traditionally, Buddhist
sutras enumerate six or ten paramitas, but they may be reduced
to three: ‘Discipline, (oncentration and ‘Wisdom (the second, fifth
and sixth paramitas, respectively).3

Pure Land, or Buddha Recitation, is a Mahayana approach

thatemploys, inter alia, the techniques of meditation/visualization
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(of the Pure Land, Amitabha Buddha...) and of oral recitation
of the Buddha’s name, to realize these paramitas.4

'That is, when a practitioner is busy visualizing the Buddha’
or reciting the Buddha’s name, he cannot commit transgressions
or violate the Buddhist precepts. Therefore, he has effectively
tulfilled the paramita of Discipline. Likewise, reciting the Bud-
dha’s name with a completely focussed Mind is nothing less than
tulfilling the paramita of Concentration. Once Concentration is
achieved, the practitioner’s Mind becomes empty and still, lead-
ing to the emergence of his innate wisdom — the Wisdom of
the Buddhas.’

'Thus, a Buddha Recitation practitioner, by dint of his own
effort, effectively attains Buddhahood. This is a simple, straight-
forward alternative’ to strict monastic ascetism (Theravada
School),8 deep and extensive study of the Buddhist Canon
(Sutra Studies School), esoteric yogic practices, ceremonies and
services (Tantric School)9 or intensive meditation under the per-
sonal instruction of highly competent mentors (Zen).m

According to Pure Land doctrine, however, most practition-
ers in this Degenerate Age11 find the “self-power,” self-help
approach too difficult and arduous; therefore, in their Pure Land
teachings, the Buddhas and Sages compassionately emphasized
the additional element of “other—power.”12 This involves reliance
on the Vows of Amitabha Buddha, made countless zons ago, to
welcome and escort all sentient beings to his Land of Ultimate
Bliss ° — an ideal training ground, an ideal environment."* Once

this “Land” is reached and training completed, the practitioner
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will naturally discover that “training is no training” and that the
training ground, the Pure Land, is Mind-Only. Rebirth at the
time of death is rebirth within our own Mind."

'Thus, to the Pure Land advocate, this approach, grounded
in wisdom and faith, is profound yet simple, and can be
practiced at any time, anywhere, under any circumstances,
with no special training or guidance. It is, therefore, infinitely
adaptable to practitioners at all levels of intellectual and spiritual
development.16

When earlier drafts of this manuscript were circulated for
comments, the editor was asked a number of pointed questions.

'The answers gleaned from the book are summarized below.

i) Is not Pure Land teaching too close to traditional Western

beliefs in a personal God, saints, sinners and Paradise?

Answer. A person asleep and dreaming finds the scenes in
his dreams very real; these scenes exist for him. Likewise,
the Pure Land, saints, sinners, everything “exists” at the
mundane level, albeit in an illusory, dream-like Way.17 At
the absolute level, however, everything, including the Pure
Land and Amitabha Buddha, is Mind-Only, a product of
our Mind."* This key Mahayana teaching is reflected in the

i i 19
paradox “True Emptiness Wonderful Existence!”

ii) Is not Pure Land teaching contrary to the fundamental

principle of Buddhism, the Law of Karma?
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cAnswer. 'The Law of Cause and Effect underlies all of our
actions and thoughts. However, in Mahayana thinking,
cause, effect, karma..., all phenomena are intrinsically

. 20

empty and devoid of true nature?
'Therefore, they are infinitely subject to change. Just as a small
flame can destroy a pile of wood as high as a mountain, a
perfect thought of Buddha Recitation can destroy @ons of

bad karma, resulting in the practitioner’s rebirth in the Pure

Land.

iii) Pure Land is practiced with a grasping Mind, unlike Zen or

cultivation of the paramitas.

cAnswer. When Buddha Recitation is practiced with one-

pointedness of Mind, az that moment, there is “no practitioner,
) T : :

no Buddha, no practice.”” It is therefore identical to Zen or

: .22
the practice of the paramitas.

iv) Pure Land is so boring!

Answer. The Buddha taught 84,000 Dharma Doors.” Each of
them is a medicine for a given sickness at a given time, and
each, as a first signpost of success, provides the practitioner
with a sense of well-being and joy...24 Pure Land is

obviously not for you. You might try Theravada or Zen!

Through the teachings of Pure Land, the words of the Buddha

may become more relevant to an even wider spectrum of Western

XV



society; particularly the average man in the street.”” The latter,
while not averse to the intellectual-self-power dimension”® of
Zen and other meditational approaches, may also long for the
comfort of such “quasi-establishment” beliefs as Amitabha
Buddha — not as creator God, but as benevolent teacher,27
or the Pure Land — not as Paradise, but as a stepping stone
toward Ultimate Enlightenment. Thus, in the words of Elder
Zen Master T’ien Ju, “There are no dharmas outside Mind, no
Mind outside of dharmas. You should make no mistake about

this!”*"

PURE LAND BUDDHISM
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NoTE ON THE TEXT

Some people misunderstand the Pure Land method, believing
it to be entirely focussed on practice and devoid of philosophical
teaching. That is, in the Pure Land sutras, Sakyamuni Buddha
simply describes and explains the Western Pure Land and
exhorts everyone to recite the Buddha’s name, seeking rebirth
in that Land — without reference to theoretical issues.

In truth, however, theory leads to practice, within practice is
hidden the element of theory. Moreover, although the Buddha’s
teachings are classified under different headings, such as the
Door of Emptiness [Zen, etc.], the Door of Existence [Pure
Land, etc.] , the “Open” Teaching, the “Secret” [Tantric, etc.]
Teaching, they all lean toward, rely on and clarify one another.

'Thus, there is the Zen School, in which a single meditation
riddle (kung an) contains innumerable Dharma teachings. The
same is true of Pure Land: the words “Amitabha Buddha”
encompass the teachings of Zen, the Sutra Studies School,
the Discipline School and the Esoteric School. Therefore,
the ancients have determined that the Pure Land method is a

“Sudden Teaching.” Elder Master Ou I, a T’ien T ai Masgter in
the direct lineage of the Patriarchs, has said in this regard:

“A single recitation of the Buddha’s name, if done correctly,
contains the three thousand auspicious bearings and the eighty
thousand subtle conducts. All the various Zen riddles and the
most expeditious principles of the Sutra Studies method, are

also included.”
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To demonstrate that Buddha Recitation does indeed encom-
pass wonderful, subtle principles and to clear up the doubts of
those who seek to understand and follow Pure Land, this writer
is taking the liberty to translate two ancient commentaries, by
the Patriarch Chih I and Zen Master T’ien Ju, under the title
“‘Pure Land ‘Buddhism: ‘Dialogues with cAncient Masters.

'This combined text deals, in general, with questions and doubts
of a rather subtle nature. Thus, this writer should have added some
more general questions. However, because of ill health and other
commitments, he must try to do so at a later date.

'The contents of this book, except for some clearly indicated
additional comments, are the very thoughts and reasoning of
renowned ancient Masters. Students of Buddhism can place
their faith in these teachings and open up the Pure Land
Mysterious Gate.™

Thich Thién Tam, Vesak 2509

*The statement that the Zen or Pure Land School, etc. encompasses all other
teachings should not be construed as mere hyperbole, or at best, an expression of
skillful means. Rather, it represents the core teaching of Mahayana Buddhism
(every Dharma Door is perfect and complete). This is epitomized in the Avatamsaka
School formula of “one in one, one in all, all in one, all in all,” or the metaphor of
the Jewel Net of Indra:

“Fa Tsang says, ‘the jewels reflect one another, so that in a single jewel there
appear the images of all the rest... Thus they are multiplied to infinity, and the
whole infinity... appears with vivid clarity in this one jewel. ... The jewels here
symbolize all the various phenomena of the universe, and the implication is that
every phenomenon, every single thing, in some sense, embodies the totality of
phenomena, and so contains the whole of reality.” (A.J. Prince, “The World of
Hua-yen Buddhism.”)

**This is a reference to the Ten Mysterious Gates (see Glossary).
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TEN DousTs ABouT Pure LAND

(Ching-tu Shih-i-lun)
T.47, No. 1961
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ThieEN TA1 PaATrRiARCH CHiH ]

On Buddha Recitation and attachment to form:

1t is like lighting a fire on top of ice. As the fire intensifies, the ice melfs.
‘When the ice melts, the fire is extinguished. So it is with ‘Buddha
‘Recitation. ... In the end, the praltitioner will attain the realm of

No-“Birth and see the fire of rebirth spontaneously disappear.

Pure LAND PATRIARCH
MasTER T'a0 CHO



QUESTION 1

Great Compassion is the life calling of Buddhas and
Bodhisattvas. Thus, those who have developed the Bodhi Mind,
wishing to rescue and ferry other sentient beings across, should
simply vow to be reborn in the Triple Realm,29 among the five
turbidities and the three evil paths. Why should we abandon
sentient beings to lead a selfish life of tranquillity? Is this not a
lack of compassion, a preoccupation with egoistic needs, contrary

to the path of enlightenment?”’

Answer

'There are two types of Bodhisattvas. The first type are those who
have followed the Bodhisattva path for a long time and attained
the Tolerance of Non-Birth’’ (insight into the non-origination
of phenomena). 'This reproach applies to them.

'The second type are Bodhisattvas who have not attained the
Tolerance of Non-Birth, as well as ordinary beings who have
just developed the Bodhi Mind.” If they aspire to perfect that
Tolerance and enter the evil life” of the Triple Realm to save

sentient beings, they should remain in constant proximity to the
: : : . 34
Buddhas. As stated in the Perfection of Wisdom Treatise:

“It is unwise for human beings who are still bound by all kinds

of afflictions, even if they possess a great compassionate Mind,
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to seek a premature rebirth in this evil realm to rescue sentient
beings.

“Why is this so? It is because in this evil, defiled world,
afflictions are powerful and widespread. Those who lack the
power of Tolerance [of Non-Birth] are bound to be swayed by
external circumstances. They then become slaves to form and
sound, fame and fortune, with the resulting karma of greed,
anger and delusion. Once this occurs, they cannot even save
themselves, much less others!

“If, for example, they are born in the human realm, in this
evil environment full of non-believers and externalists, it is
difficult to encounter genuine sages. Therefore, it is not easy to
hear the Buddha Dharma nor achieve the goals of the sages.

“Of those who planted the seeds of generosity, morality and
blessings in previous lives and are thus now enjoying power and
fame, how many are not infatuated with a life of wealth and
honor, wallowing in endless greed and lust?

“Therefore, even when they are counselled by enlightened
teachers, they do not believe them nor act accordingly. Moreover,
to satisty their passions, they take advantage of their existing
power and influence, creating a great deal of bad karma. Thus,
when their present life comes to an end, they descend upon
the three evil paths for countless @ons. After that, they are
reborn as humans of low social and economic status. If they
do not then meet good spiritual advisors, they will continue
to be deluded, creating more bad karma and descending once
again into the lower realms. From time immemorial, sentient
beings caught in the cycle of Birth and Death have been in this
predicament. This is called the ‘Difficult Path of Practice.”

21



'The Oimalakirti Sutra also states,

“If you cannot even cure your own illness, how can you cure the

. 35
illnesses of others?”

'The “Perfettion of Wisdom Treatise further states:

“Take the case of two persons, each of whom watches a relative
drowning in the river. The first person, acting on impulse, hast-
ily jumps into the water. However, because he lacks the neces-
sary skills, in the end, both of them drown. The second person,
more intelligent and resourceful, hurries off to fetch a boat and
sails to the rescue. Thus, both persons escape drowning.

“Newly aspiring Bodhisattvas are like the first individual,
who still lacks the power of Tolerance [of Non-Birth] and
cannot save sentient beings. Only those Bodhisattvas who
remain close to the Buddhas and attain that Tolerance can
substitute for the Buddhas and ferry countless sentient beings

across, just like the person who has the boat.”

'The “Perfettion of Wisdom Treatise goes on to state:

“This is not unlike a young child who should not leave his
mother, lest he fall into a well, drown in the river or die of
starvation; or a young bird whose wings are not fully developed.
It must bide its time, hopping from branch to branch, until it
can fly afar, leisurely and unimpeded.

“Ordinary persons who lack the Tolerance of Non-Birth
should limit themselves to Buddha Recitation, to achieve one-
pointedness of Mind. Once that goal is reached, at the time of
death, they will certainly be reborn in the Pure Land. Having
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seen Amitabha Buddha and reached the Tolerance of Non-
Birth, they can steer the boat of that Tolerance into the sea of
Birth and Death, to ferry sentient beings across and accomplish
countless Buddha deeds at will.”

For these reasons, compassionate practitioners who wish to teach
and convert sentient beings in hell, or enter the sea of Birth and
Death, should bear in mind the causes and conditions for rebirth
in the Pure Land. 'This is referred to as the “Easy Path of Practice”
in the Commentary on the Ien Stages of the Bodhisattvas.”

QUESTION 2

All phenomena are by nature empty, always unborn [ Non-Birth],
equal and still. Are we not going against this truth when we
abandon this world, seeking rebirth in the Land of Ultimate
Bliss? The [Uimalakirti] Sutra teaches that “to be reborn in the
Pure Land, you should first purify your own Mind; only when
the Mind is pure, will the Buddha lands be pure.” Are not Pure
Land followers going against this truth?

cAnswer

This question involves two principles and can be answered on

two levels.
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A)  On the level of generality, if you think that seeking rebirth
in the Pure Land means “leaving here and seeking there,” and
is therefore incompatible with the Truth of Equal Thusness, are
you not committing the same mistake by grasping at this Saha
World and not seeking rebirth in the Pure Land, i.e., “leaving
there and grasping here”? If, on the other hand, you say, “I am
neither seeking rebirth there, nor do I wish to remain here,” you

fall into the error of nihilism.

'The “Diamond Sutra states in this connection:

“Subhuti, ...do not have such a thought. Why? Because one who
develops the Supreme Enlightened Mind does not advocate the
[total] annihilation [of the marks of the dharmas.]” (‘Bilingual
‘Buddbist Series, Vol. I. Taipei: Buddhist Cultural Service, 1962,

p-130.)

B) On the level of (pecifics, since you have brought up the
truth of Non-Birth’” and the Pure Mind, I would like to give
the following explanation.

Non-Birth is precisely the truth of No-Birth and No-Death.
No-Birth means that all dharmas are false aggregates, born of
causes and conditions, with no Self-Nature. Therefore, they have
no real “birth nature” or “time of birth.” Upon analysis, they do
not really come from anywhere. Therefore, they are said to have
No-Birth.

No-Death means that, since phenomena have no Self-

Nature, when they are extinguished, they cannot be considered
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dead. Because they have no real place to return to, they are said
to be not extinct (No-Death).

For this reason, the truth of Non-Birth (or No-Birth No-
Death) cannot exist outside of ordinary phenomena, which are
subject to birth and death. Therefore, Non-Birth does not mean
not seeking rebirth in the Pure Land.

'The Treatise on the Middle Way states:

“Dharmas (phenomena) are born of causes and conditions. I say
they are thus empty. They are also called false and fictitious,
and that is also the truth of the Middle Way.”

It also states:

“Dharmas are neither born spontaneously nor do they arise
from others. They are born neither together with nor apart

from causes and conditions. They are therefore said to have

Non-Birth.”

'The Vimalakirti Sutra states:

“Although he knows that Buddha lands/Are void like living
beings/He goes on practicing the Pure Land (Dharma)/to
teach and convert men.” (Charles Luk, The ‘Vimalakirti Nirdesa

Sutra, p.88.)
It also states:

“We can build mansions at will on empty land, but it is

impossible to build in the middle of empty space.”
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When the Buddhas preach, they usually rely on the Two
Truths™ [ultimate and conventional]. They do not destroy the
fictitious, provisional identities of phenomena while revealing
their true characteristics.

'That is why the wise, while earnestly striving for rebirth
in the Pure Land, also understand that the nature of rebirth
is intrinsically empty. ‘This is true Non-Birth, and also the
meaning of “only when the Mind is pure, will the Buddha lands
be pure.”

'The dull and ignorant, on the other hand, are caught up
in the concept of birth. Upon hearing the term “Birth,” they
understand it as actual birth; hearing of “Non-Birth,” they
[cling to its literal meaning] and think that there is no rebirth
anywhere.g9 Little do they realize that “Birth is precisely Non-
Birth, and Non-Birth does not hinder Birth.”*

Because they do not understand this principle, they provoke
arguments, slandering and deprecating those who seek rebirth in
the Western Pure Land. What a great mistake! They are guilty
of vilifying the Dharma and belong to the ranks of deluded

externalists (non-Buddhists).

QUESTION 3

All the pure lands of the Buddhas of the ten directions have

equal qualities and virtues. Their Dharma Nature is also the
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same. Therefore, the practitioner should meditate on all the
virtues of the Buddhas and seek rebirth in the various pure lands
of the ten directions. Why should he specifically seek rebirth in

the Pure Land of one particular Buddha (i.e., Amitabha)? Is this
not contrary to the truth of “equality in seeking rebirth”?

cAnswer

All the pure lands of the Buddhas are, in truth, equal.
Nevertheless, since the majority of sentient beings in our world
generally have dull faculties and defiled, scattered minds, it will
be difficult for them to achieve samadhi, unless they concentrate
exclusively on one realm.

'The practice of constantly focussing on Amitabha Buddha
is the “Single Mark Samadhi.” Because the Mind is exclusively
devoted to one thing, the practitioner achieves rebirth in the
Pure Land. In the Sutra ‘Rebirth cAccording to Ones Oows,
Buddha Sakyamuni was asked by a Bodhisattva, “Honored
One! There are pure lands in all ten directions. Why do you
especially extol the Western Pure Land and urge sentient beings

to focus continuously on Amitabha Buddha, seeking rebirth in

His Land?”
'The Buddha replied, “Sentient beings in this Saha World
generally have polluted, scattered minds. Therefore, I only extol

one pure land in the West, focussing their Minds on a single
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realm. If they meditate on all Buddhas, the scope of attention
will be too broad, their Minds will be lost and scattered and
they will find samadhi difficult to attain. Thus, they will fail to
achieve rebirth in the Pure Land.

“Furthermore, seeking the virtues of one Buddha is the same
as seeking the virtues of all Buddhas — as all Buddhas have one
common Dharma Nature. That is why to focus on Amitabha

Buddha is to focus on all Buddhas, to be born in the Western

Pure Land is to be born in all pure lands.”

'Thus, the cAvatamsaka Sutra states:

“The bodies of all the Buddhas/are the body of any one
Buddha./They have the same Mind and the same wisdom./They

are also equal in power and fearlessness.”

'The cAvatamsaka Sutra further states:

“It is like the full moon, round and bright, its image reflected
in all rivers and ponds. Although the reflection is everywhere,
there is but a single moon. So it is with... [the Buddhas].

Although they appear in all realms, their bodies are non-
dual.”

In summary, based on these examples, the wise will understand
« e . ”41 D .
the truth that “one is all, all is one.”” When this truth is grasped,

concentrating on one Buddha is precisely concentrating on all

Buddhas.
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QUESTION 4

'There are many Buddhas and pure lands in all the ten directions.
Even if sentient beings in this world have polluted, scattered
minds and dispositions, so that focussing on many Buddhas
makes it difficult for them to attain samadhi, why should they
not recite the name of any Buddha, as they wish, and seek
rebirth in any pure land, in accordance with their vows? Why

concentrate specifically on Amitabha Buddha and seek rebirth
in the LLand of Ultimate Bliss?

cAnswer

Common people lacking in wisdom should follow the teaching
of the Buddha rather than acting arbitrarily on their own. This
is why, from time immemorial, Pure Land practitioners have all
diligently recited Amitabha Buddha’s name.

What does it mean to follow the Buddha’s teaching?

During his entire preaching career, Buddha Sakyamuni con-
stantly enjoined sentient beings to focus on Amitabha Buddha
and seek rebirth in the Land of Ultimate Bliss. This is mentioned
in such sutras as the Longer cAmitabha Sutra, the SMeditation
Sutra, the cAmitabha Sutra, the Lotus Sutra, the cAvatamsaka
Sutra.... In numerous sutras, the Buddha constantly urged us
to seek rebirth in the Western Land. This is not only true of the

sutras; in their commentaries, the Bodhisattvas and Patriarchs
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unanimously advise us to seek rebirth in the Land of Ultimate
Bliss.

Moreover, Amitabha Buddha possesses the power of His
forty-eight compassionate vows to rescue sentient beimgs.42 The
Meditation Sutra states:

“Amitabha Buddha possesses 84,000 signs of perfection, each
sign has 84,000 minor marks of excellence and from each minor
mark 84,000 rays of light shine forth, illuminating the entire
Dharma Realm [cosmos] to gather in, without exception, all
sentient beings who practice Buddha Recitation. If any sentient
being recites His name, there will be correspondence between

cause and response, and he will surely be reborn.”

Furthermore, the cAmitabha Sutra, the Longer cAmitabha Sutra,
etc., teach that when Sakyamuni Buddha preached these sutras,
the Buddhas of the ten directions, numerous as the grains of
sand in the River Ganges, all “extended their tongues to cover
the entire universe,” bearing witness to the truth that any
sentient being who recites Amitabha Buddha’s name shall be
assured of rebirth in the Land of Ultimate Bliss, thanks to the
great, compassionate vow-power of the Buddha.

We should know that Amitabha Buddha has great affinities
(causes and conditions) with this world. As the Longer cAmitabha
Sutra states:

“In the Dharma-Ending Age, when all other sutras have disap-
peared, only this sutra will remain for another hundred years to

rescue sentient beings and lead them to the Western Pure Land.”
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'This demonstrates that Amitabha Buddha has strong affinities
with sentient beings in this defiled world.

Although one or two sutras have, in a general way, urged
rebirth in other pure lands, this cannot be compared to the fact
that numerous sutras and commentaries have earnestly pointed
to the Land of Ultimate Bliss as the focus of rebirth.”

QUESTION §

Ordinary people are entirely enmeshed in heavy evil karma
and are full of all kinds of afHlictions. Even though they may
have some virtues as a result of cultivation, they find it difficult
to sever even a fraction of their defilements and hindrances.
'The Land of Ultimate Bliss, on the other hand, is extremely
purely adorned, transcending the Triple Realm. How can such

depraved common mortals hope to be reborn there?

cAnswer

There are two conditions for rebirth: “self-power” and “other-
power.” As far as self-power is concerned, while the ordinary
beings of this world, totally bound [by their attachments and
afflictions], may have some level of cultivation, in reality, they
still cannot be reborn in the Pure Land nor deserve to reside
there.

'The “Peace and “Bliss (ollection states:
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“Those who first develop the Bodhi Mind — starting from the

level of completely fettered ordinary beings ignorant of the
Three Treasures and the Law of Cause and Effect — should
base themselves initially on faith. Next, when they have em-
barked upon the Bodhi path, the precepts should serve as their
foundation. If these ordinary beings accept the Bodhisattva
precepts and continue to uphold them unfailingly and without
interruption for three kalpas, they will reach the First Abode
of Bodhisattvahood.

“If they pursue their cultivation in this manner through...
the Ten Paramitas as well as countless vows and practices, one
after another without interruption, at the end of ten thousand
kalpas they will reach the Sixth Abode of Bodhisattvahood.
Should they continue still further, they will reach the Seventh
Abode (Non-Retrogression). They will then have entered the
stage of the ‘Seed of Buddhahood, [i.e., they are assured of
eventual Buddhahood]. However, even then, they still cannot
achieve rebirth in the Pure Land” — that is, if they rely on self-

power alone.

With regard to “other-power,” if anyone believes in the power
of Amitabha Buddha’s compassionate vow to rescue sentient
beings and then develops the Bodhi Mind, cultivates the
Buddha Remembrance [Recitation] Samadhi, grows weary
of his temporal, impure body in the Triple Realm, practices
charity, upholds the precepts and performs other meritorious
deeds — dedicating all the merits and virtues to rebirth in the

Western Land — his aspirations and the Buddha’s response
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will be in accord. Relying thus on the Buddha’s power, he will
immediately achieve rebirth.”

Thus, it is stated in the (ommentary on the Ien Stages of
‘Bodhisattvahood.

“There are two paths of cultivation, the Difficult Path and the
Easy Path. The Difficult Path refers to the practices of sentient
beings in the world of the five turbidities, who, through
countless Buddha eras, aspire to reach the stage of Non-
Retrogression. The difficulties are truly countless, as numerous
as specks of dust or grains of sand, too numerous to imagine.

I will summarize the five major ones below:

a) Externalists are legion, creating confusion with respect to the
Bodhisattva Dharma;

b) Evil beings destroy the practitioner’s good, wholesome virtues;

¢) Worldly merits and blessings can easily lead the practitioner

astray, so that he ceases to engage in virtuous practices;

d) It is easy to stray onto the Arhat’s path of self-benefit, which

obstructs the Mind of great compassion;

e) Relying exclusively on self-power, without the aid of the
Buddha’s power, makes cultivation very difhicult and arduous. It
is not unlike the case of a feeble, handicapped person, walking
alone, who can only go so far each day regardless of how much

effort he expends.

“The Easy Path of cultivation means that, if sentient beings
in this world believe in the Buddha’s words, practice Buddha

Recitation and vow to be reborn in the Pure Land, they are
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assisted by the Buddha’s vow-power and assured of rebirth.
'This is analagous to a person who floats downstream in a boat;
although the distance may be many thousands of miles, his
destination will be reached in no time. Similarly, a common
being, relying on the power of a ‘universal monarch’ [a kind
of deity], can traverse the ‘four great universes in a day and a
night — this is not due to his own power, but, rather, to the

power of the monarch.”

Some people, reasoning according to “noumenon,” (principle)
may say that common beings, being “conditioned,” [see Glossary]
cannot be reborn in the Pure Land or see the Buddha’s body.

The answer is that the virtues of Buddha Recitation are
“unconditioned” good roots. Ordinary, impure persons who
develop the Bodhi Mind, seek rebirth and constantly practice
Buddha Recitation can subdue and destroy afflictions, achieve
rebirth and, depending on their level of cultivation, obtain vision
of the rudimentary aspects of the Buddha [the thirty-two marks
of greatness, for example]|. Bodhisattvas, naturally, can achieve
rebirth and see the subtle, loftier aspects of the Buddha [i.e., the
Dharma body]. There can be no doubt about this.

Thus, the Avatamsaka Sutra states:

“All the various Buddha lands are equally purely adorned.
Because the karmic practices of sentient beings differ, their

perceptions of these lands are different.”
'This is the meaning of what was said earlier.
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QUESTION 6

Although sentient beings, completely enmeshed in afflictions and
evil views, may achieve rebirth in the Pure Land, they are bound
to develop afHlictions and perverse views constantly. Under these
circumstances, how can they be said to have “transcended the

Triple Realm and attained the stage of Non-Retrogression”?

Answer

‘Those who are reborn in the Pure Land, though they may be
ordinary beings totally enmeshed in evil karma, cannot ever
develop afflictions or perverse views, nor can they fail to achieve

non-retrogression. This is due to five factors:

a) 'The power of the Buddha’s great, compassionate vow
embraces and protects them;

b) 'The Buddha’s light [wisdom] always shines upon them
and, therefore, the Bodhi Mind of these superior persons
will always progress;

c) Inthe Western Pure Land, the birds, water, forests, trees,
wind and music all preach the Dharma of “suffering,
emptiness, impermanence and no-self.” Upon hearing
this, practitioners begin to focus on the Buddha, the
Dharma and the Sangha;

d) 'Those who are reborn in the Pure Land have the highest

level Bodhisattvas as their companions and are free from
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all obstacles, calamities and evil conditions. Moreover

there are no externalists or evil demons, so their Minds
are always calm and still;

e) Once they are reborn in the Pure Land, their life span
is inexhaustible, equal to that of the Buddhas and Bodhi-

sattvas. Thus, they can peacefully cultivate for countless
20ns.

As a result of these five causes and conditions, sentient beings
who are reborn in the Pure Land will certainly achieve non-
retrogression and will never develop afflictions or perverse views.
Sentient beings in this world of the five turbidities, on the other
hand, have short life spans and face a host of perverse conditions
and obstructions. Therefore, they have great difficulty achieving

non-retrogression. This truth is self-evident and beyond doubt.

QUESTION 7

'The Bodhisattva Maitreya is a One-Life Bodhisattva who is
now in the Tusita Heaven. He will succeed Buddha Sakyamuni
and become a Buddha in the future. I venture to think that
we should cultivate the loftier aspects of the Ten Virtues and
seek to be reborn in the Tusita Heaven, to see Him in pCI'SOIl.45
When the time comes for Him to descend to earth and become
a Buddha, we will follow Him and certainly achieve Sagehood
in the course of His three teaching assemblies. Therefore, where
is the need to seek rebirth in the Western Pure Land?
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cAnswer

Seeking rebirth in the Tusita Heaven could be considered
equivalent to hearing the Dharma and seeing the Buddha. It
seems very similar to seeking rebirth in the Western Pure
Land. However, upon close scrutiny, there are many great
differences between the two. Let us cite two points for the sake

of discussion.

A) Even though we may cultivate the Ten Virtues, it is not
certain that we will achieve rebirth in the Tusita Heaven. As

stated in the sutras:

“The practitioner must cultivate the various samadhi and enter
deeply into right concentration to obtain rebirth in the Inner
Court of the Tusita Heaven.”

From that we can deduce that the Bodhisattva Maitreya lacks
the expedient of “welcoming and escorting.” This cannot be
compared to the power of Amitabha Buddha’s Original Vow
and His power of light, which can gather in and rescue all
sentient beings who concentrate on Him.

Moreover, when Buddha Sakyamuni explained the meaning
of the “welcoming and escorting” expedient in his exposition of
the nine grades of rebirth, he earnestly enjoined sentient beings
to seek rebirth in the Western Pure Land. This expedient is very

simple. 'The practitioner need only recite the name of Amitabha
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Buddha and, thanks to the congruence of sentiment and response,
he will immediately achieve rebirth. This is analogous to an
enlistment campaign: those who wish to join the army may do

so immediately, as their desire parallels the goal of the state.

B) Secondly, the Tusita Heaven is, after all, still within
the Realm of Desire [to which our Saha World also belongs].
‘Therefore, those who retrogress are legion. In that Heaven, the
birds, rivers, forests, trees, wind... do not preach the Dharma
and thus cannot help sentient beings destroy afflictions, focus
on the Triple Jewel nor develop the Bodhi Mind. Moreover, in
that realm, there are goddesses who kindle the five desires in the
Minds of celestial beings, to the point where few of them escape
distraction and infatuation.

How can this be compared to the Western Pure Land,46
where the trees and birds proclaim the wonderful Dharma
and the wind sings of enlightenment, destroying the
afflictions of sentient beings and reinforcing the Bodhi Mind
of practitioners?47 Moreover, in the Pure Land of Amitabha
Buddha, there are no seductive bf:irlgs48 or beings concerned
with self-enlightenment alone. There are only pure vessels of
the Mahayana way. Therefore, afflictions and evil karma cannot
arise. Under these circumstances, how can cultivators fail to
achieve the stage of nonretrogression swiftly?49 We have only
drawn a few points of comparison, yet the differences between
the Pure Land and the Tusita Heaven are already obvious. How

can there be any further doubt or hesitation?
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Moreover, seeing the Bodhisattva Maitreya and achieving
the fruits of Arhatship is not necessarily a sure thing! During
the lifetime of Buddha Sakyamuni, there were many who saw
the Buddha but did not achieve sagehood. In the future, when
the Bodhisattva Maitreya appears in the world, the same will
be true: countless sentient beings will see Him and listen to
the Dharma but not attain Arhatship. Such is not the case in
the Pure Land of Amitabha Buddha: to be reborn there is to
be assured of attaining the Tolerance of Non-Birth, with no
possible retrogression to the Triple World nor bondage to the
karma of Birth and Death.

In the Accounts of the Western Land i.e., India], there is
the story of three Bodhisattvas, Asanga, Vasubandhu and
Simhabhadra, all of whom practiced meditation, determined
to seek rebirth in the Tusita Heaven. They all vowed that if the
first one of them to die were reborn in the Inner Court of the
Tusita Heaven and saw the Bodhisattva Maitreya, he would
return and inform the others. Simhabhadra died first, but a
long time elapsed and he still had not returned. Later, when
Vasabandhu was nearing death, Asanga said to him, “After
paying your respects to Maitreya, come back and let me know
right away.” Vasabandhu died, but did not return for three years.
Asanga inquired, “Why did it take you so long?” Vasabandhu
answered, “After paying my respects to the Bodhisattva
Maitreya, listening to His sermon and exhortations, and
respectfully circumambulating Him three times, I came back

immediately. I could not return sooner because a day and night
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in the Tusita heaven is equivalent to four hundred years on
earth.”

Asanga then asked, “Where is Simhabhadra now?” Vasu-
bhandu replied, “He has strayed into the Outer Court of the
Tusita Heaven, and is now entangled in the five pleasures.
From the time of his death to now, he has been unable to see
Maitreya.”

We can deduce from this anecdote that even lesser
Bodhisattvas who are reborn in the Tusita Heaven are subject
to delusion, not to mention common mortals. Therefore,
practitioners who wish to be assured of non-retrogression should
seek rebirth in the Western Pure Land rather than the Tusita

Heaven.

QUESTION 8

From time immemorial, sentient beings have committed
countless transgressions. Moreover, in this life, from infancy to
old age, they create additional evil karma because they do not
have the opportunity to encounter good spiritual advisors. Under
these circumstances, how can it be said that “At the time of
death, they will achieve rebirth with only ten perfect utterances
of the Buddha’s name”? Furthermore, how do you satisfactorily
explain the teaching that such practitioners “transcend the

binding karma of the Triple Realm”?
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cAnswer

In truth, it is difficult to assess the number or the strength of
the good and evil karmic seeds that sentient beings have created
from time immemorial. However, those who, at the time
of death, encounter a good spiritual advisor and accomplish
ten utterances, must have created good karma in the past.
Otherwise, they could not even meet a good spiritual advisor,
let alone accomplish ten pure recitations.

Now, lest you think that the evil karma from beginningless
time is heavy while ten utterances at the time of death are light,
I shall cite three reasons why rebirth in the Pure Land does not
necessarily depend on the weight of bad karma, the amount of
practice or the duration of cultivation. The three reasons concern
a) the Mind, b) the conditions and ¢) the issue of certainty.

a) Mind

'The transgressions committed by sentient beings spring from
deluded, perverse thought. Recitation of the Buddha'’s name, on
the other hand, arises from right thought, that is, hearing of
Amitabha Buddha’s name and true virtues. One is false and the
other is true. There is no possible comparison between them!
This is similar to a house which has been boarded up for
ten thousand years. If the windows are suddenly opened to let
the sunlight in, all darkness immediately dissipates. However
long the period of darkness may have been, how can it fail to

disappear? It is likewise for sentient beings who have committed
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transgressions for many @ons but achieve rebirth at the time of

death through ten pure recitations.

b) Conditions

Transgressions grow out of dark, inverted thoughts, combined
with illusory circumstances and environments. Buddha
Recitation, on the contrary, arises from hearing of Amitabha
Buddha’s name and pure virtues, combined with the aspiration
for enlightenment. One is false and the other is true. There is no
possible comparison between them!

'This is analagous to a person struck by a poisoned arrow.
'The arrow has penetrated deep inside his body and the poison
is strong, deeply wounding his flesh and bones. Still, if at that
moment he hears the “celestial drum,”so the arrow will “shoot
out” of his flesh by itself and the poison will be neutralized. The
arrow has not penetrated so deep nor is the poison so strong that
he cannot recover! It is likewise for sentient beings who have
committed transgressions for many aons but achieve rebirth at

the time of death through ten pure recitations.

¢) Certainty of Salvation

When sentient beings commit transgressions, they do so either
from the “intervening mental state” or the “post-mental state.”
'These two mental states do not apply, however, at the time of
death: there is only one extremely powerful, utterly intense

thought of recitation, letting go of everything before dying.
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Therefore, rebirth is achieved.

'This is analogous to a very large, strong cable which even
thousands of people cannot break. Yet, a child wielding a
“celestial sword” can cut it in several pieces without difficulty. It
is also similar to a huge pile of wood, accumulated for thousands
of years, which, when set on fire by a small flame, is completely
consumed within a short time. The same is true of someone
who has practiced the Ten Virtues throughout his life, seeking
rebirth in the Heavens. If, at the time of death, he develops an
intense perverse thought, he will immediately descend, instead,
into the Avici (Never-Ending) Hell.

Although bad karma is intrinsically false and illusory, the
overpowering strength of Mind and thought can still upset a
lifetime of good karma and cause the individual to descend onto
evil paths. How, then, can Buddha Recitation, which is true,
wholesome karma, generated intensely at the time of death, fail
to upset his bad karma, even though that karma may have been
accumulated from time immemorial? Therefore, someone who
has committed transgressions for many ons, but, at the time of
death accomplishes ten recitations with a totally earnest Mind,
will certainly be reborn in the Pure Land. Not to achieve rebirth

under such circumstances would indeed be inconceivable!

'The sutras teach:

“A single utterly sincere recitation of Amitabha Buddha’s name

obliterates the grave wrongdoings of eight million ons of

Birth and Death.”
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'This is possible because the practitioner recites the Buddha’s
name with a Mind of utmost sincerity and therefore can
annihilate evil karma. As long as, on his deathbed, he utters the
Buddha’s name in such a frame of Mind, he will be assured of
rebirth. There can be no further doubt about it!

Traditionally, it has been explained that the dying person’s
ability to recite ten utterances is due entirely to previous good
karma. This explanation is not, however, correct. Why is this
so? It is because, as a commentary states, “if it were merely a
question of previous karma, only the vow for rebirth would be
necessary, and there would be no place at all for practice....”

'The practitioner who, on his deathbed, accomplishes
ten recitations, is able to do so because of his previous good
conditions (enabling him to meet a good spiritual advisor) and
because of his own wholehearted recitation. To attribute rebirth
in such circumstances exclusively to previous good karma would
be a great mistake! I hope that practitioners will ponder this
truth deeply, develop a firm Mind, and not be led astray by

erroneous views.

QUESTION 9

'The Western Pure Land is ten billion Buddha lands away from
here. Common, ordinary people are weak and frail. How can

they reach it?
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cAnswer

'The Western Pure Land is described as being ten billion Buddha
lands away from here only with respect to the limited concepts
of ordinary people with eyes of flesh and blood, mired in birth
and death.

For those who have attained the pure karma of rebirth in the
Pure Land, the Mind in samadhi at the time of death is precisely
the Mind reborn in the Pure Land. As soon as the thought [of
rebirth]| arises, rebirth is achieved. Thus, the Meditation Sutra
states that “the Land of Amitabha Buddha is not far from here!”
Moreover, the power of karma is inconceivable. In the space of
one thought, rebirth in the Pure Land is achieved. There is no
need to worry about distance.

'This is analogous to a person asleep and dreaming. Although
his body is on the bed, his Mind is travelling all over, to all
worlds, as though he were awake. Rebirth in the Pure Land is,

generally speaking, similar to this example.. !

QUESTION 10

I have now resolved to seek rebirth in the Western Pure Land.
However, I do not know which practices to cultivate, nor what
the seeds of rebirth in the Western Pure Land are. Moreover, or-
dinary people all have families and have not rid themselves of lust

and attachment. 'This being the case, can they achieve rebirth?
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cAnswer

If a cultivator wishes to be assured of rebirth, he should perfect
two practices: the practice of “disgust” [at the five desires] and

: ) 52
the practice of “joyfulness 1n vows.”

A) 'The practice of “disgust” refers to the fact that common
people have been bound by the five desires from time immemorial.
'Thus, they wander along the six paths, enduring untold suffering!
In that quagmire, unless they become disgusted with the five
desires, how can they escape the cycle of birth and death?
'Therefore, the Pure Land cultivator should constantly visual-
ize this body as a mass of flesh and bones, blood and pus, a
skinbag containing phlegm, pus, urine, faeces and other foul-

smelling substances. 'The Parinirvana Sutra states:

“This fortress of a body — only evil, deluded demons could
tolerate living in it. Who with any wisdom would ever cling to

to or delight in such a skinbag!”

Another scripture states:

“This body is the confluence of all kinds of suffering; it is a jail,
a prison, a mass of ulcers; everything is impure. In truth, it is
not worth clinging to — even the celestial bodies of deities are

no different.”
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‘Therefore, whether walking, standing, sitting or reclining,
whether asleep or awake, cultivators should always visualize this
body as nothing but a source of suffering, without any pleasure,
and develop a deep sense of disgust... [thus gradually becoming
free from lustful thoughts].

Moreover, the cultivator should also engage in the Seven
Types of Meditation on Impurity (e.g., as a foetus, in the impure,
dirty area of the womb, drinking the mother’s blood, emerging
from the womb with pus and blood gushing forth and foul odors
in profusion... after death, the body swelling up and rotting
away, with flesh and bones in disarray.. .).53

Our own bodies being thus, the bodies of others are likewise.
If we constantly meditate on these seven impurities, we will
develop disgust toward those male and female forms which
ordinary people judge handsome and beautiful. The flames of
lust will thus gradually diminish.

If, in addition, we can practice the meditations on the Nine
Kinds Of Foulness, (e.g., meditation on the fresh corpse, the
bloated corpse, the bleeding and oozing corpse, the skeleton...
and other progressive stages of decay of the human body after
death), so much the better.

We should also vow to be forever free from rebirth in a de-
luded, impure male or female body in the Triple Realm, eating
a hodgepodge of foods, and aspire instead to be endowed with a
Pure Land Dharma Nature body.

This constitutes a general discussion of the practice of
disgust.
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B) 'There are, in general, two aspects to making the joyous vow

of “rescuing oneself and others.”

I) 'The practitioner should clearly realize the goal of
rebirth — which is to seek escape from suffering for himself and
all sentient beings. He should think thus: “My own strength is
limited, I am still bound by karma; moreover, in this evil, defiled
life, the circumstances and conditions leading to afflictions are
overpowering. That is why other sentient beings and myself are
drowning in the river of delusion, wandering along the evil
paths from time immemorial. The wheel of birth and death is
spinning without end; how can I find a way to rescue myself and
others in a safe, sure manner?

“There is but one solution: it is to seek rebirth in the Pure
Land, draw close to the Buddhas and Bodhisattvas, and, relying
on the supremely auspicious environment of that realm, engage
in cultivation and attain the Tolerance of Non-Birth. Only then

can I enter the evil world to rescue sentient beings.”

'The Treatise on “Rebirth states:

“To develop the Bodhi Mind is precisely to seek Buddhahood;
to seek Buddhahood is to develop the Mind of rescuing
sentient beings; and the Mind of rescuing sentient beings is
none other than the Mind that gathers in all beings and helps

them achieve rebirth in the Pure Land.”
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Moreover, to ensure rebirth, we should perfect two practices:
abandoning the three things that hinder enlightenment and
abiding by the three things that foster enlightenment.

What are the three things that hinder enlightenment?

First, the Mind of seeking our own peace and happiness,
ego-grasping and attachment to our own bodies. The

practitioner should follow the path of wisdom and leave

all such thoughts far behind.

Second, the Mind of abandoning and failing to rescue sentient be-
ings from suffering. The practitioner should follow the path

of compassion and leave all such thoughts far behind.

Third, the Mind of exclusively seeking respect and offerings, with-
out seeking ways to benefit sentient beings and bring them
peace and happiness. The practitioner should follow the
path of expedients and leave all such thoughts far behind.

Once he has abandoned these three hindrances, the practitioner

will obtain the three things that foster enlightenment. They are:

First, the “undefiled Pure Mind” of not seeking personal
happiness. That is, enlightenment is the state of unde-
filed purity. If we seek after personal pleasure, body and
Mind are defiled and obstruct the path of enlightenment.
‘Therefore, the undefiled Pure Mind is called consonant

with enlightenment.
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Second,the “Pure Mind at peace,” rescuing all sentient beings
from suffering. ‘This is because Bodhi is the undefiled
Pure Mind which gives peace and happiness to sentient
beings. If we are not rescuing sentient beings and helping
them to escape the sufferings of Birth and Death, we
are going counter to the Bodhi path. Therefore, a Mind
focussed on saving others, bringing them peace and

happiness, is called consonant with enlightenment.

Third, a “blissful, Pure Mind,” seeking to help sentient beings
achieve Great Nirvana. Because Great Nirvana is the
ultimate, eternally blissful realm, if we do not help
sentient beings to achieve it, we obstruct the Bodhi
path. Hence, the Mind which seeks to help sentient
beings attain eternal bliss is called consonant with

enlightenment.

How can we abandon the things that hinder enlightenment and
abide by the things that foster enlightenment? — It is precisely
by seeking rebirth in the Western Pure Land, remaining
constantly near the Buddhas and cultivating the Dharma until
Tolerance of Non-Birth is reached. At that point, we may
sail the boat of great vows at will, enter the sea of Birth and
Death and rescue sentient beings with wisdom and compassion,
“adapting to conditions but fundamentally umchanging,”s4
free and unimpeded. This ends our discussion of the goal of
rebirth.
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2)  'The cultivator should next contemplate the wholesome

characteristics of the Pure Land and the auspicious features of

Amitabha Buddha.

Auspicious features:

Amitabha Buddha possesses a resplendent, golden Reward Body,
replete with 84,000 major characteristics, each characteristic
having 84,000 minor auspicious signs, each sign beaming 84,000
rays of light which illuminate the entire Dharma Realm and
gather in those sentient beings who recite the Buddha's name
[ Ninth Visualization in the ‘Meditation Sutral.

Wholesome characteristics:

The Western Pure Land is adorned with seven treasures, as
explained in the Pure Land sutras.”

In addition, when practicing charity, keeping the precepts
and performing all kinds of good deeds, Pure Land practitioners
should always dedicate the merits toward rebirth in the Pure
Land for themselves and all other sentient beings.

If the practitioner can cultivate joyfulness in vows, as set out
in section B, he will develop a Mind of hope and longing for
the Pure Land and achieve rebirth without fail. This is what is

meant by vowing to rescue oneself and others.
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The [Bodhisattvas| also conceive this overwhelming determination:
If I attain complete, perfett enlightenment first without having
established all sentient beings on the path of unsurpassed liberation, I
would be violating my original vow — that would never do. ... Why?
Sentient beings have not asked me to set my mind on enlightenment
— I of my own accord act as an unsolicited friend to sentient beings,
wishing to first cause all beings to fully develop their good potential

and attain omniscience.”

“The Ten “Practices”
cAvatamsaka Sutra. (hap. 21
Thomas (leary, tr.
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Elder Master Tien Fu was seated in meditation in the
“Hall of Reclining (Clouds. Suddenly, someone pushed the
door open, stepped inside and introduced himself as a Zen
guest. The Master greeted him with a silent nod and
extended his hand, inviting him to sit down. They remained
thus, facing one another, for a long time.... The sunlight
was disappearing through the bamboo window and the
smoke from the incense burner had dwindled to a trickle
when the guest monk leisurely arose, solemnly rearranged

his robe, and slowly began to address the Master.

QUESTION I

I venture to think that Elder Zen Master Yung Ming received
the Direct Transmission Dharma with National Master Shao
of T’ien T’ai Mountain. He was also in the direct lineage of
Elder Master Fa Yen.”® As the Abbot of the Ching Tzu Temple
in Hangchou, he enlightened many monks and nuns to the
Way. His eloquence and flexible wisdom were like the swirling
winds and the roaring thunder. Zen monks at home and abroad
praised him as a master of the highest achievement.
Nevertheless, why is it that, while preaching Zen, he
personally cultivated Pure Land as well, exhorted others to
recite the Buddha’s name and wrote treatises propagating the
Pure Land method? Moreover, he authored the verse “Four
Options,” [Ssu Liao Chien Chieh] which states in essence:’
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“With Zen but without Pure Land, nine out of ten seekers of
the Way take the wrong road.... Without Zen but with Pure

Land, of ten thousand who practice, ten thousand reach the

Pure Land...”

With these lines, the Master seems to advocate the Pure Land
method, disparaging his own school of Zen. Were his words not
an exaggeration? My mind is filled with doubts on this point,

: : . 58
and I would like to seek your instruction.

cAnswer

'That is a very good point. However, Elder Master Yung Ming did
not, in fact, extol Pure Land excessively while denigrating Zen.
Rather, his answers are of great benefit for both the Zen and
Sutra Studies methods. Unfortunately, in the “Four Options,”
the Great Master merely gave a general explanation, which did
not bring out all the subtleties of his thoughts. Therefore, he
could not dispel the doubts of Zen disciples.

I am a follower of Zen and am not well-versed in the Pure
Land method. However, through the treatises and sutras of that
School, I can give you the following general explanation.

Pure Land is a method which is easy to practice and through
which it is easy to achieve enlightenment. However, it is also
difficult to explain and to believe in. When Buddha Sakyamuni
was preaching the cAmitabha Sutra, He was aware that sentient
beings in the Dharma-Ending Age would have difficulty
believing Him. He therefore quoted the earnest words of the
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Buddhas of the six directions to dispel the doubts and develop
the faith of later generations. Near the end of the Sutra, referring
to the various Buddhas who praised Him, Sakyamuni Buddha

said:

“Shariputra! You should be aware that, in this evil age of five
corruptions [see Note 33], I did this difficult thing: I obtained
the highest perfect knowledge. For the sake of the whole
world I preach this Dharma, which is difficult to believe in.
'This is extremely difficult.” (H. Seki, c4mida K yo, New York:

American Buddhist Academy, 1973, p.74.)

'These are sincere, thorough words of instruction, enjoining
people to develop faith in the Pure Land.

Moreover, with great, overflowing compassion, Buddha
Sakyamuni has come to the world’s rescue in this Dharma-
Ending Age. Each of his words is accepted and put into practice
by humans and celestial beings alike. Nevertheless, some sentient
beings have doubts about this specific Pure Land teaching. Why
is this so? It is because the Pure LLand teaching is all-embracing,
yet its practice is extremely simple, and these two opposing
characteristics seem difficult to reconcile. This is why the Pure
Land method easily engenders doubts in the Minds of listeners.

'The method is all-embracing because it gathers in people
of all capacities. Not only do the highest level and One-Life
Bodhisattvas seek rebirth in the Pure Land, even unsophisticated
men and women, as well as those who have committed the five

grave offenses or the ten evil acts, will all achieve rebirth. They
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need only put their faith in and direct their Minds toward the
Pure Land with utmost determination.”

On the other hand, this method is simple because the
practitioner is not subjected to too many difhiculties and
hardships, nor does he have to pass through many different
states of Mind, when he could easily be misled.”’ He need only
recite the Buddha’s name to ensure escape from the Saha World
(our world), be reborn in the Western Pure Land and achieve
non-retrogression until Buddhahood is finally attained.

Because of these two characteristics of the Pure Land
method, all-embracing yet simple, even the wise develop doubts.
'Thus, if you fully understand this point, you will realize that
Elder Master Yung Ming’s words of praise truly have a profound

meaning and are not an exaggeration.

QUESTION 2

I now understand the all-embracing yet simple nature of the
Pure Land method. However, enlightened Zen Masters have
said that “to see one’s nature is to achieve Buddhahood.” Why
should we settle for rebirth in the Western Pure Land?

cAnswer

You ask such a question because you still do not understand. In

fact, enlightened masters are the very ones who are urgently
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seeking rebirth. The ancients have said: “In which realm would
one seek rebirth, if not the Pure Land?” From your question, I
can see that you have not yet awakened to the Way — because,
once you have, your aspiration for rebirth cannot be restrained,

even by ten thousand buffaloes!

QUESTION 3

'The reason Buddha Sakyamuni appeared in the world was to
rescue sentient beings. As Buddhist followers, we should worry
only about not having awakenened. Once awakened to the Way,
we should be unconcerned about Birth and Death, and follow
the Buddha’s example, manifesting ourselves in the evil realms
to rescue all sentient beings.... If those who have awakened
or attained enlightenment still seek rebirth in the Pure Land,
are they not guilty of rejecting suffering, seeking happiness for
themselves and abandoning those who are still mired in Birth

and Death? I may be deluded and vile, but all the same, I abhor

such an attitude!

Answer

You are too impatient — like someone who discovers an egg and
wants it to hatch immediately! Do you really think that after a

momentary awakening you have extinguished all deluded habits
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and suddenly reached the stage of non-retrogression? Do you
also think that, after such an awakening, you no longer have to
study the Buddha Dharma in its totality nor engage in further
cultivation so as to attain the various stages of Bodhisattvahood,
step by step? Or are you by any chance thinking that, after a
glimpse of enlightenment, you have become the equal of the
Buddhas, free to enter and exit Birth and Death, unhindered
and unperturbed by obstructing conditions?

If this were the case, the great Bodhisattvas who spent
untold zons cultivating the paramitas and the ten thousand
conducts should all feel ashamed, compared to you! The ancients

have admonished:

“Arhats are still deluded at birth, Bodhisattvas are still deluded
in the bardo stage!” [See Glossary.]

If this is true of sages, such as Arhats and Bodhisattvas, what
can we say about those who have only superficially awakened
and, in the midst of this world, cannot even save themselves?
Moreover, even if your awakening is profound, your wisdom
and understanding brilliant and lofty, and even if your practice
is consonant with your understanding and you are determined to
rescue sentient beings, as long as you have not reached the stage
of non-retrogression, your skills and capacities are necessarily
incomplete. Under these circumstances, should you decide to
remain in this evil world to convert and rescue recalcitrant

sentient beings, the sages and saints would not vouch for your
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success! It would be no different from attempting to rescue
people from the raging sea with a boat that is neither sturdy nor

watertight — unavoidably, everyone would drown!

Thus, it is stated in the Treatise on “Rebirth:

“If you wish to move freely in the nether worlds, if you wish
to rescue deluded, suffering sentient beings, you should first
seek rebirth in the Western Pure Land. Only after you have
achieved Tolerance of Non-Birth should you return to the sea
of Birth and Death to fulfill your original vow. It is because of

these causes and conditions that the practitioner should seek
rebirth in the Pure Land.”

'The sages of old have also said:

“Those who have not reached the stage of non-retrogression nor
achieved Tolerance of Non-Birth should never be separated
from the Buddhas. They are not unlike small children who
should not leave their mothers or young birds who can only

hop from branch to branch.”

In this day and age, in this Saha World, Buddha Sakyamuni
has entered Nirvana, while Maitreya, the future Buddha, is not
yet born. Moreover, along the Four Evil Paths, sentient beings
are easily swayed by interlinking cause and effect, exposed to
hundreds of heterodox, evil teachings, perturbed by criticism

and calumny, lured by beautiful forms and sensuous sounds,
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continuously under the influence of evanescent circumstances
and evil conditions. Under such conditions, with no Buddha to
rely on and disturbed by the evil environment, how many of the
newly awakened can avoid retrogression?

'That is why Buddha Sakyamuni has earnestly recommended
rebirth in the Western Pure Land. In that Land, Buddha
Amitabha now preaches the Dharma, and in that Land favorable
conditions abound. Once reborn, relying on the help of the Ocean-
wide Assembly, the practitioner swiftly achieves the Tolerance
of Non-Birth. Moreover, as he is always in the company of the
King of the Dharma, he easily attains Buddhahood. At that
time, there are no obstructions to prevent him from appearing
in the world at will, to rescue sentient beings. Therefore, even
those of the highest capacity, endowed with wisdom, must seek
rebirth, not to mention people like you who are of only moderate
or low capacities, and are barely awakened!

Do you not know that in the Sutra on the ‘Buddha Uisuali-
zation Samadhi, the Bodhisattva Manjusri himself recalled his
cultivation in past lifetimes and revealed that he had attained
the Buddha Remembrance Samadhi and usually dwelled in the
pure lands? For this reason Buddha Sakyamuni predicted, “You
will be reborn in the Land of Ultimate Bliss!”

Do you not also know that in the cAvatamsaka Sutra, the
Bodhisattva Samantabhadra urged Sudhana and the Ocean-
wide Assembly to dedicate the virtues of the Ten Great Vows
toward rebirth in the Western Pure Land? The Sutra contains
the following passage:
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“I vow that when my life approaches its end,

All obstructions will be swept away;
I will see Amita Buddha,/And be born in his Land of
Ultimate Bliss and peace.”

(Hsuan Hua, tr. Flower cAdornment Sutra, Ch. 40. p.214.)

Do you not also know that, in the Lgnkavatara Sutra, Buddha
Sakyamuni predicted:

“In the future, in southern India, there will be an Elder Master
of high repute and virtue named Nagarjuna.... He will attain

the first Bodhisattva stage of Extreme Joy and be reborn in the
Western Pure Land.”

Do you not also realize that in the Treatise on the cAwakening of
the Faith, the Patriarch Asvaghosha61 also extolled rebirth? In the
Maharatnakuta Sutra, Buddha Sakyamuni predicted that his
father, King Suddhodana; along with seventy thousand relatives,
would be reborn in the Pure Land. In the ‘Meditation Sutra,
Buddha Sakyamuni taught Queen Vaidehi and her five hundred
attendants how to pay homage to Amitabha Buddha.. &

[Let us be impartial and ask ourselves this question: if even
great Bodhisattvas such as Manjusri and Samantabhadra, and
towering Patriarchs such as Asvaghosha and Nagalrjuna63 sought
rebirth, vowing to see Amitabha Buddha, who are today’s
barely awakened practitioners to reject rebirth? Indeed, to do
so is tantamount to considering their own achievements to be
higher than those of the Bodhisattvas and Patriarchs! That is

inconceivable!
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[In later times, in China, for example, Elder Master Hui
Yuan of Lu Shan (334—416) founded the Lotus Society, which
was devoted exclusively to Pure Land practice, while many
other masters and laymen belonging to both the T’ien T"ai and
Avatamsaka traditions personally cultivated Buddha Recitation
and widely expounded the Pure Land method.” Following one
another’s example, they sought rebirth in the Pure Land.

[ Furthermore, over the centuries, in China, numerous
Zen Masters, in addition to meditation, quietly practiced and
propagated Pure Land teachings.65 Among them are found many
Elder Masters of high achievement, including Masters Yung
Ming, T’ien I Huai, Yuan Chao Pen, Tzu Shou Shen....] o0

Not only did these Zen Masters follow the Pure Land
method, I [Master T’ien Ju] have heard a Zen monk of high
achievement say, “almost all monks, both within and outside
the Five Houses of Zen,67 awakened to the Way or not, set their
Minds on the Pure Land.” When I asked the reason, the MasSter

replied:

“Elder Zen Master Pai Chang68 of Huai Hai [one of the most
famous Zen Masters of all time] was the direct successor to the
great Zen Master Ma Tsu of Chiang Hsi.”” Zen communities
throughout the world are established on his model and have
adopted the “Pure “‘Rules for monasteries which he instituted.
Since ancient times, no one has dared to criticize or violate this
set of rules.

“According to these Rules, prayers for the benefit of

seriously ill monks and nuns include the following passage:

63



“The fourfold assembly should gather together, and all should
recite verses of praise to Amitabha Buddha and chant his name
from one hundred to one thousand times. At the end, the
following words of transference should be read: “If conditions
have not yet come to an end, let him quickly, recover. If the time of
death has arrived, we pray that he will be reborn in the ‘Pure Land.
Is this not pointing the way back to the Pure Land?

“Moreover, the liturgy for sending off deceased monks
includes this passage: ‘the great assembly should all recite the
name of Amitabha Buddha in unison, transferring the merits
and making the following vow: “Le his soul be reborn in the ‘Pure
Land, his karma in the world of dust severed, let him be reborn in
the upper lotus grade, with a golden body. May he also receive a
prediction of ‘Buddhahood in one lifetime.” Is this not pointing
the way back to the Pure Land?

“Furthermore, at the time of burial or cremation, the “Pure
‘Rules stipulate: “The monk in charge of the service should
lead the way, striking the small bell, and recite the name of
Amitabha Buddha ten times, with the great assembly following
in unison. After recitation, the following words of transference
should be read: “We have just intoned the ‘Buddhas name ten
times to assist in rebirth....” Is this not pointing the way back to
the Pure Land?

“It is for these reasons that this old monk said, ‘Zen Masters
the world over all set their Minds on the Pure Land.”

I listened to the Zen Master’s explanations and, as they were
fully substantiated, cannot find any reason to refute them. The
profound and lofty meaning behind Master Pai Chang’s Pure

Rules then dawned on me....
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Residing as you are in a monastery complex, you must have
“sent oft” countless monks. Your ears must have heard and your
mouth uttered “ten recitations” an untold number of times. Your
Mind must have focussed on the transference of merit to the
Pure Land innumerable times! In spite of all this, you have not
yet awakened nor have you understood the real intentions of
the Patriarchs, and are deluded to the point of claiming that
“those who have awakened or reached enlightenment do not seek
rebirth.” Truly, your disease of grasping, of clinging to Zen, has

no equal in the whole, wide world!”

QUESTION 4

'The “gathering power” [i.e., teaching] of the Pure Land method
is truly all-embracing — this foolish monk will no longer dare
to comment upon it. However, I used to hear such expressions
as “Self-Nature Amitabha, Mind-Only Pure Land,” and could
not but secretly 1rejoice!71 'That was so until I glanced through

the Pure Land sutras and commentaries and discovered that the

Pure Land is the Land of Ultimate Bliss, ten billion Buddha
lands from here, and that Amitabha Buddha is the teacher of

that Land. Thus, there seems to be a contradiction: Aere [i.c.,

Mind-Only Pure Land] and #bere [i.e., Pure Land in the West]
are quite distant, and outside the truth of Mind-Only Self-
Nature! How shall I understand this question?
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cAnswer

You still have a superficial and narrow understanding of the
issue. Do you not know that your True Mind is all-extensive

and all-illuminating? The Surangama Sutra states:

“The various mountains, rivers and continents, even the empty
space outside our physical body, are all realms and phenomena

within the wonderful, bright True Mind.”

It further states:

“Phenomena which are born — they are all manifestations of

Mind-Only.”

'Therefore, where can you find a Buddha land outside the Mind?
'Thus, the concept of Mind-Only Pure Land refers to the Pure
Land within our True Mind. 'This is no different from the ocean,
from which springs an untold number of bubbles, none of which
is outside the wide ocean. It is also like the specks of dust in the
soil, none of which is not soil. Likewise, there is no Buddha

land which is not Mlind. Therefore, sages and saints have said:

“Ihis single Mind encompasses the four kinds of Lands in
their totality: a) the Land of Common Residence of beings
and saints; b) the Land of Expediency; ¢) the Land of True
Reward and d) the Land of Eternally Tranquil Light (Eternal
Serenity and Illumination)....” [The Land of Common
Residence is further divided into the Common Residence “Pure
Land and the Common Residence Impure Land.] 2
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'The distinctions among the four lands are based on different
levels of cultivation and achievement; however, they are in fact
but one realm. The True Mind encompasses the ten thousand
phenomena.73 Lands as numerous as the specks of dust through-
out the ten directions are none other than the realms in our own
Mind; the countless Buddhas of the Three Periods of Time are
also the Buddhas in our own Mind. Nothing exists outside our
Self-Mind. Understanding this truth, we realize that there is
no land which is established independently of our own Mind,
there is no Buddha who appears without relying on our nature.
'This being the case, how can the Western Pure Land ten billion
Buddha lands away from here not be the Pure Land of Mind-
Only?

'The Land of Ultimate Bliss being thus, the Teacher of that
Land is, likewise, Buddha Amitabha of the Self Nature. We
should know that this Mind encompasses the totality of the Ten
Realms, bodies and lands freely interpenetrating ad infinitum.
We should know, further, that Mind, Buddha and sentient
beings, while three, are in fact one:”’ they have the same Nature
and are no different from one another. Sentient beings and
Buddhas appear interchangeably, their thoughts meshing with
one anotherss....

'The realm of the True Mind, encompassing untold lands,
can be likened to the Jewel Net of Indra described in the
cAvatamsaka Sutra.

['This is a net said to hang in the palace of Indra, the king of
the gods. At each interstice of the net is a reflecting jewel, which
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mirrors not only the adjacent jewels but the multiple images
reflected in them. This famous image is meant to describe the
unimpeded interpenetration of all and everything.] s

The Western Pure Land, as well as each of the ten billion
Buddha lands, resembles one of the jewels in Indra’s net.

On a more subtle level, throughout each and every land,
from the Buddhas, Bodhisattvas and Arhats down to animals,
hungry ghosts and hells, each and every thing resembles one
of the jewels. ‘Buddha Amitabha himself is one of the jewels.
Therefore, to see one Buddha is to see all the Buddhas of the
ten directions as well as the nine realms of sentient beings
throughout the ten directions. The multitude of Buddha
lands, the ten directions of the past and present — the whole
constitutes an “ocean seal,” “sudden and perfect.” There are no
other dharmas.”

Thus, the “dusts” [sensory objects] throughout the ten
billion Buddha lands are born by transformation precisely
within our own Self-Mind. How can the “substance” [i.e.,
beings] which appears in the nine Lotus Grades [see Glossary]
be separate from or outside the True Thusness Buddha? These
explanations are the enlightened teachings of the Buddhas,

Patriarchs, sages and saints. If we understand this truth, we

will see that the Western Pure Land is Mind-Only, each
Buddha land, each mote of dust, is also Mind-Only, Lord
Amitabha Buddha is the Self-Nature, and each Buddha, each

: . 77 :
sentient being is also the Self-Nature.”" Thus, what is there to
doubt?
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cAdditional (omments by ‘Dharma Master Thién Tam

The ‘Dharma Realm True Mind is an immensely broad and
extensive state, encompassing an untold number of lands, ‘Buddhas
and sentient beings.

In that One True State, the aspelt of lands and sentient beings,
constantly in flux, pertains to the “Door of ‘Birth and ‘Death.” The
silent and illuminating aspect — still, wonderful, clear, bright and
everlasting — is called the “Door of True Thusness.”

The True Mind is a (ommon True State encompassing
those two “Doors, the conditioned and the unconditioned. <All
the following expressions refer to that True Nature: True Mind,
Self~-Nature, ‘Buddha Nature, Womb of the Tathagata, ‘Dharma
‘Realm, ‘Dharma Nature, True cMark, Nirvana, ‘Dharma Body,
Alaya (onsciousness of the Tathagata, Original Face, ‘Prajna, True
Emptiness. ..

The ‘Buddha taught two approaches for returning to that true
nature. Such ‘Dharma methods as Zen, Tien Tai (Iendai or Lotus
School) and a division of the Esoteric School enter it through the
“‘Door of Emptiness. Other schools, such as the “Pure Land School, the
Avatamsaka School, the Oinaya (‘Discipline) School, as well as the
‘Diamond “Division of the Esoteric School do so through the “Door of
Existence.

Therefore, those who deeply understand the prajna truth of Zen,
or the meaning of the Ten Mysterious Gates of the cAvatamsaka
School, all clearly realize that form is no different from emptiness,
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emptiness is no different from form, form is emptiness, emptiness is
form. On the other hand, those who lack thorough understanding
will cling to emptiness unless they cling to existence.

However, clinging to existence at least makes the praltitioner
fear cause and effect, avoid transgressions and perform good deeds,
which leads to auspicious rebirth in human and celestial realms — or
in the Western “Pure Land (in the case of diligent praltitioners of
‘Buddha ‘Recitation). On the other hand, if he clings to emptiness, he
will end up denigrating cause and effelt and rejelting the ‘Buddhas
and sages. Thus, he will descend, in the future, upon the Three Evil
“Paths. Therefore, the ancients have cautioned.

“It is better to be attached to existence, though the attachment
may be as great as Mount Sumeru, than to be attached to

emptiness, though the attachment may be as small as a mustard

seed.””

The wisiting Zen Master of our story did not yet clearly understand
the True Mind. Therefore, as soon as he heard that “the “Pure Land
is SMind-Only, the Self-Nature is cAmitabha ‘Buddha,” he hastily
concluded that our Mind, if pure, is precisely the “Pure Land, is
precisely cAmitabha ‘Buddha — and that there is no other Land of
“Bliss nor any ‘Buddha called cAmitabha. Such deluded individuals,
attached to emptiness, can be found everywbhere. In general, they
reject the existence of ‘Buddha cAmitabha, the Western “‘Pure Land,
demonic or celestial realms, or else they say that the ‘Bodhisattva
Earth Store (Ksitigarbha) is the Mind-ground-Nature-store and
there is no such ‘Bodhbisattva as Earth CSz‘ore.79
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This is not unlike wearing dark glasses and seeing everything
in black. ‘Regardless of how many ‘Dharma talks such practitioners
present or how many sutras or commentaries z‘/aey compose or
translate, ultimately they stray, developing the disease of attachment
to emptiness.

These individuals are usually vain and conceited, considering
themselves intelligent and lofty, while deprecating others as being
attached to forms. In truth, when they write commentaries or translate
sutras, they have the intention of propagating the ‘Dharma, but, in
the end, they vilify the Three Treasures [‘Buddha, ‘Dharma, Sanghal
instead. Not only are they in the wrong, they mislead countless others
as well. This is no different from an incompetent physician who
wishes to help sentient beings, but, because his knowledge is not yet
up to par harms many paz‘iem‘s instead.

Thus, translating sutras and lefturing on the ‘Dharma do not
necessarily bring merits nor constitute propagation of the ‘Dharma,

if the author goes astray and misses the intent af the sutras.

QUESTION §

You have said, Maéter, that pure and impure are inter-

penetrating, that each speck of dust is a Land of Ultimate
Bliss. Why is it, then, that the Saha World has become an

impure world?
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cAnswer

It is due to the karma of sentient beings, which has changed
a pure place into an impure one. In the eyes of the Buddha,

however, all impurities are pure. In any event, how can
Sakyamuni Buddha’s Land of True Reward be really

impure?

QUESTION 6

I now believe in the lofty and sublime principle of Mind-Only
— all-encompassing and perfectly unimpeded. However, how
can people who are still sunk in deluded passion and not yet

divorced from evil karma become pure?

Answer

If the Mind is polluted, the realm is polluted; if the Mind is

pure, the realm is pure. The Pimalakirti Sutra states:

“To be reborn in the Pure Land, you should first purify your
Mind; when the Mind is pure, the Buddha lands will be pure

as well.”

The Pure Land Dharma Door is a wonderful method for
achieving purity of Mind. There is no better expedient!
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QUESTION 7

Could I please hear your explanation of the general points of the
Pure LLand method?

cAnswer

Fundamentally, the Pure Land method does not require any
cultivation. It is only because of delusion that cultivation becomes
necessary. Moreover, Dharma methods are not, in themselves,
high or low. It is only because of the differing natures and
capacities of individuals that they have been categorized as such.
Sentient beings are at different levels of spiritual development,
and therefore, various methods are required. There are, in
summary, three basic approaches: 1) Visualization (Real Mark
Buddha Recitation), 2) Recitation/Recollection and 3) Sundry

Practices.

I.  First METHOD

'The first, or Visualization Method, is explained as follows in the
Meditation Sutra:

“Every Buddha,... Tathagata, is One who is a... [Dharma Realm
Body] and enters into the Minds of all beings. For this reason
when you perceive the Buddha-state in your Minds, this indeed
is the Mind which possesses the thirty-two signs of perfection
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and the eighty minor marks of excellence. It is the Mind that
becomes Buddha; indeed, it is the Mind that is Buddha. The
ocean of true and universal knowledge of all the Buddhas is
born of Mind and thought. For this reason... [you] ought to
apply... [your] Minds with one thought to the meditation on
that Buddha...” (‘Buddha-‘Bhasita Arnitayur ‘Dhyana-Sutra
(Meditation on ‘Buddha cAmitiyus) by Kalayasas. New York:
American Buddhist Academy Press, p.25.)

According to the Tien Tai Treatise,

“lThe passage beginning from ‘Every Buddha,... Tathagata’
refers to all Buddhas.

“The passage beginning with ‘you ought to apply your
Minds, etc., refers specifically to meditation on Buddha
Amitabha.

“Ihe Dharma Realm Body is the Dharma Body of the
Reward Buddha. If the Minds of sentient beings are pure, the
Dharma Body reveals itself. Thus, the word enter is used. (This
is similar to the brilliant sun; when it rises, its image appears
in a multitude of rivers.) This is to indicate that the Buddha
Body is free and unimpeded and can manifest itself according
to the object. Moreover, the ‘Dharma Realm Body’ refers to
the Buddha Body, appearing everywhere, taking the Dharma
Realm as its nature. When the pratitioner achieves this
Buddha Visualization Samadhi, his understanding and actions
[noumenon and phenomena] interpenetrate and become one.
'This is expressed in the words ‘enters into the Minds of all

beings.’
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“It is the Mind that becomes Buddha’ means that the
Buddha has always been inherently empty and void. Because
the Minds of sentient beings are pure, Buddha exists.

“Indeed, it is the Mind that is Buddha;’ Since people might
misunderstand what was said previously and think that the
Buddha has spontaneously come into existence, the words s
Buddha’ are used. The word ‘becomes’ indicates the beginning
of visualization, while the word ‘is’ means that visualization

has been accomplished.”

Another commentary states:

“To visualize the Buddha’s body, you should clearly understand
the nature of visualization. That nature is self-enlightenment.
Visualization methods are developed from there. Self-
enlightenment is the Dharma Realm Body of the Buddhas
because what the Buddhas have completely attained is nothing
other than the Self-Nature of sentient beings.

“Only when the ‘initial enlightenment’ is meritorious does

‘self-enlightenment’ appear. This is the meaning of the words

‘the Dharma Body is born of Mind and thought.’

“Moreover, Buddha Amitabha and all Buddhas possess the
same Dharma Body, the same wisdom and the same capacities
and functions. When the body of Amitabha Buddha is
manifested, the bodies of all Buddhas are manifested; when the
bodies of the Buddhas are understood, the nature of Amitabha
Buddha is revealed. Therefore, the cMeditation Sutra refers

broadly to all Buddhas in order to end in the visualization of

Amitabha Buddha.
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“From the words ‘Dharma Realm Body’ on, the Sutra
refers to the mutual response between the Buddhas and the
practitioner and the ‘interpenetration’ between understanding

and action [theory and practice].”

Commenting on these two explanations, an Elder Master has

written:

“Without the first explanation, the above visualization would
not be a meditation on the Buddha. Without the second
explanation, the practitioner could misunderstand and think
that the nature of sentient beings is different from that of
the Buddhas. The two explanations are complementary in

elucidating the Visualization method.”

II. Seconp METHOD

With the second, or Recitation/Recollection method, the
cultivator either “recollects” the auspicious features of Amitabha
Buddha or recites His name. This method has both a noumenal

and a phenomenal aspect. In the Avatamsaka Sutra, the Elder
Mukata (“Liberation”) said:

“If T wish to see Amitabha Thus Come One in the World of
Happiness, then as soon as I formulate the intention I see
Him... [I can clearly see all the various Buddhas, their lands
and retinues as well as their spiritual powers.] And yet, these

'Thus Come Ones do not come here, nor do I go to them. [This
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is so because] I know that all Buddhas and my own Mind
are completely like a dream. I know that all Buddhas are like
an image or reflection [in the water]... I know that all the
physical characteristics of all Buddhas together with my own
Mind, are both like an illusion.. an echo. I realize this as such
and recollect and consider this as such — that all Buddhas I

see arise from my own Mind.” [Because I clearly understand

my Mind as such, I can at will see the Buddhas.] (Flower
Adornment Sutra, tr. by Tripitaka Master Hsuan Hua. Ch. 39,
Part II, p.104-106.)

An Elder Master commented on the above quote as follows:

“From the first sentence to the words ‘Nor do I go to them’ [the
Buddhas], the Sutra elucidates the truth of Mind-Only. If the
practitioner is enlightened to the truth of ‘Mind but not Mind,
he immediately enters the True Thusness Samadhi. When the
practitioner truly understands that all realms and marks are
illusory, created from the Mind, and awakens to the truth of
‘Mind-Only and Mind is Buddha, then, depending on the
object of his thoughts and recollection, there is nothing which
is not Buddha.

“The second part of the quote refers to four examples: (1) ‘like
a dream’ stands for the truth of ‘neither coming nor going;
(2) ‘like a reflection in the water’ represents the truth of ‘neither
leaving nor entering; (3) ‘like an illusion’ stands for the truth
of ‘neither existing nor non-existing;’ (4) ‘like an echo’ means

‘neither disintegrating nor amalgamating.’
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“Ihe first example indicates that everything is <Mind-Only;
the second example shows that, because it is Mind-Only: it is
empty; the third example indicates that, because it is Mind-Only,
it is false; the fourth example shows that, because it is Mind-
Only, it is the <Middle Way. These four examples encompass
the Four Meditations and include the ‘general’ and the ‘specific,
thus revealing the truth of Mind-Only — everything has
always been perfect and unobstructed. This is the teaching of
the cAvatamsaka Sutra”

Noumenon or absolute level:

If the practitioner clearly understands this truth and concentrates
upon the Buddha’s name, free of (1) the Mind of existence and
non-existence, (2) the Mind of simultaneous existence and non-
existence, (3) the Mind of simultaneous non-existence and non-
non-existence, while (4) severing all past, present and future
— this is called “noumenon-recitation.” If the practitioner can
recite singlemindedly in this way throughout the six periods of
the day and night (i.e., all the time), without interruption and
without developing a single thought, he need not pass through
any stage of cultivation but can enter directly into the realm

of the Buddhas. This is also called “one-pointedness of Mind

(noumenon level).”

Phenomenon or material level:

'The Surangama Sutra states:
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“Moreover, whoever recites the name of Amitabha Buddha,
whether in the present time, or in future time, will surely see
the Buddha Amitabha and never become separated from him.
By reason of that association, just as one associating with the
maker of perfumes becomes permeated with the same perfumes,

so he wi// become perfumed by Amitabha’s compassion, and

>

will become enlightened without any other expedient means.

(Dwight Goddard, <A ‘Buddhist “Bible. Boston, MA: Beacon
Press, 1970, p.245.)

Another sutra teaches that:

“Whether he focusses on the Buddha constantly throughout his
life, or recites assiduously for three months, or forty-nine days,
or one to seven days and nights, or recites only ten times each
morning, as long as the practitioner holds the Buddha's name
with deep faith and fervent vows, in a dragon encountering
water or a tiger hidden deep in the mountains, he will be assist-
ed by the Buddha’s power and achieve rebirth in the Pure Land.”
[A dragon outside the ocean or a tiger without the protection of
the forest has but one thought in mind: to return to its environ-
ment.... Recitation requires the same singleminded intensity.]

According to the cMeditation Sutra, even an ordinary being,
guilty of the five grave offenses and the ten evil deeds, will be
reborn if, at the time of death, he recites the Buddha’s name
but ten times with utmost sincerity. 'This is “one-pointedness of

Mind (phenomenon level).”
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In summary, “one-pointedness of Mind (noumenon level)”
refers to the practitioner who thoroughly understands the four
meditation truths discussed above and recites the Buddha’s
name with such a Mind. It is equivalent to the realm of Empty
Wisdom (Wisdom of Emptiness) and leads to the realm of Pure
Truth.

“One-pointedness of Mind (phenomenon level),” on the other
hand, refers to the practitioner whose Mind is still attached
to recitation, one recitation following another without pause,
leading to the state of extinction of all sundry thought.

One-pointedness of Mind (noumenon level) is the practice
of those of the highest capacities; one-pointedness of Mind
(phenomenon level) embraces those of moderate and low

... 80
capa(:ltles.

III. Tairp METHOD

'The third method is called “Sundry Practices,” as the cultivator

engages in many practices seeking rebirth in the Pure Land.

A) 'Thus, in the cAvatamsaka Sutra, the Bodhisattva Samanta-
bhadra advises and urges the youth Sudhana (“Good Wealth”)
and the Ocean-Wide Great Assembly to seek rebirth through
the Ten Great Vows." These Ten Great Vows are:

“First, worship and respect all Buddhas.
Second, praise the Thus Come Ones.
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'Third, make abundant offerings.

Fourth, repent misdeeds and hindrances.

Fifth, rejoice at others’ merits and virtues.

Sixth, request the Buddha to turn the Dharma wheel.
Seventh, request the Buddha to remain in the world.
Eighth, follow the teachings of the Buddha at all times.
Ninth, accommodate and benefit all sentient beings.

Tenth, transfer merits and virtues universally.”

Each Vow contains the clause:

“When the realm of empty space is exhausted, my [Vows]
will be exhausted. But because the realm of empty space is
inexhaustible, my [ Vows] will never end. In the same way, when
the realms of living beings, the karma of living beings, and the
afflictions of living beings are exhausted, my [Vows] will be
exhausted. But the realms of living beings, the karma of living
beings, and the afflictions of living beings are inexhaustible.
Therefore my [Vows] are inexhaustible. They continue in
thought after thought without cease. My body, mouth and
mind never tire of doing these deeds.” (Master Hsuan Hua, tr.

Flower cAdornment Sutra, Ch. 40, p.48.)

'The practitioner should cultivate these Ten Great Vows with
body, mouth and Mind, and without interruption or lethargy.
At the time of death, when all family and possessions are left
behind and all faculties disintegrate, only these Great Vows will
follow close behind, and in an instant, the practitioner will be

reborn in the Pure Land.
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'This constitutes seeking rebirth through the power of vows.

B) Moreover, in the <Mabaratnakuta Sutra, Buddha
Sakyamuni told the Bodhisattva Maitreya:

“These Ten Minds cannot be developed by ordinary people, nor
those who lack virtue and are beset by afflictions. What are
these Ten Minds? They are... to develop great loving kindness
toward sentient beings...; to develop great compassion...; to
protect the true Dharma of the Buddha without regard for one’s
life; to develop Supreme Tolerance of the Correct Dharma,
without clinging nor grasping; to be still and peaceful, without
seeking gain, support nor respect; to seek the Buddha’s wisdom
at all times....; to be respectful and reverential toward all beings
at all times...; to avoid indulging in mundane discussions...;
to plant all good roots...; to give up attachment to the marks
of the Buddhas, while always keeping the Buddhas in mind.”
(After translation by Saddhaloka Bhikku.)

“These are the Ten Minds of the Bodhisattvas, which
enable them to achieve rebirth. For someone to attain one of
these ten frames of Mind while seeking rebirth in the Pure
Land and yet fail to be reborn is simply impossible.”

This sutra passage refers to achieving rebirth through Mind-

powecr.

C) Moreover, in the Sutra of the Heart of Great (ompassion
Mantra, the Bodhisattva Avalokitesvara (Kuan Yin) said to the
Buddha:
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“Great Honored Teacher! If any sentient being should assiduously
recite the Great Compassion Mantra and still descend upon
the Three Evil Paths, I vow not to attain Buddhahood. If any
practitioner should assiduously recite the Great Compassion
Mantra and fail to be reborn in the lands of the Buddhas, I
vow not to attain Buddhahood. If any practitioner should
assiduously recite the Great Compassion Mantra and not
achieve innumerable samadhis and great eloquence, I vow
not to attain Buddhahood. If anyone should recite the Great
Compassion Mantra and not have all the wishes and hopes
of his present life fulfilled, this dharani cannot be called the
Great Compassion Mantra! The only exceptions are wishes
which are unwholesome and those made when the Mind is not

utterly sincere.”

Moreover, practitioners who assiduously recite such dharani
as the Thousand-Armed Avalokitesvara Mantra, the Rebirth
Mantra,... etc. with utmost sincerity, can all be reborn in the
Western Pure Land or other pure lands. This is achievement of

rebirth through spiritual power.

D) Moreover, as stated in the cMeditation Sutra:

“Those who wish to be born in that land [of Ultimate Bliss] must
cultivate the three-fold goodness. Firstly, they should be filial
toward their parents and support them; serve and respect their

teachers and elders; be of compassionate heart and abstain from

83



doing harm; and cultivate the ten virtuous actions.  Secondly,
they should accept and hold on to their refuge in the Three
Jewels; perfectly observe all moral precepts and not lower their
dignity nor neglect ceremonial observances. Thirdly, they should
awaken in their Minds a longing for Bodhi, deeply believe in
the principle of cause and effect, peruse and recite Mahayana
sutras and persuade and encourage other practitioners. These
three groups of practices are called pure actions... and they are
the efficient causes for the pure actions of all the Buddhas of
the three worlds, past present and future.” (Kalayasas, Op. ciz.,

p.I0-1I.)

'This is in reference to achieving rebirth through the power of
accumulated merits.

Furthermore, those who perform good deeds, carrying them
out to perfection and transferring the merits with a Mind of faith
and vows, can all achieve rebirth as well.”” These meritorious
acts include erecting temples, stupas and statues of the Buddhas,
worshipping the Buddhas, reciting sutras, adhering to the
precepts, burning incense, offering flowers, donating pennants
and other decorations to Buddhist temples, making offerings of
food to the clergy, practicing charity, etc.).

This is a general outline of the Pure Land method. Since
practitioners differ in their vows and practices, and noumenon
also differs from phenomena, there are bound to be differences
in their perception of the Buddha and understanding of the
Dharma. Their resulting physical attributes and environment

are also different. [See Glossary for “noumenon.”]
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cAdditional (omments by ‘Dharma Master Thién Tam

To achieve rebirth in the Pure Land, the praltitioner need not limit
himself to ‘Buddha ‘Recitation or visualization, but may engage, inter
alia, in any one of the following practices:

a) “Power of vows, such as the Ien Great ‘Dows of the ‘Bodhisattva
Samantabhadra (Avatamsaka Sutra);

b) Mind-Power, such as the Ten Minds of the “Bodbisattva
(Maharatnakuta Sutra);

) Spiritual power; such as reciting the Great (ompassion Mantra,
the ‘Rebirth Mantra, the Thousand Armed Avalokitesvara

‘Dbharani, etc.

d) Power of accumulated merits (such as practicing the Ten Uirtues,
reciting sutras, building temples, erefting statues. . .). Caveat: all the
merits must be dedicated to rebirth in the “Pure Land.

Newertheless, the praltitioner must engage in these four methods to
the point of perfection to obtain results. Since ordinary people cannot
easily extinguish heavy karma and afflittions or accomplish difficult,
wholesome deeds, we should rely on ‘Buddha ‘Recitation, with its
emphasis on other powes, the power of the ‘Buddhba. For this reason,
Elder Master Vin Kuang has said that “weak and limited sentient
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beings who achieve rebirth owe it entirely to the compassionate power
of the Tathagata” Thus, those who engage in ‘Buddha “Recitation
today should adopt the ‘]—[alding the Name method as their main
practice. Other praltices such as sutra recitation, chanting of mantras,
charity and other good deeds should be considered auxiliary. This is

the only scg% course.

The first of the three methods explained earlier by Elder cMaster
Tien Fu is ‘Real Mark ‘Buddha “Recitation — which is difficult
for those of moderate and low capacities to follow. The third method,
using the power of vows, the Mind, mantras or accumulated merits,
holds little hope for ordinary people beset by karmic conditions. It
should only be employed as a subsidiary means. Only the second
method, ‘Buddha ‘Recitation at the phenomenal level [Ch[olding the
Namel, can be practiced successfully by ewryone.g3

However, as sentient beings differ in their temperaments and
capacities, MaSter Tien Fu had to discuss many different methods,
from which people could choose. My own comments, on the other
hand, are based on the capacities of todays ordinary praltitioners.

QUESTION 8

I understand that Sudhana is a Bodhisattva of high capacity who
attained perfect, sudden enlightenment in one lifetime. Why is
it that the Bodhisattva Samantabhadra did not urge him to seek
rebirth in the Flower Store World"" rather than the Western
Pure Land?
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cAnswer

That question was raised in the c4vatamsaka Treatise, which

offers the following answer:

“Samantabhadra’s advice derives from various reasons, some of
them not readily apparent: 1) because of causes and conditions;
2) in order to focus Mind and thought; 3) because [rebirth in
the Pure Land] does not mean leaving the Flower Store World,

4) because Amitabha is Sudhana’s original teacher.”

The first two reasons are easy to understand and require no
elaboration.

The third reason is that the Buddha lands within the Flower
Store World are as numerous as motes of dust; the Western Pure
Land, ten billion Buddha lands away from here, is but one of
these countless lands.

With respect to the fourth reason, it is taught in one of the

sutras:

“Vairocana Tathagata is the teacher of the Flower Store
World; Since Buddha Amitabha is the transformation body of
Vairocana Buddha, He is no different from Vairocana Buddha
— therefore, it is said that [Amitabha Buddha is Sudhana’s]

original teacher.”

It is also stated in the same sutra:

“The Bodhisattva Samantabhadra, in conclusion, exhorted

Sudhana and the Ocean-Wide Assembly to seek rebirth
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in the Western Pure Land because Sudhana believed in
and understood the perfect Dharma Door, had penetrated
the wisdom of Manjusri and practiced the deeds of
Samantabhadra, and his blessings and wisdom, as well as his
understanding of noumenon and phenomena, were consonant
with the Dharma Realm. Although he was a sage with a great
Mind who had become enlightened to the nature of original
wisdom and reached the level of the saints, his powers and
capacities were not yet perfected. Therefore, he could not yet
enter this evil world and benefit all sentient beings, as the
Buddhas could.

“For this reason, the Bodhisattva Samantabhadra exhorted
him, along with the Ocean-Wide Assembly, to rely on the Pure
Land and draw close to Buddha Amitabha, so as to achieve
Buddhahood swiftly.”

QUESTION g

In discussing Sundry Practices above [Question 7], you said
that since practitioners differ in their vows and practices, and
noumenon is also different from phenomena, cultivators difter
in their perception of the Buddha and understanding of the
Dharma. Their resulting physical attributes and environment
must also differ. Thus the premises of the two other methods

of Pure Land cultivation (Visualization and Recitation) being

different, are there not differences in the results achieved?
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cAnswer

Naturally, the results achieved must differ. Therefore, Elder
Master Yung Ming has said:

“Rebirth occurs within nine grades, which are not at the same
level. Some cultivators, relying on the transformation realms,
see the transformation (manifested) body of the Buddha.
Others are reborn in the Land of True Reward and see the
true nature of the Tathagata [see Question 4]. Still others
must cultivate the Dharma for many @ons to attain the fruits
of the two vehicles [Arhats and Pratyeka Buddhas]. Others
again, barely a night after achieving rebirth, attain the highest
Bodhisattva “grounds.”

“In conclusion, since those who are reborn are not equal in
faculties and practices, some having dull faculties and others
keen faculties, some having achieved samadhi and others not,
the lotus blossoms will open at different times and the results
will be achieved at different rates, taking greatly varying
lengths of time.”

Another Elder Master has said:

“Although rebirth is divided into nine grades, this is only a
generalization. If we go into detail, there are innumerable

grades and levels.”

89



QUESTION 10

'The Western Pure Land is only a “Common Land of beings and
saints,” not a “Land of True Reward.” Why was it said in the
previous question that some sentient beings are born in the Land
of True Reward and see the True Nature of the Tathagata?

cAnswer

Do not think that there is a Land of True Reward, which exists
separately, outside the Land of Common Residence! [See middle
of Question 4.] You should know that the three other Lands
[Lands of Expediency, True Reward, Eternally Tranquil Light]
cannot exist separate and apart from the Land of Common
Residence — the difference lies only in the physical attributes
(bodies), the environment and the “quality of life.” As it is said
in the sutras, “Amitabha’s body is immensely tall.” The ancients
have commented that this refers to the Reward Body.

Not only does the Western Pure Land encompass four

unequal “Lands,” the same is true of other realms. Therefore, an

Ancient Master has said:

“This very Saha World contains all four Lands in their
entirety. Thus, during the Buddha’s lifetime, the Ocean-Wide
Avatamsaka Assembly did not “leave” the Jeta Grove in India,

yet great Arhats did not hear, see or know about it.”
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QUESTION 11

If the Saha World contains all four Lands in their entirety, we

should just remain here, engaging in step-by-step cultivation.
Where is the need to seek rebirth?

Answer

Although this world encompasses all four Lands in their entirety,
it belongs to the Common Residence ‘Defiled Land. Therefore,
practitioners have difficulty extinguishing defiled karma. To
escape such defiled karma, the practitioner should seek rebirth
in the Common Residence “Pure Land of the West. Thus, an

Elder Master has said:

“The environment and conditions of the Saha World are
profoundly impure and evil; the practitioner should achieve at
east the level of the Ten Faiths to escape revolving in suffering.
'The environment and conditions of the Land of Ultimate Bliss
are utterly wonderful. Therefore, all who are reborn within the
nine grades achieve non-retrogression. Did you not read in
the Lotus Sutra that some who received instruction from the
Buddha Great Pervading Surpassing Wisdom countless zons
ago — as numerous as motes of dust in countless Buddha lands
— are still at the stage of Arhatship today? This is because they

keep retrogressing.
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“For example, even the Elder Sariputra, who in one of his
previous lifetimes had attained the Sixth Abode (Dwelling),
still experienced retrogression, not to mention those whose
cultivation is perfunctory! Generally speaking, there are many
obstructing conditions in this world, so that cultivators easily

»
retrogress.

Therefore, the ancients have said,

“Bodhisattvas who have newly developed the Bodhi Mind are
as numerous as flowers on a mango tree or fish eggs, but, in the

end, those who persevere are few and far between.”

Anyone who sets his Mind on the Western Pure Land, and relies
on the auspicious conditions of that Land, can reach the stage of
non-retrogression immediately upon rebirth. This includes even
common beings of low capac:ity.g5 Practitioners should carefully

ponder this essential reason for seeking rebirth.

QUESTION 12

'There are many Common Residence “Pure Lands in the ten
directions. Why is it that Buddha Sakyamuni specifically
directed people to the Western Pure Land and extolled the
supremely wonderful conditions and environment of that Land

alone?
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cAnswer

'The cAmitabha Sutra states,

“Sentient beings in that Land experience no suffering but only

know every kind of joy; therefore, it is called Ultimate Bliss.”

The environment and conditions of the Western Pure Land
are most exalted. That realm provides sentient beings with
many more advantageous circumstances than other pure
lands, which ordinary beings in the Triple World cannot fully
understand... Even on a general level, the gap between the
auspicious environment and conditions of the Pure Land and
the lowly environment and conditions of the Saha World is
wide and profound. If we were to delve into them in detail, such
differences are so great that they cannot be fully described!
However, in general, those differences can be summarized as

two factors:

1. The environment of the Western Pure Land is exalted, and
can awaken the yearning and serve as a focus for sentient

beings to achieve rebirth.

2. 'The conditions of the Western Pure IL.and are unfathomable
and wonderful and can help those who are reborn to progress

easily and swiftly along the path of enlightenment.

93



For these reasons, although there are many Common Residence
Pure Lands in the ten directions, only the Western Pure Land
possesses all auspicious conditions in full. This is why sutras and

commentaries point toward rebirth in the Western Land.

QUESTION 13

There are countless Buddhas in the ten directions. All right-

minded sentient beings can approach and study with them. Why
has Amitabha Buddha been singled out among all Buddhas?

cAnswer

There are three reasons:

1. Because Amitabha Buddha has made forty-eight profound,

all-encompassing vows;

2. Because sentient beings in this world have great affinities

[causes and conditions| with Him;

3. Because the teachings of Buddha Sakyamuni in the Saha
World and Buddha Amitabha in the West are interrelated.

1) Concerning the first reason, the LongercAmitabha Sutra
states that in the causal stage (previous lifetimes), Amitabha

Buddha made many lofty, all-encompassing vows. The general
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tenor of these vows is best exemplified in the eighteenth and

eleventh vows:

[Eighteenth Vow] “If, after my obtaining Buddhahood, all
beings m the ten quarters should desire in sincerity and
trustfulness to be born in my country, and if they should not

be born by only thinking of me ten times..., may I not attain

the highest enlightenment.” (Joji Okazaki, “Pure Land ‘Buddpist
‘Painting, tr. by Elizabeth ten Grotenhuis. Tokyo: Kodansha,

1977, P-15.)

[Eleventh Vow] “I shall not attain supreme enlightenment
if any sentient being in my land [would still be subject to
retrogression and] not certainly achieve supreme enlightenment
and realize great nirvana.” (Garma C.C. Chang, <4 Treasury
of Mahayana Sutras, University Park, Pa: Pennsylvania State
University Press, p342.)

Thus, it is stated in the cAvatamsaka Treatise:

“Buddha Amitabha has made profound and lofty vows — vowing
to welcome and guide sentient beings of the Saha World.”

2) With regard to the second reason, when Sakyamuni
Buddha was still alive, a great many sentient beings, listening
to His compassionate teaching, directed their Minds toward
Amitabha Buddha. Since Sakyamuni Buddha entered Nirvana,
many persons, whether clergy or layman, man or woman, rich

or poor, upper or lower class, familiar with the Dharma or not,
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have recited the name of Amitabha Buddha... In the Longer
cAmitabha Sutra, Buddha Sakyamuni stated:

“In the days to come, the paths of the sutras will come to
extinction. I, with compassion and mercy, will purposely make
this sutra survive for a hundred years. Anybody who encounters
this sutrawill, according to his wish, surely attain enlightenment.”

[Quoted in Shozomatsu Wason: Shinrans Hymns on the Last Age.
Kyoto: Ryukoku University Press, p.xv.]

'The LongercAmitabha Sutra added further:

“After this sutra is no longer in existence, the Buddha Dharma

will entirely disappear from the world. Only the words
‘Amitabha Buddha’ will remain to rescue sentient beings. Those
who disbelieve this and vilify the Buddha's words will sink into
the hells and endure all kinds of suffering.”

For this reason, the founder of the T’ien T’ai School, the
Patriarch Chih I, has said,

“We should know that Amitabha Buddha has great affinities

(causes and conditions) with this depraved world”

3)  With regard to the third reason, the ancients have said,

“Sakyamuni Buddha manifests himself in the impure world
and subdues sentient beings through such conditions as filth,

suffering, impermanence and obstacles, creating in them a sense
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of abhorrence so that they will follow the right path. Buddha
Amitabha, on the other hand, manifests himself in the Pure
Land, gathers sentient beings in through such conditions as
purity, happiness, permanence and non-retrogression, creating
in them the desire to return to the source of truth. In this way,
the two Buddhas employ the dual method of subduing and
gathering in to propagate the correct Dharma. Their activities

of teaching and transformation are thus related.”’

“Moreover, while preaching the Three Vehicles, Buddha
Sakyamuni specially added the Pure Land method, so that,
through the help of Amitabha Buddha, those sentient beings
who were still left out could be rescued. Therefore, in Mahayana
sutras, Buddha Sakyamuni compassionately recommended and
constantly extolled rebirth in the Pure Land.”

It is for these three reasons that Buddha Amitabha has been
specially singled out among the Buddhas of the ten directions.

QUESTION 14

I now understand the reasons why the Western Pure Land and
Amitabha Buddha have been singled out, as well as the concepts
of subduing and converting, revulsion and fondness. However,
I venture to think that the True Mind has always been equal,
clear and even. If there is still revulsion and fondness, then there
is still love and hate, grasping and rejection. Are we not still in

error?
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cAnswer

You raise this question because you still do not understand the
issue in depth. 'This revulsion and fondness is not the mundane
Mind of love and hate, but is rather the common method
employed by all the Buddhas of the ten directions, to transform
ordinary beings into sages. If there is no revulsion and rejection,
how can common mortals be transformed? If there is no fondness
and grasping, how can sagehood be attained?

'Therefore, in the span of cultivation from ordinary person
to sagehood and from sagehood to “Equal Enlightenment,”
everything is within the cycle of grasping and rejection,
revulsion and fondness. Only when the practitioner has attained
the highest level of “Wonderful Enlightenment” will he be
free of such feelings and enter the state of “Equal Thusness”
[Buddhahood].87 For this reason, the ancients have said:

“At the beginning, cultivators should have feelings of grasping
and rejection, in order to arrive at the point of no grasping and
no rejection. When that grasping and rejection have reached
the ultimate stage, they will be found to be the same as non-
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grasping and non-rejection.”

Moreover, the Pure Land method was expediently devised
by Buddha Sakyamuni and Buddha Amitabha, with Buddha
Sakyamuni exhorting people to seek rebirth and Buddha
Amitabha playing the role of welcoming and escorting. If the

Pure Land cultivator does not have feelings of revulsion and
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rejection, how can he leave the Saha World? If he does not have
feelings of fondness and seeking, how can he be reborn in the
Western Pure Land? To achieve rebirth is nothing more than
to rely on the auspicious environment of that Land to achieve
Buddhahood swiftly. Therefore, such grasping and rejeGtion,

revulsion and fondness are of great benefit; how can they possibly
be considered liabilities? [See Note 52.]

QUESTION 15

I agree that the doctrine of grasping and rejection is correct and
dare not discuss it further. However, I venture to think, is not
rebirth in the Pure Land contrary to the Truth of Non-Birth?

cAnswer

Elder Master Chih I has said:

“The wise, while earnestly striving for rebirth in the Pure Land,
also understand that the nature of rebirth is intrinsically empty.
'This is true Non-Birth, and also the meaning of ‘only when the
Mind is pure, will the Buddha lands be pure.

“The dull and ignorant, on the other hand, are caught up
in the concept of birth. Upon hearing the term ‘Birth, they
understand it as actual birth; hearing of ‘Non-Birth, they
[cling to its literal meaning] and think that there is no rebirth

anywhere. Little do they realize that ‘Birth is precisely Non-
Birth, and Non-Birth does not hinder Birth.”
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It has also been said by a Zen Master:

“If we understand Birth as meaning real birth, we stray in
the direction of Eternalism; if we understand Non-Birth as
meaning that there is no actual birth, we commit the error of
Nihilism. Birth and yet no Birth, no Birth and yet Birth, is

truly the ‘ultimate meaning.”

Another Zen Master has said:

“Birth is definitely birth, but returning [to the Pure Land] is in

. ,89
fact non-returning.

'The explanations of these three Masters are very clear. I will
now give a broader explanation, through the two concepts of
“Nature” and “Marks.”

From the point of view of Nature (noumenon) the True
Mind is wonderful and silent; its nature is inherently unborn
(no Birth). From the point of view of Marks, whenever there
is a congruence of causes and conditions, the various Marks of
Birth and Death falsely appear, as in a dream, from the True
Mind. Because Nature is usually manifested through Marks, it
is said that Non-Birth is Birth. Since Marks appear as a result
of Nature, it is said that Birth is Non-Birth. When we truly
understand this truth, rebirth in the Pure Land is rebirth in the
nature (state) of Mind-Only; between Birth and no Birth, no

contradiction in meaning exists!
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QUESTION 16

'The doctrine of rebirth is now clear to me. However, how many
of today’s numerous Buddhist scholars thoroughly understand
it? Thus, they all think that the Western Pure Land, ten billion
Buddha lands away, is very distant. How can it ever be reached
at the time of death? Do you, Master, have any way of clarifying
this point?

cAnswer

'That is a most foolish doubt! I have explained many times that
there is no land outside the Mind and there is no Mind outside
the lands. How is it that you still fail to understand?

However, this error is understandable; it is due to the fact
that many people mistakenly consider their Minds to be limited
within the narrow confines of their physical bodies. Little do
they realize that what they consider as Mind is merely deluded
consciousness. In reality, the True Mind of each person is
all-encompassing, covering worlds as numerous as the grains
of sand in the River Ganges and filling all the empty space
in the universe. Therefore, the boundless empty space of the
ten directions and the untold number of lands and worlds,
as numerous as grains of sand in the River Ganges, are all

encompassed and entirely filled by the Mind.
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'Thus, the ten billion Buddha lands are squarely within our
Mind; they are, in reality, not distant but very near! Likewise,
rebirth at the time of death is merely rebirth within our own

Mind. This is really very easy. Where is the difhiculty?

'The Treatise Ten ‘Doubts about “Pure Land [Question 9] states:

“The Western Pure Land is described as being ten billion Buddha
lands away from here only with respect to the limited concepts
of ordinary people with eyes of flesh and blood, mired in Birth
and Death. For those who have attained the pure karma of
rebirth, the Mind in samadhi at the time of death is precisely
the Mind reborn in the Pure Land... as soon as the thought [of
rebirth] arises, rebirth is achieved. Thus, the cMeditation Sutra
states that ‘the Land of Amitabha Buddha is not far from here!’
Moreover, the power of karma is inconceivable. In the space of
one thought, rebirth in the Pure Land is achieved. There is no
need to worry about distance.

“Ihis is analogous to a person asleep and dreaming.

Although his body is on the bed, his Mind can travel to any
taraway place as though he were awake. Rebirth in the Pure

Land is, generally speaking, similar to this example...”

Some sutra passages state that rebirth is achieved in a finger snap,
while others indicate that it occurs within the time it takes to
contract and extend one’s arm, or within an instant. Therefore, it
is stated in one treatise that “in an instant, the practitioner spans
ten billion Buddha lands, because the Self-Nature is inherently
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wonderful.” ‘These examples demonstrate, in general, that
because the practitioner is reborn within his broad and spacious
True Mind, such rebirth is very easy and very near.

Now, let us put aside the all-encompassing features of the
True Mind. I shall cite a simple example based on your small,
narrow mind of an ordinary being. The [sea] route from China
to India, for instance, passes through many countries and covers
thousands of miles. Suppose someone who has never set foot in
India listens to the detailed account of another traveller, paying
particular attention and carefully memorizing each and every
feature. Later on, as he is lying down or sitting up, memories
cross his Mind. He recalls the travel accounts and begins to
remember which country is so many miles from India and which
other country is so many miles away, and how India is finally
reached. As he does so, he immediately witnesses scenes from
each stage of the journey, and each time his thoughts linger on a
particular stage or country, it seems as though he has personally
reached that land.

Rebirth in the Western Pure land is no different from
this truth. In the span of a finger snap or a single thought, the
practitioner has reached it. Where is the difficulty? To reach
the Land of Ultimate Bliss without practicing the Pure Land
method is, of course, difficult. However, if your Pure Land
karma has reached maturity, travelling to the Pure land is very
easy. A resolute Mind is all you need to fulfill your aspiration
for rebirth. The Buddhas and sages never indulge in misleading

words!
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QUESTION 17

I realize that without practicing the Pure Land method, it is
difficult to be reborn. This is a certainty. However, why is it that
depraved and evil common beings can also achieve rebirth at
the time of death? I still do not understand this point and have
some doubts. I wish, Master, that you would enlighten me on

this issue.

cAnswer

[Rebirth of depraved, evil beings is taught in the cMedization
Sutra.]

According to the Treatise on the Meditation Sutra, the
rebirth of depraved, evil beings is due to their recitation of the
Buddha’s name with utmost sincerity at the time of death, as this
leads to the dissipation of karmic obstructions. Therefore, the
Treatise suggests that Buddha Recitation is the most important
condition for rebirth.

As far as I [Master T’ien Ju] am concerned, having studied the
Pure Land sutras and commentaries, the conditions for the rebirth

of such evil beings may be summarized under three headings.

1) Very strong Mind-power and utterly determined will,
which allow the practitioner to overcome the evil karma of an
entire lifetime by reciting the Buddha’s name for only a short
time. This is called the Great Mind. This situation can be
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compared to. that of a soldier surrounded by enemies ready to
harm him. In such perilous circumstances, boldly risking his
life, he musters his utmost power and strength and thus breaks

out of encirclement.

2)  Previous or current good karma. Although the person has
created evil karma, he has also practiced samadhi during his
current lifetime. Thus, at the time of death, when he is reminded
by others, he easily achieves concentration. If the dying person
has not cultivated samadhi in this lifetime, he must have done
so assiduously in a previous life. That good seed has now come
to maturity. Therefore, thanks to his previous good karma, once
he is counselled by a good spiritual advisor, he easily achieves
rebirth with just ten thoughts of Amitabha Buddha at the time
of death.

3) A Mind of utterly sincere repentance. If rebirth is not due
to efforts at cultivation in this life nor good karma from previous
lives, the cultivator, at the time of death, must have recited the

Buddha’s name with a Mind of utterly sincere repentance. Thus,

Elder Master Yung Ming has said:

“Since the nature of causes and conditions is intrinsically empty,
good or bad karma is not fixed. In determining the path of
salvation or perdition, we should consider whether the state of
Mind is lowly or transcendental [at the time of death This is
analagous to an ounce of pure gold which is worth much more
than a hundred times its weight in cotton wool, or a small,
isolated flame, which can reduce a pile of straw, enormous

beyond reckoning, to ashes.”
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It is due to 1) one of these three causes and conditions, in
addition to ii) the virtues of Amitabha Buddha’s name and
iii) the power of His Vows, that even the depraved and evil can,
at the time of death, overcome the immense weight of their

transgressions and be reborn in the Western Pure Land.

QUESTION 18

Living in the evil world of the five turbidities, each sentient
being must have committed transgressions. If he has not
committed the five grave offenses, he must have been entangled
in other transgressions. Suppose a cultivator has not practiced
repentance, or, despite having repented, has not yet wiped out all
his bad karma. Under these circumstances, if such a practitioner
recites the Buddha’s name wholeheartedly during the course of
his life and at the time of death, can he achieve rebirth?

cAnswer

All those who cultivate in such a manner can achieve rebirth,
thanks to the power of the great, unfathomable Vow of Amitabha
Buddha. ‘The sutra Questions of King cMilinda states:

“For example, if you place a huge block of stone on a boat,
because of the ‘strength’ of the boat, the stone does not sink
and can be carried to the other shore. Without the boat, even if
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you place but a single grain of sand on the surface of the water,

it will sink to the bottom of the river.”

'The huge block of stone stands for the practitioner with heavy
karma, while the grain of sand represents the practitioner
with only light karma. The boat stands for the vow-power of
the Buddha. People who repent and wholeheartedly recite the
Buddha’s name will be welcomed and escorted back to the Pure
Land, however heavy their karma may be. Those who have light
karma but do not recite the Buddha’s name will, according to
their karma, endure suffering and revolve in samsara at the time
of death — like the grain of sand which, unlike the block of
stone, sinks because it is not carried by boat. "

This is precisely the rationale for the doctrine of “carrying
one’s karma to the Pure Land” [i.e., being reborn in spite of
one’s remaining bad karma].

Therefore, it is stated in the “Pure Land Letters, in the section
referring to the four Lands, that “those who are filled with defiled
karma can still be reborn in the Common Residence Pure Land.”

Take the case of the three notorious men mentioned in Pure
Land treatises whose profession was the slaughter of livestock.”"
All three [saw an evil omen appear] at the time of death, but
thanks to their wholehearted recitation of the Buddha’s name;
they all escaped the karma of hell and achieved rebirth.

Such occurrences are clearly recorded in the ‘Biographies of
‘Pure Land Sages and Saints. What are they, if not evidence of
the Buddha’s power?
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I shall cite another example to clarify the matter. Supposing
someone has committed an offense under local law and is subject
to imprisonment. If he seeks the help of the king, he may obtain
deferral of his sentence until such time as he can perform public
service instead. Because of the intercession of the king, the
local magistrate cannot carry out the sentence, and thus the
culprit can proceed directly to the capital without hindrance.”

Therefore, it is stated in a Pure Land treatise that:

“Sentient beings are reborn in the Pure Land because of the
guidance of Sakyamuni Buddha, the welcoming and escorting
of Amitabha Buddha and the support and protection of the
Buddhas of the ten directions. This is similar to a person who
has the opportunity to cross the open seas in a large, sturdy
boat, with an excellent, honest guide and favorable winds as
well. Thus, he can swiftly reach the other shore. If he is now
unwilling to step onto the boat, remaining continuously adrift

in this evil world, he has only himself to blame.”

QUESTION 19

You said earlier that even ordinary people may reach the stage
of non-retrogression. I venture to think that the stage of non-
retrogression is limited to those who have no evil karma. Can it
be that those who carry their residual karma to the Pure Land

also achieve non-retrogression?
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cAnswer

Merely achieving rebirth in the Pure Land is attaining the stage

of non-retrogression. As stated in the sutras:

“Those who achieve rebirth all dwell in correct samadhi.”

It is also stated in the cAmitabha Sutra:

“Sentient beings who are reborn in the Western Pure Land are

all at the stage of non-retrogession.”

The Treatise on the Ten “Doubts [Question 6] states that there
are five reasons why those who are reborn achieve non-

retrogression:

“a) 'The power of the Buddha’s great, compassionate vow embraces

and protects them;

b) 'The Buddha’s light [wisdom] always shines upon them, and,
therefore the Bodhi Mind of these superior people will always

Progress;

c) Inthe Western Pure Land, the birds, water, forests, trees, wind
and music all preach the Dharma of ‘suffering, emptiness,
impermanence and no-self” Upon hearing this, practitioners

begin to focus on the Buddha, the Dharma and the Sangha;
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d) Those who are reborn in the Pure Land have the highest
level Bodhisattvas as their companions and are free from all
obstacles, calamities and evil conditions. Moreover there are
no externalists or evil demons, so their Minds are always calm
and still;

e) Once they are reborn in the Pure Land, their life span is
inexhaustible, equal to that of the Buddhas and Bodhisattvas.
'Thus, they can peacefully cultivate the Dharma for countless

»
20nS.
The ancients have also said:

“Without a vow to be reborn [rebirth cannot be achieved];
however, with a sincere vow, all achieve rebirth. Without
rebirth in the Pure Land [the stage of non-retrogression
cannot easily be reached); however, with rebirth, all achieve

non—retrogression.”

QUESTION 20

'Those who commit evil deeds throughout their lives, not only
may take their residual karma to the Pure Land, but may also
achieve non-retrogression — solely by reciting the Buddha’s
name at the time of death. 'The vow-power of Buddha Amitabha
is unfathomable, truly inconceivable! Can I therefore engage in
mundane endeavors, waiting for the time of death to recite the

Buddha’s name seeking rebirth?
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cAnswer

What a great pity! What you have just said is very deluded and
erroneous. Such thoughts are more dangerous than poisoned
wine, harmful not only to yourself but also to clergy and laymen
alike!

'The reason perverse and evil beings manage to recite the
Buddha’s name at the time of death is that they have “good roots,
causes, conditions, merits and virtues” from the past. That is
why they are able to encounter good spiritual advisors, believe
in them and act accordingly. 'This is one chance in a million, not
something everyone can look forward to. A Pure Land treatise

states:
“There are ten types of people who cannot recite the Buddha’s
name at the time of death:

1. Those who fail to meet spiritual friends and thus have no one

to urge them to recite;

2. 'Those who are oppressed by karmic suffering and lack both
peace of Mind and free time to practice Buddha Recitation;

3. 'Those stricken by sudden illness, which prevents them from

actually reciting the Buddha’s name aloud;

4. 'Those who are insane and cannot focus the Mind on invoking

the Buddha;

5. 'Those who meet with sudden death by fire or drowning and

lose their calmness and utter sincerity;
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6. 'Those who are suddenly injured by ferocious beasts;

7. 'Those who encounter evil friends at the time of death, as such
friends destroy their faith;

8. 'Those stricken by fatal illness, who are unconscious when they

pass away;
9. 'Those who are wounded and die suddenly on the battlefield;

10. 'Those who lose their lives falling from high places.”

These ten instances are common occurrences, which can befall
anyone, clergy or layman. They are due to previous or current
karma and occur suddenly, and so are impossible to avoid.

You are not a sage who has attained the “knowledge of
previous lives,” and who can thus know in advance whether
or not you will encounter karmic retribution at the moment of
death. Neither do you have the faculty of reading other people’s
Minds nor supernatural vision, to know whether you will die
peacefully or not.” Thus, if you do not recite the Buddha's name
in daily life, how will you react if, at the time of death, you
inadvertently meet with one of these calamities?

At such a time, even if a living Buddha or a multitude of
good spiritual advisors surround you, they will have no way
to save you. Your consciousness will then follow your karma
and descend upon the Three Evil Paths, subject to the Eight
Adversities and enduring many @ons of suffering. Who knows
whether you will even be able to hear the Buddha’s name as you

do now?
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Even if you do not meet with these evil conditions, but sim-
ply expire after a “mild” illness, at that time the four elements
learth, water, air, fire] separate, your ligaments and bones jerk
and retract, Mind and body are aching and in a state of panic,
not unlike a turtle being skinned alive or a crab thrown alive into
a boiling pot. How can you then recite the Buddha’s name?

Even if you die peacefully, without illness, you may not have
severed all worldly ties, or you may still be caught up in defiled
thoughts. The desire to survive, coupled with the fear of death,
disturb your Mind, rendering it perplexed and undecided. In
such circumstances as well, you cannot recite the Buddha’s name.
Moreover, if you are a layman, you have, in addition, unfinished
family obligations, unsettled projects and plans, wailing wife
and weeping children, along with hundreds of other worries
and apprehensions. How can you have the leisure to recite the
Buddha’s name?

Let us not even talk about the time of death. Even in daily
life, if you are afHlicted with some mild illness, you suffer, moan-
ing and groaning endlessly. As you search for a physician or a cure
or seek out monks and nuns to recite verses of repentance, hoping
for a quick recovery, your sundry thoughts are legion. It is not easy,
then, to concentrate the Mind and recite the Buddha’s name.

Even under normal circumstances, when you are in good
health, you may be afflicted with old age and declining strength,
beset by all kinds of worries and sorrows. Keeping the aging

body together is a never-ending task; how can you have time for
Buddha Recitation?
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Even when you have not reached old age and your body is still
vigorous, you are still weighed down by mundane preoccupations
and have not yet severed worldly thoughts. You run hither and
yon, worrying about ten thousand things. With your sea of
consciousness so vast, how can you recite the Buddha’s name?

Even if you are free of all conditions and entanglements
and are determined to cultivate the Dharma, unless you can
see through mundane marks, understand them thoroughly, and
sever them completely, you will not be in control of yourself
when faced with external conditions. Your Mind, then, will
move erratically, following the environment. How can you have
the peace of Mind to recite the Buddha’s name?

Think about it. You cannot even recite the Buddha’s name
with a proper frame of Mind when you are merely old or sick, nor
even when healthy and at leisure if preoccupied with something
— let alone at the time of death!

Moreover, even at this moment you are talking about
engaging in mundane endeavors; are these not utterly deluded
words, serious errors of judgement?

Furthermore, worldly careers and undertakings are like a
dream, an illusion, a bubble, an echo, existing for but a moment
before returning to the void — they offer no real benefit to the
cultivator on the path of liberation. Even if you have built huge,
stately temples and monasteries, achieved great influence and
high position, established friendships with numerous important
persons of status and wealth, feeling deep pride “inside,” thinking

that you have succeeded on your path of cultivation, little do you
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realize that you have violated the very admonition of the ancient

sages! This is because they have specifically warned:

“Those who have entered the Order should set their Minds and
focus on achieving liberation and not be unduly preoccupied
with mundane endeavors, as these entail numerous errors. Not
only will th