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Here is the Pure Land

THICH NHAT HANH

Here is the Pure Land

The Pure Land is here

I smile in mindfulness

And dwell in the present moment

The Buddha is seen in an autumn leaf

The Dharma is a floating cloud

The Sangha body is everywhere

My true home is right here.

Breathing in

Flowers are blooming

Breathing out

I am aware that

Bamboo is swaying

My mind is free

And I enjoy every moment.
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The Pure Land is Now or Never

SISTER ANNABEL LAITY

What Is Pure Land Buddhism?

THE PURE LAND SCHOOL is currently the most popular school of Buddhism in China, Vietnam, and Japan. Pure Land Buddhism is based on the faith that there is a Land of Happiness (Sukhavati). This faith can range from a popular belief to a deep personal experience of liberation in the present moment.

The popular belief is that there is a land to the West that is billions of Buddha lands away from the world of our every day experience on earth. Someone who has practiced mindful recollection of this place—with all its special attributes and recollection of the Buddha Amitabha who presides over it—can be reborn there after death. Once reborn, the person cannot regress on his or her spiritual path. He or she can only go forward in transforming afflictions and finding greater and greater freedom. He or she will become a Dharma instrument who will eventually be able to liberate others from their suffering. Sukhavati, the Pure Land, is the land of happiness which provides the ideal conditions for the spiritual practice.

The deeper practice is to experience that Buddha Amitabha is your own nature and the Land of Happiness is in your own heart and mind.

The phrase “Pure Land” (in Chinese “ching t’u,”), is a later term for Sukhavati coined in China. The Land of Happiness came to be seen as a land that is free of the spiritual pollution that we find in many places here on our own planet earth. It was seen that true happiness can only be experienced as a result of the practice of a spiritual dimension in our daily life.

According to the Mahayana teachings of the Avatamsaka Sutra, the one contains the all.1 Someone who reveres Amita Buddha as her teacher needs to understand that Amita Buddha is in all other Buddhas and all other Buddhas are in Amita Buddha. Sukhavati is a tolerant and inclusive land. It accepts anyone whose practice is guided by any Buddha. It does not have to be Amita. It also accepts those whose practice is still in the early stages and whose purification of the afflictions is not yet complete.

Young and Old in the Pure Land

Every two years, a delegation of monks, nuns, and lay people, led by Thich Nhat Hanh, visits China. The calligraphy, courtyards planted with trees and flowers, architecture, statues, and bells help us practice giving right attention without effort. When we walk through the entrance of a temple there, we already feel that we are in another world, protected from the traffic and commercialism outside.

We are in a world that is over a thousand years old and when we practice there we are only doing what generations of Chinese Buddhists have done before us. We enter that stream without effort. What is the Pure Land if it is not a place where conditions for the spiritual practice are ideal so we can quickly realize the Buddha nature?

During our 2002 trip to China, we stayed in the Bao Quoc Temple at the foot of E Mei Shan. This mountain is the home of Bodhisattva Samantabhadra, the Bodhisattva of Great Action. There, the monks practice in the way of the Pure Land. Every evening, there is a ceremony of recollection of the Buddha Amita. A large part of that ceremony consists of walking the circle of the recitation hall while chanting the name of the Buddha: “Namo Amita Buddha.” More than a hundred monks, nuns, and lay practitioners walk and chant together, creating a strong energy of mindfulness and concentration.

If we were to look into the minds of each person reciting the name of the Buddha, we would find many different objects of concentration. There would be those concentrating on a Pure Land which is far away from this earth and in which they hope to be born when they die. Others would be touching the Pure Land right here where they are, without any thought of the future or another sphere.

The elderly often find comfort in the contemplation of a Pure Land after death. This allows them to continue in their path of practice in the next stage of their existence. But how is the Pure Land practice relevant for the young? Can we expect young people who have been educated in the modern sciences to have faith that such a land exists somewhere in the western direction? During our trip to China, we talked with young people who have had scientific educations and lived in cities, but still felt at a loss. They had no desire to be caught in the old culture and wanted to imitate the Western ways. They wanted to consume as young people in the West consumed, but what they wanted most of all was a spiritual path which could liberate them and bring them an authentic happiness.

Can Pure Land Buddhism offer them that path?

In Plum Village in France, where Thich Nhat Hanh lives, many young people come and practice Pure Land Buddhism, although it is not given that name and they may not even know that they are doing so. The Pure Land practice at Plum Village consists of dwelling in the present moment and appreciating all the wonderful and delightful things which life has to offer right now. Young people can accept such a Pure Land. They do not have to fear for the future because they have recognized the Pure Land here and they can be sure that they will be able to recognize the Pure Land later on in their life. If we do not find the Pure Land in this present life and present moment, it is unlikely we will find it in the future.

When in China, I chanted the name of Amita and walked in unison with other practitioners in the recitation hall. I felt that I was doing the thing that I most want to do on this earth: going with many others in the direction of beauty, goodness, and truth. The Amithaba Sutra makes us more keenly aware of all the beautiful facets of our earth. I go outside and I hear the teachings of the Buddha in the song of ordinary mortal birds and in the rustling of perishable leaves which will fall in autumn. The sutra teaches us to stop and look at the trees and flowers and see that they are the most valuable and precious things in our lives.

The great Buddhist Patriarchs have taught that the Pure Land is our mind and Amita Buddha is our true nature. Once we have learnt to be in the Pure Land, we can also go outside and begin to walk in the Pure Land in the airport and in the railway station or in a busy, crowded and dirty street. Our mindful footsteps have the power of making the Pure Land manifest wherever we are. If we take our Pure Land with us, we can share it with others so it is not just for our own benefit but for the benefit of our world.

The Pure Land In Every Faith

Almost all faiths contain the idea of dwelling in a spiritual realm.

In Judaism and Christianity, there is the Kingdom of God (Heaven), as well as the Garden of Eden. In Psalms 84, arriving in the Kingdom of God is compared with coming home, “as the sparrow has found its home at last.” Jesus in the Gospel of Mark, 4:26, likens the Kingdom to a seed: “A man throws seed on the land, night and day the seed is sprouting….Once it is sown it grows and puts out big branches so that the birds of the air can shelter in its shade.”

In Hinduism, there is the abode of the undying, Amaravati, presided over by the god Indra. There is also the Brahma loka and the Brahmavihara (Abode of Brahma) where Hindus aspire to dwell with Brahma. True love can be found here in terms of maitri (loving kindness), karuna (compassion), mudita (joy), and upeksha (equanimity).

And in the Qur’an, Eden is also a paradise and there are descriptions of gardens of delight where those who practice their spiritual path dwell close to Allah. According to some they may even be able to see the face of Allah.

Following in Thich Nhat Hanh’s footsteps in the Linh Quang temple outside of Beijing, I see the Buddha’s feet as my teacher’s feet and I feel the Buddha’s feet as my feet. Hundreds of people are walking on the little paths which are just outside the temple walls. They are silent, peaceful, and joyful and the level of concentration is perfect. We are in the Pure Land as bodhisattvas, having removed our own obstacles to peace in order to help others do the same.

Now or Never

The book you hold in your hand can be read meaningfully by a practitioner of any spiritual path. It points to the deeper practice of dwelling in the Pure Land or the Kingdom of God here and now. Anyone can train to live their daily life deeply enough according to their own spiritual path and touch the reality of their true home.

It is the practice in China for Zen masters to exchange calligraphy when they meet. Very often Thich Nhat Hanh offers a calligraphy in English which reads: The Pure Land is Now or Never. Your Pure Land is available now, and if you cannot walk there now there is very little guarantee that you will be able to walk there when you die. This book is a guide to help you study and practice the Pure Land teaching in such a way that you touch the Pure Land right now. It will help us build a Pure Land on this earth for ourselves and for the future generations.


1 Shakyamuni Buddha’s Great Demise, known in Buddhism as Mahaparinirvana (The Great and Supreme Extinction of all Notions), is put at 486 BCE. Some four hundred years later, between 100 BCE and 100 CE, there emerged the teachings known as Mahayana Buddhism. Pure Land Buddhism is one aspect of the many developments of the Mahayana.

No Indian texts of Pure Land Buddhism survive. There is a statue (dated 104 CE) of Amitabha Buddha (the Buddha who presides over the Pure Land) from Mathura, indicating that this Buddha was revered in this time in India. Scholars assume that the Larger Sukhavativyuha Sutra (literally, Sutra on the Land Adorned with Happiness) and the Smaller Sukhavativyuha Sutra were composed in Northwest India in Prakrit around 100 CE (this assumption is made based on internal linguistic evidence, such as the Chinese transliterations of Prakrit words).

Pure Land Buddhism came to China around 200 CE when certain Pure Land texts were translated. Around 402 CE, Kumarajiva translated the Smaller Sukhavativyuha Sutra. This is the version discussed in the book you are holding in your hands.
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The Smaller Amitabha Sutra

TRANSLATED FROM THE CHINESE BY THICH NHAT HANH

1.

This is what I heard the Buddha say one time when he was staying in the Anathapindika Monastery in the Jeta Grove. At that time the Buddha had with him a Sangha of one thousand two hundred and fifty bhikshus, all arhats, and the most well-known among his senior disciples, including Shariputra, Mahamaudgalyayana, Mahakashyapa, Mahakatyayana, Mahakausthila, Revata, Shuddhipanthaka, Nanda, Ananda, Rahula, Gavampati, Pindolabharadvaja, Kalodayin, Mahakapphina, Vakula, and Aniruddha. There were also present bodhisattvas of great stature like Manjusri, Ajita, Gandhahastin, Nityodyukta and many other great bodhisattvas, as well as countless heavenly beings including Indra.

At that time the Buddha called Shariputra to him and said: “If you go from here in a western direction and pass through hundreds of thousands of millions of Buddha worlds you will come to a world called Sukhavati (Great Happiness). In that world there is a Buddha whose name is Amitabha and who is at this very moment teaching the Dharma.

“Shariputra, why is that land called Great Happiness? Because the people who live there do not have to go through any suffering. They are always enjoying many kinds of happiness. And that is why that world is called Great Happiness.

2.

“Shariputra, around Sukhavati there are seven rows of rails, seven rows of spread-out netting and seven rows of trees. All are made of the four kinds of precious jewels. That is why that land is called Great Happiness.

“Furthermore Shariputra, in the land of Great Happiness there are many lakes of the seven precious stones, full of the water of the eight virtues. The bed of the lake is made wholly of pure golden sand and on the shores are paths of gold, silver, lapis lazuli, and crystal. Above these paths are countless pavilions which are built of and decorated with gold, silver, lapis lazuli, crystal, mother-of-pearl, red agate, and carnelians. The lotus flowers in these lakes are as large as cartwheels. The blue lotuses give out a halo of blue light, the golden lotuses a halo of golden light, the red lotuses a halo of red light, and the white lotuses a halo of white light. The fragrance of the lotuses is subtle, wonderful, sweet, and pure.

“Shariputra, Sukhavati is adorned with such beauties as these.

3.

“Furthermore Shariputra, in this Buddha Land people can always hear the sound of heavenly music. The earth is made of pure gold. During the six periods of the day, multitudes of mandarava flowers rain down from the sky. In the morning the people of this land like to take flower baskets made of cloth and fill them with these wonderful flowers in order to make offerings to the Buddhas who live in countless other Buddha Lands. When it is time for the midday meal everyone returns to Sukhavati and after eating does walking meditation. Shariputra, that is how extraordinarily beautiful Sukhavati is.

“Furthermore Shariputra, in Sukhavati you can always see different species of birds of many wonderful colors like white cranes, peacocks, orioles, egrets, kavalinkara and jivanjiva birds. These birds sing with harmonious, sweet sounds throughout the six periods of the day. In the song of the birds people can hear teachings on different Dharma doors such as the Five Faculties, the Five Powers, the Seven Factors of Enlightenment, and the Noble Eightfold Path. When the people of this land hear the teachings in the form of bird song, their minds are in perfect concentration and they come back to practicing mindfulness of the Buddha, the Dharma, and the Sangha.

“Shariputra, do not think that the birds in Sukhavati have been born as a result of past bad actions. Why? Because the three lower realms of hells, hungry ghosts, and animals do not exist in the land of Amitabha Buddha. Shariputra, in this land the names of the lower realms do not exist, how much less their actuality! These birds are manifestations of the Buddha Amitabha so that the Dharma can be proclaimed widely in his land.

4.

“Shariputra, in this Buddha Land, whenever a light breeze moves the rows of trees and the jeweled netting, people hear a wonderful sound as if a hundred thousand musical instruments are being played together at the same time. When the people of this land hear this sound, they all naturally return to mindful recollection of the Buddha, the Dharma, and the Sangha. Shariputra, that is how beautiful Sukhavati is.

5.

“Shariputra, why do you think that Buddha is called Amitabha (Limitless Light)? Because he is infinite light which is able to illumine all worlds in the Ten Directions and this light and radiance never come to an end. That is why he is called Amitabha.

“What is more, Shariputra, the life span of Amitabha as well as the life span of everyone who lives in his Buddha Land is limitless. It lasts for innumerable kalpas. That is why he is called Amitabha.

“Shariputra, from the time when Amitabha Buddha realized enlightenment until now can be reckoned as ten kalpas. Moreover Shariputra, the number of his hearer disciples2 who have attained the fruit of arhatship is also limitless. It is not possible to calculate them, so great is their number. The number of bodhisattvas in that land is also limitless.

“Shariputra, the land of Amitabha is made out of such beautiful qualities as these.

6.

“Shariputra, everyone who is born in Sukhavati naturally has the capacity of non-regression. Among the people living there, many will attain Buddhahood in one more lifetime. The number of these bodhisattvas is infinite; and there is no method of calculation to number them. It may only be expressed by the term ‘limitless.’

“Shariputra, when living beings everywhere hear Sukhavati spoken about, they should bring forth the great aspiration to be born in such a land. Why? Because having been born in that land they will be able to live with and be very close to so many people of high goodness.

7.

“Shariputra, one cannot be born in this land with a lack of merit or wholesome roots. Therefore Shariputra, whenever men and women of good families hear the name of Amitabha Buddha, they should mindfully repeat that name and wholeheartedly practice visualization with a mind which is one-pointed and not dispersed for one, two, three, four, five, six, or seven days. When that person passes from this life, they will see Amitabha Buddha and the Holy Ones of that land right before their eyes. At the time of their passing, their mind will abide in meditative concentration and will not be deluded or dispersed. That is why they are born in the Land of Great Happiness.

8.

“Shariputra, it is because I have seen the enormous benefit of this land that I want to tell you all who are listening now to make the aspiration to be born there.

“Shariputra, as I am now commending the inestimably great benefits and virtues of Buddha Amitabha, there are in the East the Buddha Aksobya, Buddha Appearance of Mount Meru, Buddha Great Mount Meru, Buddha Light of Mount Meru, Buddha Wonderful Voice and countless other Buddhas as numberless as the sands of the Ganges, each one seated in his own Buddha field, each one with the long tongue of the Buddha which is able to embrace the three chiliocosms, announcing with all sincerity: ‘Living beings in all the worlds, you should have confidence in this sutra which all Buddhas of the cosmos wholeheartedly commend, support and recollect.’

“Shariputra, in the South there are Buddhas like Buddha Lamp of the Sun and Moon, Buddha Light of Renown, Buddha Great Shining Shoulders, Buddha Lamp of Mount Meru, Buddha Infinite Energy and countless other Buddhas as numberless as the sands of the Ganges, each one seated in his own Buddha field, each one with the long tongue of the Buddha which is able to embrace the three chiliocosms, announcing with all sincerity: ‘Living beings in all the worlds, you should have confidence in this sutra which all Buddhas of the cosmos wholeheartedly commend, support and recollect.’

“Shariputra, in the West there are the Buddhas Infinite Light, Infinite Appearance, Infinite Banners, Great Light, Great Clarity, Jewel Appearance and Pure Light and countless other Buddhas as numberless as the sands of the Ganges, each one seated in his own Buddha field, each one with the long tongue of the Buddha which is able to embrace the three chiliocosms, announcing with all sincerity: ‘Living beings in all the worlds, you should have confidence in this sutra which all Buddhas of the cosmos wholeheartedly commend, support and recollect.’

“Shariputra, in the North there are the Buddhas Shining Shoulders, Conquering Voice, Hard to Injure, Born of the Sun, Light of Interbeing and countless other Buddhas as numberless as the sands of the Ganges, each one seated in his own Buddha field, each one with the long tongue of the Buddha which is able to embrace the three chiliocosms, announcing with all sincerity: ‘Living beings in all the worlds, you should have confidence in this sutra which all Buddhas of the cosmos wholeheartedly commend, support and recollect.’

“Shariputra, below there are the Buddhas Lion, Renown, Light of Renown, Banner of the Dharma, Upholding the Dharma and countless other Buddhas as numberless as the sands of the Ganges, each one seated in his own Buddha field, each one with the long tongue of the Buddha which is able to embrace the three chiliocosms, announcing with all sincerity: ‘Living beings in all the worlds, you should have confidence in this sutra which all Buddhas of the cosmos wholeheartedly commend, support and recollect.’

“Shariputra, above there are the Buddhas Supreme Voice, Sojourner King, Highest Incense, Fragrant Light, Great Shining Shoulders, Multicolored Jeweled Flower Garland Body, King of the Sala Tree, Virtue of Precious Flowers, Beholding All Supreme Truths, Like Mount Meru and countless other Buddhas as numberless as the sands of the Ganges, each one seated in his own Buddha field, each one with the long tongue of the Buddha which is able to embrace the three chiliocosms, announcing with all sincerity: ‘Living beings in all the worlds, you should have confidence in this sutra which all Buddhas of the cosmos wholeheartedly commend, support and recollect.’

“Shariputra, why do you think this sutra is wholeheartedly commended, supported, and recollected by all Buddhas?

“The reason is that when sons and daughters of good families hear this sutra or hear the name of Buddha Amitabha and wholeheartedly put it into practice and maintain mindful recitation of Buddha Amitabha’s name, they will be protected by the recollection of all the Buddhas, and they will attain the highest fruit of awakening from which they will never regress. So you should have faith in what I am saying and what all other Buddhas are also saying.

“Shariputra, if there is anyone who has already brought forth the great aspiration, is aspiring now or will aspire in the future to be born in Amitabha’s land, at the very moment when that person makes the aspiration, they already attain the fruit of highest awakening from which they will never regress, and they are dwelling already in the Buddha field of Amitabha. It is not necessary that they have been born or are being born or will be born there in order to be present within the Buddha field of Amitabha.

9.

“Shariputra, while I am praising the unimaginably great qualities of the Buddhas, the Buddhas are also praising my unimaginably great qualities, saying: ‘Buddha Shakyamuni is very rare. In the saha world, which is full of the five impurities—the impurity of time, the impurity of wrong views, the impurity of unwholesome mental states, the impurity of living beings, and the impurity of life span—he is able to realize the fruit of the highest awakening and is able to communicate to living beings Dharma doors which, when people without preparation first hear them, find hard to believe.’

“Shariputra, understand that to stay in a world which is full of the five kinds of impurity and to be able to attain the fruit of the highest awakening and also to be able to transmit to all beings Dharma doors which people find hard to believe, like this Dharma door of being born in Sukhavati, is something extremely difficult.”

10.

When Shariputra as well as all the bhikshus, heavenly beings, humans, warrior gods, and others who had been listening, heard the Buddha deliver this sutra, they all had faith in it, joyously accepted the teaching and paid respect to the Buddha before returning to their dwelling places.






Part 1

Practicing In the Pure Land







[image: ]

Where Is the Pure Land?

BUDDHISM is like a large tree on which new branches, leaves and twigs grow every day. Mahayana Buddhism is the continuation and the development of what we call Original Buddhism. The Amitabha Sutra (Sukhavativyuha-sutra, Taisho 366) is a popular Mahayana sutra that appeared at a time when practitioners were trying to widen the scope of Buddhist teachings. The Smaller Amitabha Sutra, discussed here, tells the story of Buddha Amitabha and the Land of Great Happiness, the Pure Land, that he created.

The Pure Land sutra is accessible and everyone, from beginners to advanced practitioners, can practice it to improve the quality of daily life. In fact, the daily practice of reciting Amitabha’s name can increase and develop our energy of mindfulness and concentration. With a more powerful energy of mindfulness and concentration, the Pure Land teaching can become very deep, and a deep vision of the ultimate reality can be attained.

Ancestral teachers have offered many excellent commentaries on the Amitabha Sutra, and we can learn a great deal from their works. But let us study and practice the sutra in such a way that we will not lose ourselves in deep theories and speculations. Let us study and practice the sutra in such a way that we can touch and enjoy the Pure Land right here and right now in the spirit of living happily in the present moment.

Our Deepest Aspiration

As human beings, our deepest desire is to find a secure environment where there is love and understanding. The Buddhas and the bodhisattvas understood that all of us want to live in such an environment. We all imagine establishing a place where we can nourish ourselves and other people. In such a place, we have the right conditions to develop our understanding and love, to transform our own suffering and that of others. This place is called a Pure Land.

The notion that the Pure Land is an exterior reality, a place to be found far away in the western direction, is just for beginners. If we deepen our practice, the Buddha and the Buddha’s land become a reality in our mind. Our ancestral teachers have always said this. If we practice well, we can experience Amitabha Buddha and the Pure Land wherever we are in the present moment.

The Making of the Pure Land

Amitabha Buddha had a deep wish to make a Pure Land. He was able to create a place that had security, love, and favorable conditions for the practice. He named his Pure Land “Great Happiness.” Every one of us has the same aspiration as Amitabha. We, too, want to establish a place where we can stay, where we can receive our friends and loved ones, a place to practice, study, and benefit from the presence of solidity, freedom, love, and peace.

Although we all nourish this desire, we are not always fortunate. We establish a practice center and then we are so caught up in it that there is never a moment when we are not busy looking after it. We waste the time we spend establishing the center because we do not practice joy and peace as we create it. Therefore, the precious substance that should go with that center is lost. The substance of a practice center is the peace, joy, harmony, purity, and clarity of a Sangha body. If we are not able to create a place that has that substance, then we just become a slave to our center. We run here and there trying to find money so we can continue to maintain and develop the outer shell of this center, and in the end we do not have time to look after ourselves and the people who have come to practice with us.

At the outset, our original vow was of the same nature as the original vow of Buddha Amitabha, but after that we lost our way and found ourselves on a different path, the path of struggling to build a prosperous practice center. This kind of struggle can turn us into some of the busiest people in the world. We lose all our freedom, peace, and joy, and are unable to realize our initial aspiration.

What Pollutes Our Land?

If we are not skillful in building a Pure Land, we shall lose ourselves. To establish a Pure Land, we need a practice center with the elements of peace and purity. What pollutes our center?

First, there is the pollution of always being busy. We can be so busy leading ceremonies and organizing construction work that we do not have time to study and learn the practice. We do not have the time to look after our brothers and sisters in the community, and we do not have the time to love. When we are so busy, purity disappears.

We allow money to rule us, and we allow money and its power to obstruct our practice. In such a place, everyone wants to be important, everyone wants to have prestige, and everyone wants to have money. Such a place is no longer the Pure Land, because all we can see is jealousy, anger, and fear. All these elements are impure. In the beginning, our hearts were directed towards goodness, and we really wanted to create a Pure Land. Then, because we lacked skillfulness and mindfulness, we created a polluted land. Being busy can destroy our environment and pollute the place in which we live.

When we come to a practice center, we must ask ourselves: Is this practice center polluted? Is there a struggle for power? Do people spend the whole day making money? Are people always busy organizing this and that? Do people have the time to learn the practice, love each other, and look after each other? Are people jealous of, angry with, and afraid of each other? Do people live peacefully and joyfully?

We should be able to answer all these questions. It is only by our practice and our commitment to the practice that we are able to keep the place pure and unpolluted. We have the capacity to create a Pure Land where we can live together, look after each other, love each other, and help each other train in the practice and transform. We also have the capacity to create a polluted land in which disputes, jealousy, fear, money, and power play the key roles. It is only our minds that determine whether our home is pure or polluted.

Listening to the Trees

The Pure Land made by Buddha Amitabha was created by the power of the forty-eight vows. The sutra talks about the people who live there and their daily activities. In the early morning, people use their cloth baskets to collect the flowers that have fallen from the sky and bring them as offerings to the Buddhas and bodhisattvas in all other lands. They have miraculous ways of traveling, so even after they have visited and made the offerings of flowers to the Buddhas and bodhisattvas in different lands, they still have enough time to come back for lunch. After that they practice walking meditation.

Whenever a light breeze blows and the trees sway in the wind, you can hear teachings about the Five Faculties, the Five Powers, the Seven Factors of Enlightenment, the Noble Eightfold Path, and the Four Noble Truths. Many wonderful species of birds are in the trees and in the sky. When people hear the sound of their singing, they also hear the voices of the Buddhas teaching the Dharma. Amazing!

The sutra does not tell us enough directly about the inhabitants’ contribution to the Pure Land. We only hear about the spiritual power of Buddha Amitabha. In fact, in a place of practice, everyone who lives there has the responsibility of contributing something. If we can live peacefully and joyfully as free people, if we have time to listen carefully to the sound of the wind in the trees and the songs of the birds, if we have time to pick flowers to offer and time to eat in mindfulness and practice walking meditation, then we are contributing to establishing the Pure Land. We do not have to do anything else.

Although Buddha Amitabha may have been a very free, solid, and loving person, if the people who are born in the Pure Land continue to be busy, walking as if they are always in a hurry and speaking unkindly to each other, then that land cannot yet be called a Pure Land. Just imagine people there walking as if they are being chased by demons or talking to someone with a voice full of blame and bitterness. This is enough to make the Pure Land disappear straight away.

Our practice centers—whether in Europe, Asia, Africa, or the United States—are not only the creation of the people who take the initiative in founding them; they are the common creation of all those who come there, walking as free people with a smile strengthened by kindness, a look of inclusiveness, and words of loving speech. That is how the people, along with the founders, produce a Pure Land in which everyone feels secure, loved, and understood. A Pure Land is a collective creation.

Let us imagine someone who is born in the Pure Land. Perhaps this person does not yet know how to practice walking meditation. She continues to rush or to get lost in her thoughts and worries. Buddha Amitabha would call her to him and say: “Come here, my dear, I will show you walking meditation.” Obviously, in the Pure Land there are many Dharma teachers, and Buddha Amitabha may ask one of these patient Dharma teachers to instruct newly arrived members in walking meditation, mindful breathing, and eating in mindfulness. Every day so many people are born in the Pure Land, and Buddha Amitabha has enough Dharma teachers to take care of instructing them and leading them in the practice.

This means that even though we are here in the saha world (the world of stress and depression), if we are able to walk as solid and free people, and if we know how to speak lovingly and love and include each other in our embrace, the Pure Land can be here right away. If right here right now we already have found a Pure Land, then it will be with us wherever we go. It cannot be taken out of us. The more we practice, the more clearly we see that Buddha Amitabha and the Pure Land are creations of our own minds.
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The Three Levels of Practice

The Highest Level of Practice:

Pure Land in the Mind and Body

DURING THE TRAN dynasty in Vietnam (1225 to 1350 CE), the practice of Recollecting the Buddha became very important. Master Tue Trung and King Tran Thai Tong were both meditation masters who saw the importance of Pure Land practice. According to these two teachers, Amitabha and the Pure Land are found right inside the mind, and Amitabha Buddha is our own Dharma body.

In his work Studies on Emptiness, King Tran Thai Tong wrote:


Recollecting the Buddha is a practice that arises in the mind. If the mind goes in the direction of goodness, then that is the recollection of goodness. Once the recollection of goodness has arisen, it will be followed by the action of goodness. If the mind goes in the direction of wrongdoing, then that is the recollection of wrongdoing. Once the recollection of wrongdoing has arisen, then wrong action will follow, just as the mirror gives rise to the image and the shadow follows the form. That is why the meditation master Yong Ming said: “Show me the person who is without recollection, show me the person who is without birth.”



If our mind recollects what is wholesome, then our actions and our life will be wholesome, and we will follow up with wholesome experiences. If our mind gives rise to unwholesome recollections, then we and our actions will be unwholesome. Unwholesome actions lead to the fruits of unhappiness. Therefore, when our mind holds to Amitabha Buddha and the Pure Land as its objects of recollection, the recollection is a wholesome one. Once there is wholesome recollection, there will be progress upward, which is to say, happiness.

King Tran Thai Tong continues:


If the practitioner wishes to give rise to Right Mindfulness in order to put an end to the unwholesome actions of body, speech, and mind, then he or she needs to make use of the practice of recollecting the Buddha. Why? Because recollecting the Buddha will put an end to the unwholesome actions of body, speech, and mind. When we recollect the Buddha, we sit upright and still and we do not partake in the bodily actions that lead to unfortunate destinies. That is to put an end to the unwholesome action of the body. When our lips recite the truth—the virtuous qualities of the Buddha—we cannot engage in wrong speech, and that puts an end to the unwholesome action of speech. When our mind maintains diligently the object of meditation and does not give rise to the recollection of what is wrong, this puts an end to unwholesome thoughts.



In Recollecting the Buddha, our body does not engage in wrong action and our lips do not pronounce cruel or jealous words. This is the wholesome action of body and speech. Our mind does not think of competition, fear, and craving, and thus the actions of our mind also are wholesome. Body, speech, and mind all are directed on a wholesome path, and that is the fruit of Recollecting the Buddha. Recollecting the Buddha is a form of meditation practice in which body, speech, and mind go together on the path of right action.

The Dharma Body

The Eminent Master Tue Trung was the elder brother of General Tran Hung Dao, the hero who saved Vietnam from Mongolian invasions during the thirteenth century. Tue Trung wrote a gatha of four lines, which goes as follows:


The original reality of Amitabha is our own Dharma body,

It shines out brightly everywhere, in the South, North, East, and West,

It is like the autumn moon that lies in the high, vast sky,

In the silence of the night its brilliance shines far over the ocean.



All of us have the body of flesh and blood. We also all have the body of the Dharma. Our Dharma body is Buddha Amitabha. This Dharma body is a reality and not a notion. We can touch it in space and we can touch it in time. Such an insight goes beyond the idea expressed in the Amitabha Sutra that the Pure Land is found in the direction of the west. West is an idea. If Buddha Amitabha is our own Dharma body, we can never say that the Pure Land lies only in the West; it also lies in the South, the North, and the East, because it is in our own mind and everywhere it shines brightly. This means that Buddha Amitabha is everywhere; Amitabha is limitless light and limitless life.

The Eternally Silent Light

Sometimes the Pure Land also is called the Eternally Silent Light. Our true mind is our Dharma body. It is silent and without words. This means that it is not caught in ideas and expressions. Silent here means the silence of all words and all notions. Thus, not only Amitabha Buddha but also the Pure Land is a light that shines everywhere—the light of our Dharma body. Amitabha Buddha and the Pure Land are the light of the Dharma body, which is not obstructed by space and time.

In the last two lines of poet Tue Trung’s gatha we read:


It is like the autumn moon that lies in the high, vast sky,

In the silence of the night its brilliance shines far over the ocean.



The poet uses the image of the moon and the ocean in order to make the meaning clearer. Wherever we go, we see the image of the moon reflected below in the water. Standing in one place, looking down at the water, we see the image of the moon. And if we go one hundred kilometers away and look into the ocean again, we shall see the image of the moon again. The image of the moon being everywhere means that the light of the autumn moon is not obstructed by space and time, just as the Dharma body of Amitabha Buddha in us is always present, not only in the West but everywhere.

Because the ocean is calm and quiet, we can see the autumn moon everywhere. This is how the highest level practitioner sees Amitabha Buddha and the Pure Land. Recollecting the name or the image of the Buddha is no longer necessary, because we are aware that Amitabha Buddha and the Pure Land are our Dharma body.

King Tran Thai Tong puts it like this:


The object and the subject of recollection are, in their original nature, pure and clear. That is why people say that the great suchness is the Buddha’s body. The Dharma body and our own body are not two different bodies, they are silent and enduring, going beyond every thought, and therefore called the living Buddha.



This is the realization of our spiritual ancestors. If we recollect the Buddha in this spirit, we do not divide the object of recollection from the subject of recollection.

For the highest level of Pure Land practice, then, the Buddha is not an external reality; rather, he lies within our own mind. The one who recollects and the one who is recollected are one, and everything lies within the mind. According to the highest level of practice, the Pure Land is the Pure Land of the one mind, and Amitabha is the original nature of our own mind, which is silent and bright.

The Middle Level of Practice: Wholesome Recollection

Let us now look at how the middle level practitioner understands Pure Land practice. These are the words of King Tran Thai Tong:


As far as the middle level is concerned, all practitioners need to recollect the Buddha diligently, concentrating the mind, so that recollection of the Buddha is without forgetfulness or interruption and our mind becomes pure and wholesome. Once wholesome recollection is realized, unwholesome recollection is immediately destroyed. Once unwholesome recollection has been destroyed, all that is left is wholesome recollection. Wholesome recollection is used to be aware of the presence of concepts, and concepts are used to put an end to concepts. Once concepts and notions are gone beyond, the practitioner returns to the right practice. When that practitioner dies, he or she experiences the great joy of nirvana. Permanence, happiness, self, and purity are the essence of the Buddha’s nirvana.



These words of the king may need a little explanation. In Buddhism, impermanence and no-self are two of the three Dharma Seals. This means that if a teaching denies impermanence and no-self, it cannot be called a Buddhist teaching. The third Dharma Seal is nirvana. Nirvana means the experience of no notion. If impermanence and no-self are held too tightly as notions, they cannot liberate us. They have to be lived in our daily practice and used as tools to take us beyond notions. They are only fingers pointing out the way. The way itself is beyond impermanence and permanence. Here the king means that to live nirvana we have to go beyond mere notions of impermanence and no-self. When we live deeply impermanence, no-self, suffering, and impurity, we see that these four things contain permanence, self, happiness, and purity. Happiness and suffering, purity and impurity, permanence and impermanence, and self and no-self inter-are and rely on each other to exist.

Returning Home to Our Mind

At the middle level, the practitioner has to recollect the Buddha diligently so that each recollection is followed by another, without forgetfulness and without interruption. To be mindful of the Buddha is, first, to be mindful of our own mind and to return to our mind as it is in the present moment. Amitabha and the Pure Land are the objects of our mindfulness. We need to make use of the image of Amitabha Buddha, the image of a light, and the image of a land that is not polluted by fame, anger, or afflictions as the objects of our mindfulness. Mindfulness means to remember or to recollect. Mindfulness always has to be mindfulness of something; it has a subject and an object and is continuous. Mental attention or mindfulness is one of the basic mental formations that can be continuously present. Knowing this, we will be very careful in what we choose to be the object of our mindfulness and to what we give our attention.

King Tran Thai Tong says:


The middle level practitioner has not yet been able to see that Amitabha is his or her own mind and needs to practice recollecting the Buddha in order to return to the present moment, and the object of the present moment is Amitabha Buddha and the Pure Land. The practitioners of the middle level always strive to maintain mindfulness so that mindfulness is constantly there. Thanks to this constant practice, sooner or later when the practice is ripe, the practitioner will come to the place of no need for recollection. This means that there is no need for a conscious effort to recollect, but Amitabha and the Pure Land are still present.

Practitioners of the middle level always maintain recollection of what is wholesome, and because of that, recollection of what is unwholesome does not arise. When Buddha Amitabha and the Pure Land continue to be present in our conscious mind, then the afflictions do not have the opportunity to arise. When mindfulness of the wholesome is constantly present, it prevents mindfulness of the unwholesome. If we make use of Recollecting the Buddha constantly and diligently, keeping the recollection in our mind, without forgetfulness or interruption, we can make our own mind pure and wholesome, bringing us back to the right practice.



At this point, the practitioner goes from the need for recollection to no more need for recollection. This means that without needing to recollect the name or image of Amitabha, the light of Buddha Amitabha shines out in his or her own mind.

The Lowest Level of Practice:

Aspiring to Be Born in the Pure Land

The King now discusses the lowest level:


As far as the practice of the lower level is concerned, our lips should constantly recite the name of the Buddha, our mind should want to see the signs of the Buddha, and we should aspire to be born in the land of the Buddha. Night and day we should be diligent in this practice without regress. After we die, on account of our mindfulness of what is wholesome, we shall be born in the land of the Buddha. After that we will hear the true teachings taught by the Buddha, and we also shall realize the fruit of awakening (bodhi).



The lower level of practice uses body, speech, and mind to recollect the Buddha. This means that with our speech we recite the name of the Buddha and with our mind we want to see the appearance of the Buddha. At the lower level we do not yet have that deep understanding that would allow us to see that Buddha Amitabha and the Pure Land are in fact our own Dharma body. At the lower level, we think that Buddha Amitabha and the Pure Land lie in the West and we have to use the words “Homage to Buddha Amitabha” or “Homage to Amitabha of great love and great compassion who dwells in the Western land of Great Happiness.” We have to use sound to recollect Buddha and rely on the image of Buddha as our visualization. When we are beginners, we need images and sounds as the conditions for us to maintain our mindfulness. The object of mindfulness is Buddha Amitabha and the Pure Land in the West.

Practicing Nondiscrimination on the Path of Awakening

At whatever level we practice, there will be benefits. In this way, the Amitabha Sutra is able to respond to the needs of three different levels of practice. We should not force others to practice the Pure Land in exactly the same way as we do. This is something very profound and subtle. We do not have the right to say that our own method of practice is the only correct one and that the way another practices is wrong. We should know that each method of practice is only an expedient means to bring the practitioner to the Pure Land—in other words, to bring the practitioner to a place of security and happiness.

Each of us can realize the Pure Land according to our own level of practice. One of us may begin in one place and someone else may begin in another place. Therefore, when we think about Pure Land practice, we can only do so with an open and inclusive mind. Buddhism has 84,000 Dharma doors. We are very fortunate if we are able to discover one of those Dharma doors and our practice of it brings us happiness.

We should be careful not to say that only our way of practice is correct and all other ways are incorrect. Such a statement is not in accord with the spirit of Buddhism. In the spirit of Buddhism, we can say that the practice of the Pure Land is one aspect of meditation practice. Pure Land practice can be meditation, and meditation practice can also be Pure Land. If we are a practitioner of the Meditation school, we can see that the Pure Land is a reality to be touched in the present moment.

When we walk with solidity and freedom, and when mindfulness of our breathing brings us solidity, freedom, peace, and joy, then the Pure Land is there right away. When we use the sound of our voice to repeat the name of the Buddha, use images to visualize the Buddha, and are fortified by the energy of mindfulness and concentration, we are practicing meditation. Meditation and Pure Land differ from each other only in words, not in substance. Only if we have the ability to see the interbeing of the Meditation and the Pure Land schools can we understand the words of this sutra.

Applying the Three Levels of Practice to Other Faiths

Within Christianity, Judaism, and Islam, there are also many different schools each with their own teachings and practice. And within these schools there are various forms of practice. When we learn about the three levels of practice in regard to the Pure Land school of Buddhism we can naturally apply this way of looking to other faiths.

In our community perhaps there are those who hold the belief that the Kingdom of God is only available after we have passed away. If we practice sincerely and do good deeds in this life then we will reap the benefits sometime in the future after we have died. This is similar to the lowest level of practice in Pure Land Buddhism. Others offer devotional prayers and do good deeds to cultivate their wholesomeness; they are going in the direction of realizing paradise here on Earth. This is the middle level of practice. Other members of our congregation realize that the Kingdom of God is a living reality to be experienced right here and now. In fact, they are aware of living every moment firmly established in the Kingdom of God. This is the highest level of practice. At this point they do not need devotional practices to maintain their constant awareness of the Kingdom of God and all its wholesome qualities.

Not Caught in Ideas of Higher or Lower

Yet even if we feel we are in the highest level of practice we should not be so sure of ourselves. We should not be caught in the ideas of a higher or a lower path of practice. In the Pure Land of the Buddha where so many holy beings and bodhisattvas are residing, all of the residents practice making offerings to the Buddhas throughout the cosmos and Recollecting the Buddha, the Dharma, and the Sangha. They are highly realized beings and yet they engage in daily devotional practices to maintain their joy and happiness.

Many saints and holy beings practice devotional practices to be an example for their faithful disciples. Making offerings, chanting the name of the Buddha and holy beings, prayer, and meditation are all forms of devotion which help us to cultivate our humility and our constant awareness of dwelling in the Pure Land, of living in the presence of God.
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The Nine Lotus Grades

PEOPLE SAY that in the Pure Land there are lotuses of nine levels. Those who are reborn in the Pure Land are at many different levels in the practice, and depending on their level of holiness they are symbolized as sitting on one of the nine grades of lotuses. While we are still in the saha world, if we recollect the Buddha Amitabha with all sincerity and attention at this very moment, mindfulness is born in us and automatically a lotus bud appears in the Pure Land. This is a very beautiful and poetic image.

Although the lotus bud is very small it is already there. We can make a diagram of which there are two parts, one representing the saha world in which we are living, the other representing the Pure Land. We are a being in the saha world and just once in a while we recollect the Buddha. Over in the Pure Land, a lotus bud appears. This is an image which people use in order to help them in the practice. Whether that lotus grows quickly or slowly depends on the quality of our daily practice. That lotus is reserved for us, because it is the lotus in which we shall be born. When the bud is sufficiently developed it will bloom as a flower. That is the moment when we are born and appear in the lotus.

We are born from a lotus flower and not from a cabbage as is told in some folk traditions. According to the Meditation Sutra, the nine lotus grades belong to three levels.3 The lowest grade that we could be born in is the low grade of the low level. A being of the highest understanding is born in the high grade of the high level.

The first time we read about these levels, we may have the feeling that even in the Pure Land there are social divisions and class discrimination as there is in this world. However, we need to be careful and apply our intelligence as we read. When we are born in the Pure Land in the low grade of the low level, it means that although we have been born in the Pure Land we have brought with us much suffering from our life in the saha world. We truly need the Pure Land Sangha to embrace us and support us in order to be able to transform. Because we are still suffering so much, we are not able to benefit one hundred percent from the joys of the Pure Land. We may only enjoy five percent, or even less. However, the fact that we are in the Pure Land is something wonderful already, even though we are still suffering, we are still suspicious, and sometimes we even wish we were somewhere else. Someone who is in the Pure Land can continue to have ups and downs. That is why we need to come to the Sangha and stick to the Sangha. In the Pure Land, there are those who enjoy the greatest happiness because they have been born in the high grade of the high level but there are also those who still suffer considerably.

Our Happiness Depends on Us

We may ask ourselves: When we are all living in the same Sangha, the same environment, with the same teacher and spiritual friends, why are there some people whose happiness and ease is brimming while others still suffer and feel lonely? They are able to smile all day. I just wish I could smile like that. When I see them smile I do my best to smile too, but when I look in the mirror my smile is more like a wilted flower.

If we want to understand the Pure Land, we should look concretely at the Sangha in which we are practicing. Then we shall know what the Pure Land is and on what level of lotus flower we are sitting.

Take for example the Sangha of Plum Village as it practices walking meditation with its teacher. The same teacher, the same Dharma brothers and sisters, the same path, the same rows of trees, the same bird song, but some people in the community can have so much happiness as they walk, while the happiness of others is not as great. Is that because of the surroundings or is it because of our own mind? It’s easy to see that our amount of happiness depends on our own mind and the quality of our practice, since we are all in the same environment.

We are all going step by step, so why are they feeling free and solid while we are feeling so sorry for ourselves, caught up in one thought after another? It is not a question of the outer circumstances. We should not think that once we are born in the Pure Land we shall have no more problems and we do not need to practice anymore. Being born in the Pure Land is like passing the university entrance examination. We have many courses to follow in the university and we cannot skip classes; we have to go to them all. Buddha Amitabha is extremely kind but he wants us to train in the practice and love each other as if we were blood brothers and sisters.

Taking Refuge in Our Community of Practice

Let us take the Sangha as our object of meditation. In the beginning, because of certain causes and conditions, we came to be part of our Sangha. We are truly part of the Sangha, but because we are part of the Sangha it does not mean that we do not have any more problems. We still have painful feelings and we still suffer. However we are no longer in our old environment and that is already an important step forward. That is why we need to practice. We need to be able to present our suffering to the Sangha and ask the Sangha to help us embrace it so that we can transform it.

We have to take refuge in the Sangha. We have to entirely entrust our life to the Sangha. The Sangha is the only thing that can help us embrace and transform our suffering. It is possible that we are already in the Pure Land but we are still not able to sit still, and the lotus flower on which we are sitting is not yet wholly a lotus flower. We say we have not yet found our Pure Land. As living beings, we can feel like that. It may take us a year or two before we stop thinking like that. Most children have tried once to run away from home when they were angry with their father, mother, brothers, or sisters. That is not a seed which we have planted in this lifetime, but a seed that has been handed down to us from many generations of ancestors. Due to that same seed, we want to leave the Pure Land once we have arrived there. That is only natural until we have managed to transform that seed.

If we have received sufficient strength from our ancestors, we shall not run away. When we persevere and stay on for two or three years we shall become firmly rooted and we can go on in a solid way. This demands that we have faith in the Sangha and in the Pure Land.

Buddha Amitabha and all the great beings are always there to embrace us. Because we are suffering so much we are not able to appreciate the happiness which Buddha Amitabha and the great beings with loving thoughts want to transmit to us. Sometimes we look at Buddha Amitabha, we look at our teacher and our elder brothers and sisters in the spiritual life, and we think that they are really not so kind. That is because we do not have the freedom and the space to look with clarity. Whatever we look at is distorted because our mind is obscured by ignorance. If we want to see Buddha Amitabha as he is, if we want to see our sisters and brothers in the practice as they are, we need to be quiet and free. If we look through the spectacles of anger and jealousy we are not able to see him, we are not able to see them clearly.

The Degree of Our Happiness

Describing the Pure Land in terms of the nine lotus grades is dangerous insofar as people might think: In the Pure Land they have social classes and even if we are born in the Pure Land we may still have to be a ninth-class citizen, let alone a second-class citizen. If we think like that, we shall be jealous of the other people there. In truth, it is not like that. The reason why the others are happy is not because Buddha Amitabha loves them more or discriminates in their favor. Buddha never discriminates for or against living beings. Because we are still ignorant and suffering, we think that we are being discriminated against and we are second-, third-, or ninth-class citizens. All these complexes are products of our own minds. With reflection we can understand that the different levels of lotus flowers correspond to our degree of happiness, ease, and concentration in the Sangha body, which are a result of our practice of mindfulness, transformation, and healing.

We have been born in the Pure Land but the seeds of suffering from the saha world are still subject to arise, and they stop us from fully enjoying the happiness of the Land of Great Happiness. Others who are there are extremely happy. As we sit here with our own Sangha, in our own mini-Pure Land, we can already see that. In our own Sangha we can also recognize nine grades. There are those who are feeling very at ease and happy while others are unsettled and want to run away. There are those who are angry and feel they are being discriminated against and there are those who practice equanimity and deep looking to embrace everyone with inclusiveness and understanding.

Looking for Our Promised Land

Most of us see things in terms of a diagram on which there are two separate points: A and B. A is where we are now and B is the place we shall go to when we die. We think that we are practicing now in place A in order to be born at point B in the future. However, our practice is to live fully the present moment, and to arrive at our true home or the Pure Land in the present moment. Our practice is to realize the non-duality of point A and point B, that one contains the other and vice versa. Nevertheless, while we are training in the practice of arriving in the present moment, we sometimes feel discontent and aversion towards this saha world. We are not content with what is here and we are looking for something better somewhere else. Human beings in general are like that.

Human beings have the tendency to dislike the present and think that happiness can only be found in the future. That is why, out of compassion, the Buddha Amitabha tells us that there is a Pure Land in the West. This is like a promised land. We should make the concept of a promised land the object of our looking deeply. If we really want to understand any of the sutras we have to look deeply into why the teachings contained in them are given. We think that the promised land is a reality outside of it. We think that someone or something is holding it away from us. Yet practicing in accord with the deep teachings of dwelling happily in the present moment, we know that the promised land is available as soon as we are available to it.

Usually, in the beginning of our practice, the object of our desire and our veneration lies outside of us. That object could be God, Jesus, the Buddha, the Pure Land, or the Kingdom of God. In the beginning when we see that the object of our veneration lies outside of us, what is here and now has no real meaning. We see what is present now as suffering, subject to disintegration and fading away and leading to grief. Because of this feeling, we cling to something which belongs to another place and to the future. That could be the Kingdom of God, the Pure Land, Nirvana, or being in the presence of a bodhisattva. Human psychology is like that; often we start with the thought that we are not worth anything and so we need to go in search of something that is outside ourselves. We do not know that everything outside of ourselves also arises from our mind.

When we create a statue and worship it, whether it is a statue of the Buddha or of Christ or of anyone else, that statue also comes from our mind. If it does not come from our mind, where can it come from? If our mind is free and light then the lines of the statue will be free and light. If our mind is burdened by all kinds of suffering, it will be difficult for us to create a statue which expresses freedom, peace, and equanimity.

All the images we have of God, the Kingdom of God, or the Pure Land are creations of our own hearts and minds. We remember that they are images that we have fabricated ourselves. When we make a statue of the Buddha as an object of veneration and that statue does not appear to us to be very beautiful, we do not dare to throw it away or to break it into pieces, thinking that to do so would result in negative karma. However, that statue arose from the human mind. Our basic wrong perception is that we are worth nothing, we are just the prey of suffering and without something outside of us to venerate we would have no meaning to our lives. That is why we go in search of something outside ourselves to which we can give value.

Beyond the Notion of Within and Without

When we join our palms to pray, supplicate, or visualize, then immediately we feel peace enter our mind. Because of our faith, our mind is peaceful. When our mind is quiet there is the beginning of wisdom in which we see that the things we think of as outside of ourselves are in fact within us.

In the beginning, we see Buddha as an external reality. After we have practiced for a time we can wake up to the fact that Buddha is a reality within. As we continue to practice diligently, we see that Buddha is a reality which is neither within nor without. Within and without are just two notions and the truth goes beyond these two notions. To help us understand this, we can ask what we mean by within. Do we mean the lungs, the spleen, or the heart? Does within mean a determined place? In fact the Buddha, Nirvana, the Pure Land, and the Kingdom of God cannot be said to be within, without or in between within and without. Those ideas are simply the products of our thought. This is something we need to remember if we would like to be able to understand this sutra. It means that when we are seeking the Pure Land or seeking the Buddha we are really seeking our own person. In my poem “Looking for Each Other” there is the line: “I have found the Buddha, I have found myself.”4 At the same time as we find the Buddha, we find ourselves.

A Small Lotus Bud Is Blooming in Our Hearts

When we recite “Namo Amitabha Buddhaya,” a small lotus bud appears in the Buddha Land. If we recite once more the little bud will grow a little larger. With the daily practice of reciting like this, the lotus bud will gradually grow. That lotus is our lotus. When our practice is successful we will be born from that lotus. It may be a lotus of the lower grade, the middle grade, or the high grade, depending on our daily practice. That lotus flower can be found in the Buddha Land and lotus flowers such as that are reserved for those whose heart is in the practice. When the lotus bud begins to appear in the Buddha Land it also appears in our own heart.

This is something very scientific. When you breathe in with mindfulness and smile in mindfulness then the lotus bud of peace and joy appears in your person and opens in your heart. It is the flower of love and of peace. We use the image of a flower to symbolize peace and happiness. Why should we have to wait for the future to be able to enjoy a lotus flower, and why should we have to wait to go to the Western paradise in order to enjoy that lotus flower? We only need to recite the Buddha’s name with all our sincerity, we only need to take one mindful breath and we can already enjoy the lotus of peace, joy, and freedom right here and now.
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The Meditation School and the Pure Land School Are One

A meditator sees the Pure Land this way—as right here and now. We don’t have to be a meditator of any particular school, but simply a meditator according to the practice of the time of the Buddha and his Sangha. This is the meditation taught in the Satipatthana and the Anapanasati Sutras (the Sutra on the Four Establishments of Mindfulness and the Sutra on the Full Awareness of Breathing). In Sanskrit, we call this meditation “drishta dharma sukha viharin” meaning “dwelling happily in the present moment.”

“Drishta dharma” means what is happening here and now. “Sukha” means happiness and “viharin” means dwelling or living. This is the teaching which the Buddha often referred to. Why should we have to wait for the future to have peace and joy? We can have happiness right away today. The teachings of the Buddha are beautiful and wonderful, because they can bring about happiness right at the beginning of the practice. When we begin to practice breathing in to calm ourselves and breathing out with a smile, when we take steps in a leisurely and relaxed way, we already have happiness. There is no reason why we should have to wait a number of years to be happy. If we practice like that it is sure that in several years we shall be happy, but we are also happy in this moment.

That is why a lotus bud from the Pure Land of Amitabha Buddha can arise and open at any time in the form of a smile, in a breath, or in a step. We can help the bud to grow and to open. We do not have to wait for the future. We could add these teachings to the Amitabha Sutra and, if we wanted, make a book called The Amitabha Sutra in the Light of the Meditation School. The Meditation school is not necessarily the ancestral, the Tathagata, or the Highest Tathagata school. It is not necessarily the koan school or the silent shining school. Meditation here is the meditation taught originally by the Buddha 2,600 years ago. In the Satipatthana Sutra, the Anapanasati Sutra, the Sutra on Catching the Snake, and the Sutra on Knowing the Better Way to Live Alone, the Buddha teaches that happiness is possible now, and the Pure Land can exist now, right here in this world. The Meditation school and the Pure Land school can be brought together.

I have heard many people say it is difficult to practice meditation but Pure Land is easy. It is a kind of meditation practice. If Pure Land practice does not include meditation practice, then it is just an investment in the future. If Pure Land practice includes meditation practice, then the Pure Land is available right now and the teachings of Pure Land Buddhism are very close to the spirit of the original teachings of the Buddha.

Enjoying Our Lotus Flower in the Present

Each of us has a lotus flower. We don’t have to go to the Western Pure Land in order to see it. We don’t have to ask someone to go over there with a video camera to record it and see how big it has grown. That lotus flower is present in us and that is why we should know how large it has grown. If we have a lotus flower and we are not able to see it, then it is a waste.

We can bring the lotus flower back into ourselves. In the Dhammapada, the Buddha teaches: “Among all phenomena, the mind is the most important.” In the Avatamsaka Sutra, the Buddha teaches: “Everything is due to the mind. The mind is like a painter who paints all phenomena.” There is a verse in the Avatamsaka Sutra which reads: “If you want to see and understand all the Buddhas of the three times you should meditate in order to see that in the essence of the Dharma Realm everything is produced from the mind.” The Pure Land is also a product of consciousness—the consciousness of the Buddha and our own consciousness. The Sangha of Plum Village is also a product of our consciousness. We have worked together in order to form this practice center. The reality of our Sangha, of our practice center comes from our mind, from our desire to be a refuge for each other so that we can realize the practice.

The lotus flower, the Pure Land, and the hell realms are all products of our mind. We have all been in the hell realms, have felt the heat and been burnt by the fires of anger, afflictions, and despair. We also know that all the suffering of the hell realm comes from our mind and does not come from somewhere outside. We have the ability to create a Pure Land with our breathing, our mindful steps, and our recollection of the Buddha. If we want the lotus bud to appear, it will appear. If we want it to grow, it will grow. When the lotus flower in our heart has grown, wherever we walk the Pure Land appears.

With a lotus in our heart, we will recognize that the great beings, those bodhisattvas who are about to become a Buddha, are not far away. They are present and around us. Because we are confused and ignorant, we suffer. Because we are jealous, we cannot recognize these great beings. Shakyamuni Buddha did not choose any other place to become enlightened than in our own world.

The Bodhisattvas Are Children of the Earth

In the Lotus Sutra, there is a chapter called “Rising Up from the Earth.” It describes how countless bodhisattvas rise up and appear from the earth of this planet. Shakyamuni Buddha says to all the bodhisattvas who have come from different places in the ten directions: “All these bodhisattvas who have risen up from the earth of this planet are my disciples.” When the Venerable Kasyapa and the Venerable Ananda heard this they were extremely surprised. Along with them, many other disciples of the Buddha said: “We cannot believe that the World Honored One who has only been Buddha for forty-five years on this earth could have so many bodhisattva disciples.” Because these venerables were not yet able to look with the eyes of the bodhisattva they could not see why this was possible. When the bodhisattvas from the ten directions came, they said: “World Honored Lord, please allow us to stay here on this earth in order to help you in this difficult saha world.”

The Buddha smiled and said: “Thank you bodhisattvas, but on our planet Earth we already have enough enlightened teachers,” and the Buddha showed them all the bodhisattvas who had risen up from the earth. Thus we cannot say that this planet does not have any bodhisattvas. Bodhisattvas such as Earth Holder, Sadaparibhuta, the Bodhisattva of Constant Respect, Avalokitesvara, the Bodhisattva of Great Compassion, and Mahasthamaprapta, the Bodhisattva of Great Strength are present around us in large numbers and they are all children of the Earth.

In the teachings of the Pure Land, we hear that on the right hand of Buddha Amitabha stands bodhisattva Avalokitesvara, the Bodhisattva of Great Compassion and on his left hand is bodhisattva Mahasthamaprapta, the Bodhisattva of Great Strength. If we are narrow-minded, we could be unhappy when we hear this. We think that bodhisattva Avalokitesvara is in the Southern sea, we do not believe that she is also in the Pure Land. However, the Pure Land and the saha world are just one.

Physicists say that a particle can take more than one form. It can at the same time be a wave and a particle. Our brain generally thinks that if something is a wave it can only be a wave, it cannot be a wave and a particle at the same time. Therefore we can see that bodhisattva Avalokitesvara is also present here. Avalokitesvara is a child of the Earth. Like us, she is born from the Earth. Her aspiration to help many beings is born from her life on Earth in which she comes into contact with suffering beings. Naturally bodhisattva Avalokitesvara wants to stay here to serve the living beings who are suffering in this world. Around us there are many, many great beings and many bodhisattvas. If we are not obscured by ignorance, if we are not jealous and full of hatred, we can recognize these bodhisattvas very clearly. In our own Sangha, there are bodhisattvas young and old, monks, nuns, laymen, and laywomen. To put it more correctly, in each one of us there is a bodhisattva. But perhaps the occasion for that bodhisattva to manifest fully has not yet arisen and so we are not yet an authentic or a full-time bodhisattva.

A Pure Land for the Present

About fifteen years ago, when I was teaching in the Kim Son Monastery about the relationship between the Zen school and the Pure Land school, I recited this gatha:


Pure Land without Meditation

Is a Pure Land of the future.

Our own mind is a land of purity

Meditation and Pure Land are not two.



This gatha helped the practitioners in that retreat a great deal. In the past the ancestral teachers taught: “The true nature is Amitabha, the one mind is the Pure Land.” This means that the Pure Land lies in our mind and Amitabha is our true nature. That lotus of the Pure Land lies in our own heart. How can we help it to grow every day? That lotus will enable the Pure Land to manifest in our daily life, for our own enjoyment and the enjoyment of our friends in the practice. The more the lotus grows, the smaller are the hell realms in our own heart.

If we use the eyes of a meditator, the Pure Land practice is no longer an eternal longing or a superstition but a very realistic doctrine. The Pure Land is something we live in our daily life. Every step, every breath, every word, every look, can produce the Pure Land. The practice of building the Sangha can be identified with the practice of building a Pure Land.

One teacher proclaimed that he could only accept the principle of the Pure Land but he could not accept the fact of the Pure Land. The principle of the Pure Land is that the Pure Land is only mind and Amitabha is the true nature. He could not accept that there is a Pure Land in the West, and that after death you only need to recite the Buddha’s name without regression in order to be born in that land. I do not think that teacher has fully grasped the principle of Pure Land.

You Don’t Need to Die to Enter the Kingdom of Heaven

About fifteen years ago when I was lecturing in a cathedral in Philadelphia, I made this remark: “You do not need to die to enter the Kingdom of Heaven.” If you practice mindfulness, concentration, and insight you can open your heart and the Pure Land will manifest and you can enter it in the present moment. In the Plum Village practice center, we walk in mindfulness so that each of our steps can be placed on the Pure Land. That is our daily practice. If we practice in this way, then the fact and the principle of the Pure Land are both realized to their highest extent.






Part 2

Commentary on the Smaller Amitabha Sutra







1: Suffering and Happiness Inter-are

THE TEXT of the Amitabha Sutra begins with the words of the Venerable Ananda:


This is what I heard the Buddha say one time when he was staying in the Anathapindika Monastery in the Jeta Grove. At that time the Buddha had with him a Sangha of one thousand two hundred and fifty bhikshus, all arhats, and the most well-known among his senior disciples, including Shariputra, Mahamaudgalyayana, Mahakasyapa, Mahakatyayana, Mahakausthila, Revata, Shuddhipanthaka, Nanda, Ananda, Rahula, Gavampati, Pindolabharadvaja, Kalodayin, Mahakapphina, Vakula, and Aniruddha. There were also present bodhisattvas of great stature like Manjusri, Ajita, Gandhahastin, Nityodyukta and many other great bodhisattvas, as well as countless heavenly beings including Indra.



We may have already heard these names, but it can be helpful for our own practice to learn a little bit more about the life and practice of each of them.5 Understanding their character and their wisdom can be very precious to us in our practice.


At that time the Buddha called Shariputra to him and said: “If you go from here in a western direction and pass through hundreds of thousands of millions of Buddha worlds you will come to a world called Sukhavati (Great Happiness). In that world there is a Buddha whose name is Amitabha and who is at this very moment teaching the Dharma.



This sutra belongs to a class of sutras which is called “teaching given without the asking of a question.” It means that the Buddha himself speaks, although no one has asked a question for him to answer. Shakyamuni Buddha introduces Amitabha Buddha and the land of Sukhavati which lies in the West. At that time Buddha was sitting in the Anathapindika Monastery and he pointed to the western direction. But if at that time we had been sitting in the other hemisphere, then the Pure Land would be to our east. When we consider this fact, we see clearly that the idea of whether the Pure Land is in the West or the East is not important.

Let us consider the definition of Sukhavati as it is found in the sutra:


Shariputra, why is that land called Great Happiness? Because the people who live there do not have to go through any suffering. They are always enjoying many kinds of happiness. And that is why that world is called Great Happiness.



In this definition of Sukhavati given by the Buddha, we can see the Buddha’s compassion. He sees the weakness of the human species, the suffering of the human species and how humans always try to run away from suffering. The Buddha knows this and that is why he said that there is a world where there is no suffering. In that world there is only happiness.

It would be good if Sanghas could organize a Dharma discussion about this key section of the sutra. All of us without exception want to avoid suffering and find a place where there is no suffering.

Sister Kinh Nghiem, a nun at Plum Village, has a younger sister named Anh who is twelve years old. When Anh first came to Plum Village she made this proclamation: “I want to live in a place where there is happiness in the morning, happiness in the middle of the day, and happiness in the evening.” She thought Plum Village was the only place where this could be possible. If she were to stay in Plum Village for three or four months, she would discover that happiness depends on her own capacity to nourish happiness and transform her suffering.

Suffering helps us to recognize happiness. If we did not have that suffering, we would not be able to see that happiness was present. Therefore our own Sukhavati, if it is really a land of Great Happiness in its true definition of the word, has to have the marks of suffering so that we can remind ourselves that the conditions for happiness are there. In fact, learning how to handle our suffering is an important condition for our happiness. There are many people living in conditions of paradise, but they do not know how to make use of them because they are drowning in their suffering. If we are aware of the paradise around us, it is because we have tasted suffering and we have learned how to practice with our suffering, how to understand and transform our suffering into happiness.

Listen to the words of the Vietnamese poet Che Lan Vien:


Give me a cold galaxy

A star at the furthest end of the sky

So that I can day after day, month after month

Escape to that place where there is no sadness, suffering, and anxiety.



The poet was so sad; he suffered so much and had so much anxiety that he wanted retreat to a star, no matter how far away it would be, where he could run away from the suffering in his daily life.

If our poet could have looked deeply into the nature of interbeing he would have seen that what we call happiness cannot exist unless it exists along with what we call suffering, just as there is no garbage which cannot become flowers and there are no flowers which do not turn into garbage. It’s the same with right and left. If there is no right then how can there be left? If there is no left then how can there be right? Suffering and happiness are no different. We look for a world in which there is only happiness and no suffering. Is that something imaginable?

Does the World Honored One want to offer us something unimaginable? The reason why we are happy to have something to eat is because we know what it is to be hungry. Just imagine someone who has never been hungry. However much that person has to eat, it won’t make him or her feel happy. Someone who has never been cold will not know the happiness of wearing warm clothes. Someone who has never tasted the flavor of hell will never experience the joy of paradise. It is clear that if we don’t know what suffering is, we cannot know what happiness is. That is why a world that has only happiness is an unimaginable world.

In the Lotus Sutra, there is a story of a magic city that has been conjured up by a magician, as a resting place for a group of weary travelers in search of precious jewels. After many weeks of climbing mountains and wading across streams, they have become very weary and some of them want to go back home. Their guide, who is also a holy man, says to them: “Dear friends, just try and go a little farther. Near here there is a town. If we can continue just four or five hours more, then we shall come to that town and we shall be able to rest, eat, drink and bathe.” When the people heard this they had more energy to continue and they were able to go on for another four or five hours. Then the guide used his miraculous powers to conjure up a city, a magic city. When the people saw this city they immediately went to find water to wash their faces and feet and to bathe in. Then they went to find food to eat, water to drink and places to lie down and sleep. The next day when they woke up refreshed, the city had disappeared. It had been nothing but a magical illusion.

The idea of a place where there is no suffering is an illusion. It is like the magic city fabricated by the holy man to offer his fellow travelers a place to refresh themselves. Yet the travelers were able to rest, to relax, and enjoy themselves. Perhaps after their rest they again had energy to continue their difficult journey. In the same way, the idea of a land where there is absolutely no suffering at first seems to be a similar magical land where everyone can experience a great happiness and lightness free from suffering. That is a skillful means. But we should not be caught in the words. As the holy man understood, all his fellow travelers had within themselves the capacity to rest and refresh themselves. He used his skillful means to wake up this capacity in them. The notion of a Pure Land where no one suffers, the notion of the Kingdom of God where everyone is holy, is a skillful means that wakes us up to our own capacity to be free from suffering, to live a holy life. And yet we are aware that the development of our holiness and of our freedom from suffering is wholly dependent on our practice, on our ability to transform our pain, our anxiety and our suffering into understanding, peace and happiness.

The teaching of the Buddha has brought about concrete ways of practice which will help humans to transform their suffering and arrive at peace and joy. The truth is that some of us are terribly afraid of suffering. Some of us think that we can run away from suffering and find a place where there is no suffering. If we know that people have this deep desire we will find skillful means to offer them a ray of hope and we can say that yes, there is a place where there is no suffering, there is only happiness.

When I was a young Dharma teacher, I had many difficulties with this section of the sutra. I had learned that one cannot see the path of ending suffering, and the path of happiness can’t be obtained, unless one gets in touch with suffering and understands the nature of suffering. The third and fourth noble truths cannot be found without the first and second noble truths. If you do not know what suffering is, if you do not understand the nature of suffering, you have no way to cultivate your understanding, your compassion, and your happiness. Suffering and happiness inter-are. I do not want to go to a place where there is no suffering, because I know that in such a place I have no means to learn and to cultivate my understanding and love. Without understanding and love you cannot be happy, and you can’t help others to be happy. We learn from suffering. We do not want to send our friends or children to a place where they can’t cultivate understanding and love. Understanding and compassion can only grow on the ground of suffering. Suffering is the compost much needed for the flower of understanding and love to grow.

My understanding is that the Pure Land, the Kingdom of God, is not a place where there is no suffering. The Pure Land is a place where there is plenty of understanding and love, a place where everyone knows how to transform suffering into understanding, love and happiness. If you are capable of cultivating understanding and love, you are able to help establish a Pure Land. In Christianity, it seems that there is only one Kingdom of God. In Buddhism, because there are a multitude of Buddhas, there are many Pure Lands, there are many Kingdoms of Buddhas. Where there is a Buddha, his or her kingdom also is; because a Buddha is someone who knows how to establish a Pure Land. And you may like to join him or her to help with the work of Pure Land building.

The moment I understood the parable of the magic city, I fully understood this section of the sutra and realized the vast compassion of the World Honored One.





2: The Environment of the Pure Land


Shariputra, around Sukhavati there are seven rows of rails, seven rows of spread-out netting and seven rows of trees. All are made of the four kinds of precious jewels. That is why that land is called Great Happiness.



This section is referring to the way the environment has been made beautiful in Sukhavati. There are two kinds of retribution which arise as a result of action; the retribution which is the kind of environment we enjoy and the retribution which is the kind of person we are. Here the personal retribution is Buddha Amitabha. The environmental retribution includes the inhabitants of Sukhavati and the land itself. The beauty of the environmental and the personal retribution in the Pure Land arises from the original vow made by Buddha Amitabha and the inhabitants of that land. Similarly, the environmental retribution and the personal retribution of the saha world (our world of suffering and change) come from the collective actions of the living beings in this world. The collective actions of living beings in the saha world are created by the six sense desires, namely the desires based on taste, sight, touch, smell, sound, and ideas. When we are motivated by desire based on taste, we may manifest greed. We are caught by the contact between our senses and the objects of our senses and we lose our peace, our joy, and equanimity. If the inhabitants of this world are not able to free themselves from these sense desires then the essence of the Pure Land cannot be seen here.

Cultivating the Wholesome

When we hear the sound of the wind rustling the pine needles we also hear the Dharma. When we live among people who know how to walk, stand, lie down, and sit in mindfulness we also walk, stand, lie down, and sit in mindfulness and our mind is always directed to thinking about what is wholesome.

The Dhammapada says:


In the morning thinking about what is wholesome.

At midday thinking about what is wholesome.

In the evening thinking about what is wholesome.

We shall have happiness.



The reason why our mind is always in contact with wholesome things is because the surroundings are very favorable. Around us there are only good people and everything we see and hear around has the function of watering the beautiful seeds in our consciousness which are called wholesome thoughts.

If we say that our mouth is wholesome it means that the words we utter are all wholesome. We do not reprimand, slander, exaggerate, or disparage. This is because each of us is learning to practice the right Dharma. No one has an opportunity to think or to say unwholesome things. Every word we speak has the function of pacifying our mind and offering happiness to people around us.

In the Pure Land there is no wrong speech, there is only wholesome speech. The same is true of the activities of our body. Everyone practices the way of the bodhisattvas. Therefore in the Pure Land there is no killing and no stealing and no sexual misconduct. The reason why is that people have so much happiness there. In the Pure Land the people practice the mindfulness trainings. They do not eat the flesh of living beings, drink alcohol, or use stimulants. Everyone in that land has a high ideal and wants to establish a Pure Land right in the here and now, in his or her own heart. This is the most beautiful thing we can do.

After spending time with Buddha Amitabha in the Pure Land, practitioners want to follow this model. They want to go to Vietnam, to Australia, to Russia, to the Philippines, and America and build Pure Lands there.

Precious Gems and Virtuous Waters


Furthermore Shariputra, in the land of Great Happiness there are many lakes of the seven precious stones, full of the water of the eight virtues. The bed of the lake is made wholly of pure golden sand and on the shores are paths of gold, silver, lapis lazuli, and crystal. Above these paths are countless pavilions which are built of and decorated with gold, silver, lapis lazuli, crystal, mother-of-pearl, red agate, and carnelians. The lotus flowers in these lakes are as large as cartwheels. The blue lotuses give out a halo of blue light, the golden lotuses a halo of golden light, the red lotuses a halo of red light, and the white lotuses a halo of white light. The fragrance of the lotuses is subtle, wonderful, sweet and pure. Shariputra, Sukhavati is adorned with such beauties as these.



We think that only in the jeweler’s shop can we find precious gems. But in fact the sparkling drops of dew on the blades of grass are just as beautiful or even more beautiful than ordinary jewels. Best of all, no one wants to steal or possess them because they can be found everywhere.

It is said that the trees in Sukhavati are made of jewels. But how can trees made of jewels be as beautiful as real trees? Sometimes on the altar of the Buddha we offer lotus flowers made of wood, silver, jade, or gold. But these golden or jade lotuses offered on the altar can never be as beautiful as real lotuses. All the wonderful things described in the Amitabha Sutra are here in our own world. We only need a mind that is free, peaceful, and joyful to be able to see them. In this section of the sutra we see the expression “the water of the eight virtues.” These eight virtues are: pure and clear, fresh and cool, sweet tasting, light and limpid, sparkling bright, peaceful, eliminating hunger and thirst, and that when drunk it nurtures all the positive capacities of human beings. Water is necessary for all life forms to exist. It is truly a miraculous substance. But without awareness and concentration we may not see this. When we describe the virtuous qualities of water we might like to add our own observations about the great treasure of water. We could mention the qualities of sustaining life, helping rainbows to appear, washing away mud and sweat, and making sprouts grow fresh and green. The Pure Land Sutra is not about a world other than the world we live in.

The Music of the Heavens


Furthermore Shariputra, in this Buddha Land people can always hear the sound of heavenly music. The earth is made of pure gold. During the six periods of the day, multitudes of mandarava flowers rain down from the sky. In the morning the people of this land like to take flower baskets made of cloth and fill them with these wonderful flowers in order to make offerings to the Buddhas who live in countless other Buddha Lands. When it is time for the midday meal everyone returns to Sukhavati and after eating does walking meditation. Shariputra, that is how extraordinarily beautiful Sukhavati is.



When we hear music coming down from the sky we can call it heavenly music. In Plum Village where I live, when we wake up early in the morning, if our heart is pure and clear the earth and the heavens will be very fragrant to our senses. Although all is silent, it is as if there is the sound of music out there in space which is purifying and light. All the pleasant scents and wonderful sounds seem to come from our own mind.

If we know how to look and how to perceive we will see on every branch and in every leaf there are flowers, and people who know how to arrange flowers do not need to go to the market to buy them. In fact, there may be many beautiful flowers and branches all around us, yet we do not see them as real. We are caught in our worries, in our projects and ideas and we do not invest ourselves in dwelling happily in the present moment. We are not available for the wonders of life that surround us.

Spending time to gather flowers to offer to Buddhas is not a frivolous activity. It may be time well spent. The flowers naturally flow down from the sky. In our own land we might say that flowers naturally flow up from the earth and all we have to do is to harvest them with our mindfulness and already that is an offering to the Buddha. When we live in mindfulness, aware of the beauty around us, aware of the treasures of life within us we are already making an offering. We are offering our presence, our practice, our contribution to establishing the Pure Land right here on Earth.

What Is So Pure about the Pure Land?

In this section of the sutra, we hear about flowers, about music, about trips to visit other Buddhas in other Buddha Lands in order to make offerings, about taking the midday meal and practicing walking meditation. Maybe we ask ourselves: Who are the cooks? If we eat, then eight hours later we shall have to go to the toilet. In the Pure Land do they have toilets? These are very practical questions. In the Po Lin Temple in Hong Kong someone wrote this four-line poem on the wall:


If there is a land, how can that land be pure?

What is the point of expressing things in words?

Buddha has taught the truth of no self.

Who is then that master of meditation?



If there is a land, how can that land be pure? This means that if we eat we have to defecate, if we drink we have to urinate. In the Pure Land there is excrement and refuse, which means that the Pure Land is not pure in the way we imagined. What is the point of our expressing things in words? As soon as we talk about a land it cannot possibly be pure in the way we think it is. If we have a world, then we have to have people in it. If there are people, then there will be ingestion. If there is ingestion, there will be excrement. So there cannot be a land which has nothing unclean in it. Once there is a land, there is impurity. We only need to open our mouth and say the word “pure,” and we are already caught in that word or that idea.

“Buddha has taught the truth of no self.” Buddha taught that we are without a separate self and so who is that person whom we call a meditation master? How can we at one moment say that there is no self and then say that there is someone called a meditation master? Is that meditation master a separate self? We only utter a word and we already are caught in duality. The same applies to the word “pure” as applies to the word “meditation.” We are caught in expressions. Once we have spoken about “land” we cannot use the word “pure.” Once we have spoken about “no self” how can we utter the words “meditation master”? A meditation master, to someone who has not been enlightened, is a separate self. Therefore, whenever we read the sutras we should not be caught in the words and expressions. The words of the sutras are like the Dharma rain, which soothes us, and which is designed to penetrate the hard soil of our minds, to soften and open us to a deeper understanding of reality.

It may be that in the Pure Land we have to eat, drink, defecate, urinate, cook, and wash up. If we eat we have to use dishes, and if we use dishes they have to be washed. In the Pure Land do we use soap to wash dishes? And in the Pure Land do we cook with oil or not? Pure or not pure depends on our perceptions. In the beginning we talk about pure as the absence of pollution. It means the pollution of being busy, of money, of power, of jealousy, of anxiety, or of fear. Pollution is the garbage. If we know how to do it we shall be able to transform garbage into flowers, fruits, and vegetables for our daily use. So “pure” in the context of the Pure Land means not to be polluted by the afflictions. It does not mean no toilets, no bathrooms, no cooking, and no washing up.

In any Sangha, we need to ask whether or not it is a Pure Land. If you live in surroundings where you feel there is security, understanding, and love and where people have the capacity to transform their suffering, fear, and attachment, then we know that is the Pure Land. If we cannot feel these elements in a place then we know that that is not yet a Pure Land but a polluted land.

We also see that we ourselves have the capacity to contribute to or destroy that environment. A Pure Land is a great need for everyone living in our society. Reading the Amitabha Sutra is an opportunity to look deeply into that need and discover our own capacity to establish a Pure Land. All of us are future Amitabha Buddhas. We all cherish the desire to establish a Pure Land for ourselves and our dear ones.





3: The Birds Are Singing the Dharma


Furthermore Shariputra, in Sukhavati you can always see different species of birds of many wonderful colors like white cranes, peacocks, orioles, egrets, kavalinkara and jivanjiva birds. These birds sing with harmonious, sweet sounds throughout the six periods of the day. In the song of the birds people can hear teachings on different Dharma doors such as the Five Faculties, the Five Powers, the Seven Factors of Enlightenment, and the Noble Eightfold Path. When the people of this land hear the teachings in the form of bird song, their minds are in perfect concentration and they come back to practicing mindfulness of the Buddha, the Dharma, and the Sangha.



WANTING HIS DHARMA voice to be heard widely throughout his land, Buddha Amitabha created many wonderful species of birds. If we want to convey the teachings of the Buddha we need to create ways for the voice of the Dharma to be heard. As a practitioner we are aware that every gesture, every word and thought can be a Dharma voice and a skillful way of giving a Dharma talk. We can participate in the work of the Dharma body, because the Dharma body is the body which always reveals the teachings. A Dharma talk given by the Sambhogakaya, or the Nirmanakaya, can last for an hour and a half or two hours.6 But sooner or later the Nirmanakaya will have to stop to rest or to eat.

The Dharma body teaches the Dharma by means of birds, clouds, wind, footsteps, or the breath. We should participate in the work of the Dharma body. We teach by our way of life. We teach with our hands while we are doing things, with our feet while we are walking, with our mouth when we are eating or speaking, and with our eyes when we are looking. The part of those who live in the Pure Land is to participate in the work of the Dharma body. This simply means teaching the Dharma by the way we live our daily life.

Gandhi once said: “My life is my message.” A Dharma talk is the same thing. It is not only given by language and terminology, a Dharma talk is given also by our footsteps, our breath, our actions, and our way of looking. To participate in the career of the Dharmakaya is something we can do every day. When people see the way we walk, stand, and interact in our daily life, they quite naturally have a feeling of respect and aspire to practice themselves. The role of a Dharma teacher or of a practitioner is to inspire others to practice. Practicing like this we help the Buddha Amitabha, we become a part of the Buddha of Limitless Light.

In this section the Buddha reminds us of the practice of Recollection. Recollection is a practice which was begun during the lifetime of the Buddha. There are five Recollection practices: Recollection of Buddha, Dharma, Sangha, Mindfulness Trainings, and Recollection of Generosity. According to the teachings of the Amitabha Sutra, the inhabitants of Sukhavati also practice Recollection of the Three Jewels: the Buddha, the Dharma, and the Sangha. When we can be in touch with the energy of the Three Jewels then we live in security with solidity and freedom.

People who live and practice in the Pure Land always have the opportunity to hear the teachings of the Dharma. If we are attentive, whenever the birds sing we can hear a Dharma talk and that Dharma talk has all thirty-seven limbs of the Dharma.7 We know that Buddha Amitabha is a teacher. At this very moment he is giving a Dharma talk.

Not only is Buddha Amitabha teaching the Dharma, but the white crane, the peacock, the oriole, the egret, the kavalinkara, and jivanjiva bird are also teaching the Dharma. These birds take turns in singing six times a day. That is the liturgy, which is chanted six times a day. In the past, for the purposes of the practice, people divided a day into six parts called the six times of day and night. When practicing Beginning Anew according to the liturgy of King Tran Thai Tong, we are expected to Begin Anew six times every day.

The six periods of the day encompass the whole day and night, which means that the Dharma is expressed unceasingly from morning through the night. So practicing Beginning Anew during the six periods of the day means we practice Beginning Anew continuously, always looking deeply at ourselves and the actions of our body, speech and mind to renew and refresh our practice. There is never a moment that we are not practicing.

And while the birds are singing we hear the teachings of the Dharma. It is possible that when the birds sing, Buddha Amitabha pauses in his Dharma talk or when Buddha Amitabha is giving a Dharma talk, the birds pause in their singing. In general the meaning is that whatever sound is heard, whether it is the voice of Amitabha, the song of the different species of birds or the wind in the trees, it is the sound of the teachings of the Dharma.

Around us in this world there are many species of birds. If we live in mindfulness and our mind is concentrated we also can hear the teachings of the Dharma in the sound of the wind and the sound of the birds. You can say that a Dharma talk can be understood in terms of Buddha Amitabha’s teachings or in terms of the bird song in Sukhavati. If we have mindfulness and concentration, everything we see and hear in our daily life becomes a Dharma talk. A falling leaf, a flower as it opens, a bird flying by, or the sound of a bird calling are all Dharma talks and we say that the one who is giving the Dharma talk is Buddha Vairocana, that is the Dharmakaya.

The Three Bodies of the Buddha

We distinguish three bodies of Buddha: the Dharmakaya (Dharma body), the Sambhogakaya (retribution body) and the Nirmanakaya (transformation body). The Dharmakaya is the original, clear, light body that is never born and never dies. The retribution body is the body marked by beautiful signs of anyone who has practiced well and brought about much virtuous conduct. The transformation body is our everyday body. Shakyamuni Buddha also had a transformation body. When Shakyamuni Buddha sat on the Vulture Peak to give a Dharma talk it was his transformation body which people saw giving the Dharma talk. The transformation body at times sleeps, wakes up, takes a bath, and eats.

The Dharma body of the Buddha, however, is always present giving a Dharma talk. Therefore, if we are mindful we are able to hear the Dharma at any time in the wind, in the birds, in the swaying bamboo branches, in the flowers as they open, and then the Dharma talk is being given by the Buddha’s Dharma body. The transformation body of the Buddha only speaks with a human voice, whereas the Dharma body can speak with the sound of the bird, the flower, the wind and any other sound.

This section of the sutra tells us that if we have mindfulness and concentration we can hear the Dharma when the birds sing, when the wind whistles in the pine trees and when the flowers open. The Dharma which we hear is the teachings of Original Buddhism, the teachings of the Four Fields of Mindfulness, the Four Right Efforts, the Four Bases of Success and the practice of Recollecting the Buddha, the Dharma and the Sangha. The Amitabha Sutra, although a Mahayana sutra, has the function here of being a vessel for conveying these teachings of Original Buddhism. In Sukhavati what do the people practice? The sutra makes it very clear: they practice the Thirty-Seven Limbs of Awakening and the Recollection of the Buddha, the Dharma and the Sangha just as in the time of Shakyamuni Buddha.

In Every Blade of Grass

A good meditation practitioner does not wait for the Dharma talk to hear the Dharma, but knows how to listen to the Dharma when watching the flowers open, when listening to the pines rustling, the birds singing and when contemplating the swaying bamboo. The Dharmakaya of the Buddha has never ceased to teach the Dharma. In a poem called “The Symphony of April,” I wrote: “The flower has never ceased to sing.” It means the same thing. During the war with the French in Vietnam, there was a young poet named Quach Thoai. Quach Thoai and Tru Vu lived together in the Giac Nguyen Temple. Quach Thoai died young and left a very beautiful poem called “The Dahlia Flower”:


Standing by the fence,

You smile your wonderful smile.

Looking at you in silence I am amazed

I just heard you singing.

The words of your song Belong to eternity.

With all my heart I bow to you in respect.



The dahlia is growing just outside the fence and is smiling wonderfully. I do not think there are many meditation masters who could have written a poem as beautiful as the poem of this young poet. At that moment the poet had the good fortune to be in touch with the wonderful nature of the dahlia flower and to see the dahlia flower as a wonderful manifestation of the Buddha’s Dharma body. To see that the dahlia has never stopped singing is to see that the dahlia has never ceased to teach the Dharma. Standing in front of such a wonderful manifestation and being in touch with the Dharma body of the Buddha, there is only one thing we can do—bow down deeply before the flower because that flower is the Buddha’s Dharma body.

In 1966, I was on a teaching tour in Australia. I visited a Catholic convent. I was sitting outside on the lawn and one of the nuns brought me a cup of tea. Then she left me in order to go and invite the bell to sound. As I sat quietly on the lawn drinking the tea I wrote the poem “Beckoning”:


This morning’s dawn

and I am here.

A cup of steaming tea,

a green lawn,

your sudden image from long ago,

your hands

or the wind

beckoning,

the shining of the tree’s new bud.

Flower, leaf and pebble—

all are chanting the Lotus Sutra.8



Sitting there and dwelling in the present moment I was able to see a young green shoot waving hello to me. This was a sign of the Dharma body, and once I had seen that wonderful manifestation I was able to recognize that every flower bud, every pebble and blade of grass were also giving a Dharma talk and it was a Mahayana Dharma talk on the Lotus Sutra.

This poem refers to the fact that the Dharma body of the Buddha is present, giving a Dharma talk. If we are attentive, living according to the mindfulness trainings and with concentration, then we shall be able to be in touch with the Dharma body and hear the Dharma being taught from moment to moment. We shall see that it is not necessary to put a tape in our cassette player and press the button in order to hear the Dharma. We can hear the Dharma at any moment. In reading this sutra, we should learn that in Sukhavati it is not only Buddha Amitabha who gives the Dharma talk, but the song of the birds and the blooming of the flowers. We can also see that Buddha Amitabha, like the birds, is just a manifestation of the Dharma body.

In the present moment we too are able to enjoy all the gratifying things offered by Sukhavati. It means that in this world we also have the whispering pines, the flowers opening and Buddha Amitabha. All the wonderful, attractive elements which are mentioned in the Amitabha Sutra we have here in abundance. We do not need to go anywhere and we do not need to wait until we die in order to enter Sukhavati.

The Results of Past Actions


Shariputra, do not think that the birds in Sukhavati have been born as a result of past bad actions. Why? Because the three lower realms of hells, hungry ghosts, and animals do not exist in the land of Amitabha Buddha. Shariputra, in this land the names of the lower realms do not exist, how much less their actuality! These birds are manifestations of the Buddha Amitabha so that the Dharma can be proclaimed widely in his land.



In Sukhavati, people do not need to use videocassettes of Dharma talks, they just listen to the bird song. Here we sit in our room and we can turn on the videocassette player. But if we go outside and practice walking meditation, listening to the sound of the bird song, the sound of the stream, the sound of the wind in the pine trees, or look at the flowers opening, we can also hear the Dharma being taught. There is no blade of grass, no pebble, and no flower bud which does not give a Dharma talk.

As far as the historical dimension is concerned, these birds, flowers, bamboo shoots, and clouds all exist in a cycle of birth and death. As far as the Dharmakaya is concerned, all these things are manifestations of the wonderful Dharma body. In Mahayana Buddhism everything wonderful in the universe like the blue sky, the white clouds, the violet bamboo, and the yellow flowers are manifestations of the Dharma body. We should always be aware of this fact.


The green bamboo, the yellow flower

are not phenomena outside of ourselves.

The white clouds, the bright moon

Are all manifestations of the Dharmakaya.



From the point of view of karma, everything manifests as a retribution of our actions. However, from the point of view of the Dharma body, everything is a manifestation of the Dharma body. The same is true of the birds in Sukhavati. From the point of view of the retribution of actions, they are created by past actions. From the point of view of the Dharmakaya they are a wonderful manifestation of the Dharmakaya and their true nature is the nature of no birth and no death, no coming and no going.

Sometimes we wonder: What are the past actions which have necessitated my being born in this world in which I suffer? What are the past actions which have necessitated the birds, the flies, the mosquitoes, the deer, and the fish to be born as these beings? These questions are posed from the point of view of the retribution from past actions. If we are caught in our attachment, our sorrow, suspicion, and anger then the environment that we find ourselves in is a manifestation of the results of our action. While if our heart is light, at peace, happy, and liberated then all these things become the manifestation of the wonderful Dharmakaya.

Everything depends on how we look at it. The birds in Sukhavati are not necessarily different from the birds we see and hear every day. They are just birds. But if our mind is clear, light, without jealousy, fear, and discrimination then quite naturally they become the white cranes, peacocks, orioles, egrets, kavalinkara, and jivanjiva birds in Sukhavati. If our spirit is darkened by anxiety, fear, and discrimination then they become birds born from the result of actions, the actions of ignorance and suffering. In fact, our being in touch with any kind of bird, whether they are birds which are a transformation body of Buddha Amitabha or birds which are the result of action, depends on our own way of seeing.

The Sound of the Telephone

For example, the sound of the telephone can make us irritated and anxious. That is the sound of the telephone which comes as a result of past actions and afflictions. If, however, we practice and acknowledge the sound of the telephone as a bell of mindfulness, then when the telephone rings we shall know how to bring our mind back to our breathing, smile, and make our mind and body peaceful. In that case the sound of the telephone is created by the power of Buddha Amitabha. The sound of the telephone can startle us, worry us, or make us sorrowful, but it can also make us mindful, liberated, and free. It all depends on how we receive it.

The church bell or the temple bell are the same. We can listen to these bells and continue to experience sorrow, suffering, and anger. But, if we know how to listen to the bell in mindfulness we can experience calm, ease, a deep joy, and peace right away. When we hear these sounds of the bell, all our afflictions dissolve like vapor because we know how to return to our breathing and introduce freedom and solidity into our heart. Therefore, the sound of the bell or the sound of the telephone are manifestations of Buddha Amitabha, Buddha Shakyamuni, and the Sangha body. We need to use these sounds in order to relieve suffering in ourselves and in this world.

When we meet each other we join our palms in a lotus bud. This gesture is not just a custom, but the practice of right mindfulness. We say: “A lotus for you, a Buddha-to-be.” Breathing in, we make a lotus bud with our two hands; breathing out, we bow our heads to the person before us. As we do this we have peace, joy, and happiness. If we join our palms mechanically, without mindfulness, concentration, and insight, then joining our palms does not bring any peace or joy. But our palms joined in a lotus bud can be a manifestation of Amitabha and Shakyamuni Buddha or of the Sangha body, with the aim of bringing peace, joy, and happiness to the Sangha body. Listening to the telephone, to the church bell with mindfulness, greeting our friends with a lotus bud: these are practices that help us to establish the Pure Land right here in our hearts and in the hearts of all around us.





4: Dwelling Happily


Shariputra, in this Buddha Land, whenever a light breeze moves the rows of trees and the jeweled netting, people hear a wonderful sound as if a hundred thousand musical instruments are being played together at the same time. When the people of this land hear this sound, they all naturally return to mindful recollection of the Buddha, the Dharma, and the Sangha. Shariputra, that is how beautiful Sukhavati is.



WHEN THE BREEZE passes through the rows of pine trees or maple trees the sound is infinitely wonderful. The sutra does not talk about the sound of rain, but the sound of rain is also very soothing and pleasant. Sometimes in heavy rainstorms the sound of the rain soothes our soul and we listen to that sound as if it were the music of the gods or the music of a Dharma talk. If we are able to look on our saha world with mindfulness and concentration we shall see how beautiful it is. I think that however beautiful the Pure Land is, it is no more beautiful than the saha world. Everything we see in the Pure Land we are also able to see over here. We have heard the ancestral teachers say the Pure Land is in our mind and in our heart. When our mind is at ease, open and free, then automatically whatever we look at becomes the Pure Land.

In the Pure Land, when the wind passes through the trees and the jeweled netting there are wonderful sounds of music and Dharma teaching. When they hear sounds like this the people have the opportunity to bring their mind into the recollection of the Buddha, the Dharma, and the Sangha. In our world we can do exactly the same. In Plum Village we have the sound of the great bell, the sound of the activity bell, the clock and the telephone. We hear the sound of the chanting of the monks and the nuns, we see the images of meditation practitioners coming and going in mindfulness. All these sounds and images are means to remind us to return to our recollection of the Buddha, the Dharma, and the Sangha. The sounds of the rain, the wind, and the birds are available to us. In truth, we do not need anything more. Right here we have everything that is described in the Amitabha Sutra.

Shakyamuni Buddha says that in the Pure Land the three destinies of suffering do not exist. The three destinies are the realms of the hells, hungry ghosts, and animals. It means that as a result of our unwholesome thoughts, speech, and actions we will reap the fruit of living in these suffering realms. But don’t think that these realms exist in another dimension or in some other lifetime. Just as we can practice to establish our Pure Land right here on Earth, we can also live in such a way that we help to establish hell right here on Earth. When we live in a place where everyone is angry, that place is like a hell realm. When we find ourselves in a place where no one has roots or enough wholesome nourishment, that place is the realm of hungry ghosts. And when everyone around us is driven by craving, that can be considered the realm of animals. With one wholesome thought, with one compassionate look, we can transform our environment from a hell realm into the realm of Amitabha Buddha. Whether we dwell in the Pure Land or in hell depends on our practice, on our capacity to breathe in mindfulness, to smile peacefully, to listen with understanding and love.

The Buddha Amitabha is offering Dharma talks on the one hand, and on the other hand, the songs of the birds remind the people and help them to go in the direction of happiness and peace. So how can there be the three destinies of the suffering realms? The suffering realms can only manifest when we lose our practice. When we lose our practice and our faith in the practice we will grow weary of the Pure Land, we will want to leave it. It is entirely up to us whether or not we leave the Pure Land. If our mind is not at peace, we are not able to dwell peacefully in the Pure Land.

When people are born in the Pure Land they still have some of the afflictions. They still feel anger and jealousy, and want special treatment from Amitabha Buddha. It is possible that once we have been born in the Pure Land, Buddha Amitabha does not seem as sweet as we thought he was. He is always looking at someone else and does not give much attention to us. Apart from the time when he is giving a Dharma talk, eating, or practicing walking meditation with the Sangha, he only converses with the great bodhisattvas. The great bodhisattvas are the same. They pay so little attention to us because all day they have to give guidance to those who have just been born in the Pure Land. Many people are born in the Pure Land every day and the bodhisattvas have to look after them, so they do not have any more time to be attentive to us. Since we do not receive special treatment we are jealous, we grow tired of the Pure Land, and we feel we do not enjoy living there. We want to go somewhere else.

So perhaps we come to tell Buddha Amitabha this. Buddha Amitabha will say: “My poor child, you don’t want to stay here? You want to go back over there? Here you have the Sangha, the Buddha, the birds, the lotus lake—quite enough to stop you from going back over there. But if you have the urge to run away and you really want to return to the saha world then you will have to lose this Pure Land and this Sangha.” The Sangha environment offers us security. The unwavering embrace of the Sangha is able to hold us on the path of the mindfulness trainings, concentration, and insight. That is why we need to be strong in our determination to stick to the Sangha. We need to take refuge in the Sangha with all our heart. The Sangha of the Pure Land is the most precious Sangha we can find.

When we have a community of practice we know that our Sangha is not perfect. Each person in our community has his or her own weaknesses and shortcomings. Yet practicing together we have the chance to grow and learn together. If we do not stay together we will lose that opportunity. Of course we can always find another community. Yet, we may have the same problems, the same challenges wherever we go. If we have anger, anxiety, and fear in the present moment and we have not practiced to transform it, then wherever we go we will carry our anger, anxiety, and fear with us. Now we have a community that can help us, that can support us, yet we are ready to let go and find a better place, a better Pure Land. We are aware that the Pure Land is within our own hearts yet we continue to search for it outside. When we dwell solidly in stability and freedom we no longer have any desire to go anywhere. This is the meaning of “dwelling happily in the present moment.” Dwelling happily in the Pure Land of the Buddha we will continue to receive the support and the nourishment necessary for our development, and over time we will find that the Sangha body has helped us to transform and heal to a great extent.

Making Our Community into the Pure Land

You can make the kitchen a part of the Pure Land, a corner of the Kingdom of God. When it is your turn to cook for the Sangha you come into the kitchen and practice mindfulness. You light a stick of incense and offer it on the altar to the kitchen bodhisattva before you begin to cook. For the whole of the time you are working in the kitchen, whether it be one and a half or two hours, you know how to follow your breath, you know that you are cutting or peeling vegetables, you know that you are washing up a pan or frying vegetables in mindfulness. Therefore you continue to dwell in the Pure Land.

If you do not know how to practice and if while you are cooking you are angry, sad, or jealous or are saying unkind things about other people, then, although the kitchen is as beautiful as the Pure Land, the realm you are in is the saha world. If we practice the mindfulness trainings, concentration, and insight in the kitchen, then the kitchen is the Pure Land and not the saha world. Everything depends on our way of practice.

Anything we see, anything we are in touch with can become a Dharma instrument. The broom and the saucepan are Dharma instruments. Anything can become a favorable condition for our practice. Buddha Amitabha’s skill is to be able to use everything that is present to bring the people of his land further along on the path of practice. As a Sangha we can have the same skill as Amitabha, using cooking, cleaning, gardening, or looking after the trees as instruments to advance on the path of practice and transformation.

In a Pure Land, people cook, eat, drink, pick flowers to offer to the Buddhas, listen to the sutra, and practice walking meditation. They feel free, peaceful, and joyful when they are doing these things. We do not need to go somewhere else to cook, eat, and offer flowers to the Buddha. Right away we can do the things which the people are doing in the Pure Land like chanting the sutra, listening to the sutra, washing up, and doing walking meditation. The Pure Land is definitely here for us. The only question is, are we here for the Pure Land?

In the Sangha, whenever we wash the pots, make tea, bathe, or garden, each of our actions and our footsteps should become a Dharma talk. One step alone can be a Dharma talk. Holding up a cup of tea to drink can also be a Dharma talk when you hold up the tea with solidity, freedom, and grace. Eating a meal in such a way that you have happiness, peace, and joy as you eat is a Dharma talk about eating. Others who see us will see a bodhisattva who lives in the Pure Land. You do not have to wait until tomorrow to do this, you can do it right away today. If you can do this for one day, then that is a day spent in the Pure Land.





5: The Limitless Light of Mindfulness


Shariputra, why do you think that Buddha is called Amitabha (Limitless Light)? Because he is infinite light which is able to illumine all worlds in the Ten Directions and this light and radiance never come to an end. That is why he is called Amitabha.



AMITABHA literally means “limitless light.” The Vietnamese Master Tue Trung has said: “The original reality of Amitabha is our own Dharma body. It shines out brightly everywhere, in the South, North, East, and West.”

When we light a candle or an oil lamp we have light, but it is not limitless. The candle will burn down and the oil will come to an end, and when that happens the light will come to an end too. Buddha Amitabha is an unending source of light. A bodhisattva and a Buddha always emanate a far-reaching light. And what is the point of emanating light? It is to show the way and to help people not to fall into the abyss of suffering.

It is not only the Buddha and the bodhisattvas who can send out this light. Any one of us can send out the light of mindfulness. When we walk, stand, sit, or give a Dharma talk, the light of mindfulness shines very far. When people come to visit us and see us walking, standing, sitting, and lying down in mindfulness they also see the light of our practice body shining out. When that ray of light touches another person, they are impressed and wish to be able to walk, stand, and work gracefully and mindfully like that. Monks, nuns, and lay practitioners all have the ability to send out light from their practice body and their spirit. All of us have the capacity to send out the light of mindfulness. Mindfulness leads to concentration, and concentration leads to insight. These are the precious jewels which enable us to emanate the light of practice.

We should not feel unworthy. We too can emanate light like Buddha Amitabha even though our own light may not go as far. If we practice every day, then each day we can send light farther. This light can be sent out in many different forms. In the world now there are numberless people practicing this way. Thousands of people read books, hear tapes, and are in touch with the Dharma teachers of Plum Village. Therefore our light has already gone far and we are participating in the work of Buddha Amitabha in sending out light. Sending out light is something we can do right away today. Just take one step in mindfulness and light will appear immediately. That is how we should understand light. Limitless light is the first definition of Buddha Amitabha.

The Life Span of a Leaf Is Limitless


What is more, Shariputra, the life span of Amitabha, as well as the life span of everyone who lives in his Buddha Land, is limitless. It lasts for innumerable kalpas. That is why he is called Amitabha.



As far as the historical dimension is concerned, we are born on a certain day and we will die on a certain day. If we are caught in the idea of life span we think that we only began to exist on the date given on our birth certificate and that we shall become nothing on the date written on our death certificate.

According to the teachings of the Buddha, our true nature is the nature of no birth and no death. As far as the ultimate dimension is concerned, our life span is limitless like the life span of Shakyamuni or Amitabha Buddha. Looking carefully into the matter, we see that all phenomena in the cosmos have the nature of no birth and no death. A flower or a leaf also has limitless life span. Looking superficially, we see that the leaf is born and dies: in the Spring it begins as a tiny green bud on a branch, and when Autumn comes it falls from the tree and crumbles into the earth. But looking deeply we see that birth and death are only outer appearances. Before the green bud appeared on the branch, where was the leaf? And after the leaf disintegrates into the soil, where is the leaf now? Looking deeply we see the leaf in all its conditions: in the sunshine, in the sap of the tree, in the moisture of the rain soaking up through the roots. And after its disintegration we see the leaf decomposing into the soil, forming the nourishment for a new tree to grow. The true nature of a leaf is not to be born and not to die. Our own true nature is also like that.

The light of Buddha Amitabha is limitless and his life span is also limitless. The light of the oil lamp will be extinguished, but the light of Buddha Amitabha is never extinguished. We are the same. We can also participate in the limitless life span of Buddha Amitabha because our true nature is also without birth and without death. When we recollect and meditate deeply on Buddha Amitabha we can be in touch with the ultimate dimension, which is our own no birth, no death nature. The highest fruit of the practice is to see that our nature is the nature of limitless life span.

So the two definitions of Buddha Amitabha are “limitless light” and “limitless life span.” Not only does Buddha Amitabha have the wonderful ultimate dimension, the nature of no birth and no death, but all of us also have the wonderful ultimate dimension and the nature of no birth and no death. Therefore we can participate lifetime after lifetime in the work of producing the light of Amitabha and that light will be constantly shining without end.

The Disciples of the Buddha of Limitless Light


Shariputra, from the time when Amitabha Buddha realized enlightenment until now can be reckoned as ten kalpas. Moreover Shariputra, the number of his hearer disciples who have attained the fruit of arhatship is also limitless. It is not possible to calculate them, so great is their number. The number of bodhisattvas in that land is also limitless.



From the point of view of the historical dimension, only ten kalpas have passed since the time Buddha Amitabha, manifesting in the Nirmanakaya, established the land of Sukhavati. Although the Buddha Amitabha only established Sukhavati ten kalpas ago, the number of his hearer disciples who have reached the fruit of arhatship is so great they cannot be counted. The number of his bodhisattva disciples is just as great. So Buddha Amitabha has hearer disciples as well as bodhisattva disciples. The inhabitants of the Pure Land include those who practice Theravada Buddhism and those who practice the later-developed Mahayana Buddhism. The hearer disciples are those who are receiving the teachings. Perhaps they belong to the various schools of Original Buddhism. Listening deeply to the teachings they develop a high level of concentration and wisdom, and that is why they can be referred to as arhats. The bodhisattva disciples may belong to the various schools of Mahayana Buddhism. They embody the ideal of holy beings animated by the desire to perform compassionate action for the benefit of all living beings. In both cases the disciples are so numerous that no mathematician could calculate them.


Shariputra, the land of Amitabha is made out of such beautiful qualities as these.



These beautiful qualities are things that we have heard about in the sections of the sutra already read, like the rows of trees, the lakes of lotuses, the water of the eight qualities, and the heavenly music. In the land of Great Happiness people have time to pick flowers to offer to all the Buddhas, to cook and to eat in mindfulness, to enjoy walking meditation, to listen to the birds singing and to the wind in the pine trees, and to receive the Dharma throughout the day and night. In the land of Great Happiness the number of inhabitants is numerous. All of this constitutes the beautiful and virtuous qualities of Sukhavati.

The attributes of the inhabitants of the land of Great Happiness are an important contributing factor to the quality of that land. It is the practice of all the people living there that allows the wondrous qualities of the land of Great Happiness to manifest. Without the presence of diligent disciples and genuine holy beings, the land would lack vitality and the true mark of a Pure Land. This is equally true in our own case, in our own place of abode. Perhaps we cannot compare ourselves to bodhisattvas and hearer disciples, but looking deeply we see that in our own small way we are practicing to manifest these qualities as well. We do our best to listen with all our heart and being to the teachings of the Dharma, to offer our nondiscriminating love to our beloved ones and to many others. We hear the teachings on no birth and no death and we apply them in our daily life. We practice to cultivate our boundless love, opening our heart bit by bit to embrace all living beings. And already we are manifesting the qualities of a disciple of Buddha Amitabha.

We should not be discouraged when we hear that there are numerous disciples who have attained arhatship, because we too may be included in that number. Perhaps we have not yet realized perfect understanding, but we are firmly established in the stream of practice. Our determination is firm. How then can we say we are not one of those countless holy beings who is faithfully practicing to set up a small piece of the Pure Land in every corner of the cosmos?

True Disciples of Jesus

Is it any different for the Kingdom of God? We hear that in the Kingdom of God there are countless angels, countless heavenly beings who are light and free. We have heard of the incredible beauty of Heaven which surpasses any worldly beauty. And who inhabits the Kingdom of God? Who helps the Kingdom of God to manifest with all its attributes of peace and ease? We think that the Kingdom of God is above, but perhaps the Kingdom of God, like the Pure Land of the Buddha, can also be located in the East, in the West, in the North, in the South, above and below.

Jesus said, wherever you gather in my name I will be there with you. It means wherever you practice to cultivate the qualities that Jesus represents, love, companionship, equanimity, and forgiveness, Jesus will be present. Wherever disciples of Jesus gather to love each other as brothers and sisters, to care for one another and to care for the poor, the sick, and the destitute as Jesus did, that is the abode of Jesus. The Kingdom of God is not somewhere else. Jesus was firmly established in the Kingdom of God in the present moment. To follow in his footsteps, disciples of Jesus must realize the Kingdom of God in the here and the now. To wait until after we die to enter paradise is a shame. Already the beautiful path awaits us; the path of compassion, understanding, and peace is right below our feet. We need only take one step in mindfulness and all the beauties of the Kingdom of God will be available for us to enjoy and to benefit from.





6: Building Our Land of Great Happiness


Shariputra, everyone who is born in Sukhavati naturally has the capacity of non-regression. Among the people living there, many will attain Buddhahood in one more lifetime. The number of these bodhisattvas is infinite; and there is no method of calculation to number them. It may only be expressed by the term limitless.



The Safety Net in Sukhavati

AVAIVARTIKA is the Sanskrit word for non-regression. This means that whenever someone is born in the Pure Land they can only advance, they cannot regress. They cannot fall back into the world of suffering, drowning in the bondage of attachment. Why? There is something like a net stretched out around Sukhavati so that however much we may stumble and fall we will not really fall down very far. What is that safety net which holds us so that we cannot fall back again into the world of suffering?

For a practitioner, the practice of mindfulness is our most basic protection. With mindfulness we will not drown in suffering, such as anger, hatred, craving, and fear. The Sangha body protects us from being carried away by our habit energies. In the boundaries of the Sangha body we are protected by the mindfulness of our fellow practitioners. When one person feels a bit weak and lacking in energy, the other practitioners may be strong and steady in their practice. We can lean on each other, and we can support the people around us with our own practice of mindfulness, with our capacity to look deeply and to transform our suffering into peace and happiness. So the practice of mindfulness is our safety net, and the practice of taking refuge in the Sangha body is also our safety net.

Moving Forward on the Path of Practice

Whoever is born in Sukhavati is automatically unable to regress. Among those people there are many bodhisattvas who will become Buddhas in their next lives. You can go to any land you like in order to prepare to become a Buddha. Before Buddha Shakyamuni was born he had been a bodhisattva of this sort. His last birth was into the saha world and he became Buddha in this world. In Sukhavati the number of these bodhisattvas who will become Buddhas in their next birth is infinitely great, and no method of calculation is able to number them. The Sanskrit word is asangika which means “numberless.”

To regress means to move backwards. When we live with a Sangha, when we practice twenty-four hours a day with a community of practitioners, even if we have difficult days we know that we are still moving forward on our path of practice. Just to stick with the Sangha is movement forward.

When suffering arises, we practice. We do not see our suffering as a regression. It is only when we do not practice that we can regress on the spiritual path. If we suffer and we practice, we will learn from our suffering and we will be stronger and more stable. If we suffer and we are caught, and we lose our mindfulness, our concentration and our insight, then we are regressing on the path of practice. If we are lucky and we have a strong Sangha body, we will not fall down too much and we will be able to move forward again.

Kind and Noble Companions


Shariputra, when living beings everywhere hear Sukhavati spoken about, they should bring forth the great aspiration to be born in such a land.



These are words of encouragement and exhortation spoken by the Buddha. He then gives a good reason why we should aspire to be born in Sukhavati:


Why? Because having been born in that land they will be able to live with and be very close to so many people of high goodness.



In this sutra there are many interesting sentences, but out of all of them, this is the best. It is not so important that when we are born in that land we have gold, silver, ponds, lakes, breezes, wonderful species of birds, rows of trees, or other beautiful things. Sukhavati is beautified most of all because it is the place where so many kind and virtuous people have gathered together; that is the first reason for us to want to be born there, because when we are there we shall be able to live close to so many kind people.

Although the Buddha does not say so explicitly, we know that Buddha Amitabha is someone who has a very great capacity to build a Sangha. If Buddha Amitabha was not kind, then who would want to come to that Pure Land to work with and live with him? Because of his kindness, nearly everyone else who is kind also wants to go to gather in that place.

The key to success in Sangha building is to be able to gather kind and good people in the place that we live. According to the sutra, they come and live together in one place. We all want to be like Buddha Amitabha. When we establish a Pure Land or a practice center, we want all the good people in the world to gather in that abode to work with us. We know that if we are dictatorial and difficult to live with, and we do not know how to use loving speech, then good people will not come to be with us. Knowing that there are numerous virtuous inhabitants of the land of Great Happiness, we know that Amitabha is a very kind person who can attract all those good people near to him. When we hear about Amitabha and his land we all want to go there to live with and be near to the kindest people in the world.

People of high goodness are people who have a very generous heart, who have strong seeds of goodness in their consciousness, and only like thinking, speaking, and doing what is wholesome. The word “goodness” in Chinese literally means “wholesome.” In Sukhavati, people only think about what is connected with goodness and their thoughts are wholesome. Why? Because the environment around them has many conditions which can touch and water the wholesome seeds in us. For example, when we hear the birds singing, we are reminded of wonderful teachings such as the Five Powers—the five sources of spiritual energy, which are faith, diligence, mindfulness, concentration, and insight.

Watering the Seed of the Pure Land

When our heart is light, free and happy, the three dark paths of the hell realms, the hungry ghost realms, and the animal realms do not appear. These three dark destinies can manifest in us at any moment of the day if we lose our mindfulness, concentration, and insight. The hell realms, the hungry ghosts, and the animals are all present in us in the form of seeds. If we are not mindful and we do not practice, then these three unwholesome destinies can manifest at any moment. Any time we become angry the fire of the hell realms bursts into flame and burns us. When the hell realm manifests then automatically the Pure Land disappears. It is just as when darkness manifests, light is no longer there. When the hell realm disappears then the Pure Land manifests.

The seed of the Pure Land is in all of us, but so are the seeds of the three unwholesome paths or destinies. If we want to have the Pure Land then we can do something for the Pure Land to reveal itself in the present moment. If we want to have the three unwholesome paths, then we can do something for the hell realms, the hungry ghost realms, and the animal realms to reveal themselves in the present moment. In a poem, I wrote: “I have called out broken and exhausted from the Avici Hell.”9 We have all been in hell and so we know that when hell is present in us the Pure Land cannot manifest.

In the past we have also been hungry ghosts. We have run from one place to another dreaming about finding a little bit of love, understanding, and a place of refuge. The seed of the hungry ghost lies right in our own heart and nowhere else. When we are lost and wandering, then we become a hungry ghost. When we are overwhelmed by our craving for material pleasures, we become like a wild animal who knows nothing other than to eat and to chase after sexual satisfaction. If the Pure Land disappears from our life, it is because the seeds of the hell realms, the hungry ghost realms, and the animal realms are manifesting in the way we speak, act, and think.

Our Highest Desire Is to Build the Sangha

What is my highest desire? It is not to build a huge temple, to cast a huge Buddha statue, to have many large accounts in a bank, or to have a doctoral degree. I do not want to be the head of a Buddhist congregation. I do not want to be the head of the Sangha or of a Pure Land. I only want to be able to build a Pure Land so that kind people can come there and live together and be a place of refuge for each other.

If the Pure Land is in our own heart, then wherever we go the Pure Land will reveal itself. People who have the Pure Land in their heart have a very high quality of humanism. In the sutra, they are called “people of the highest goodness or the highest virtue.” These people have the wisdom which takes them beyond desire for fame or profit. Someone who is of the highest goodness is someone we can easily live with. Sukhavati is the place where many people of the highest goodness have come to live together.

This sentence of the sutra expresses our deepest aspiration, because the thing which interests us most and inspires us most is to be able to build a practice center so that the kind people of the world can gather there and live together very happily. They can be a place of refuge for each other and for countless others as well.

In our deepest desire we also have the seed of Buddha Amitabha. That seed is the deep aspiration to establish an abode where people want to live, that is an environment which is favorable for the practice. If there are many people of the highest goodness who come and live together, then the Pure Land will reveal itself, and we do not need to seek it. When we can sit next to someone who is kind, we notice that we feel happy. So, how much more happy will we be if we are surrounded by countless kind people? These people only need to come together and without doing anything the place where they are is already the Pure Land, is already the Kingdom of God.

If unkind people sit together for only ten minutes the atmosphere becomes suffocating. A hell realm will manifest immediately as soon as three or four hundred unkind people are assembled. Therefore, we see how a hell realm or a Pure Land can manifest from the minds of people alone. Everyone who practices a spiritual path cares about and wants to establish a Pure Land. However, the establishment of a Pure Land is not the work of one person alone, even if that person is a fully enlightened being. We can see that the world of Sukhavati is not the work of Buddha Amitabha alone. We should not think that as an individual, we could establish a Pure Land. We establish a Pure Land with the concerted energy of the Sangha body. If we are not a kind person, we do not have the capacity to listen deeply, to speak with loving speech, we do not know how to cooperate with others, and we are dictatorial, then who will come to work with us and how can we build a Pure Land? We have to ask ourselves: “Do I have the capacity to help build the Pure Land, to build a Sangha of kind and noble practitioners?”

We have the tendency to think that when we take up our position at the head of that practice center, we shall not have to be obedient to our brothers and sisters in the Dharma anymore and we will have all the authority to make the decisions. The desire to be the head of a Pure Land is a very naive one. If we are not happy living with our brothers and sisters in the Dharma, how can we set up a Pure Land? The people who come to our Pure Land will all leave and we shall be extremely lonely. A person who is all alone can never establish a Pure Land.

Look around you and you may see someone like that. That person has a strong aspiration to set up a Pure Land, only they are not very happy, tolerant, or good at listening deeply to others, not able to speak lovingly and not able to work with others. That person just wants others to work according to his or her own ideas. Someone like that cannot set up a Pure Land and they cannot be called a bodhisattva who will become a Buddha in one more lifetime. Who can tell us whether we can become Buddha in one more lifetime? No one needs to tell us. All we need to do is look into our own mind and we shall know immediately. From now on, whenever we read or hear these sentences, “Shariputra, when living beings everywhere hear Sukhavati spoken about, they should bring forth the great aspiration to be born in such a land. Why? Because having been born in that land they will be able to live with and be very close to so many people of high goodness,” let us stop and look deeply at our own capacity to establish a Pure Land. The Pure Land is a place where people established in goodness come together.

Sufficient Conditions Allow Us to Meet


Shariputra, one cannot be born in this land with a lack of merit or wholesome roots.



On reading this sentence of the sutra, we could feel despondent, but other sentences which follow will reawaken our enthusiasm and joy. There are sentences which tell us that we only need to recollect the name of Buddha once or ten times and we shall have sufficient conditions for being born in the Pure Land. At first these two ideas—that with only a little merit you cannot be reborn in the Pure Land, and that you only need to recollect the name of Amitabha once and you can be reborn in the Pure Land—may seem to be contradictory. We wonder which of these sentences we should believe. Actually, these differing sentences are two sides of the same coin.

By “merit” we mean good fortune or wholesome causes and conditions. Wholesome roots are roots in beauty and goodness. If those roots are too scarce in us we have little hope to be born in the Pure Land. Roots are also sometimes called seeds. Sometimes we start a new plant from roots and sometimes from seeds. A lotus flower can be started either by planting a lotus seed or a piece of lotus tuber. If you want to be born in the Pure Land you need to have the seed or the root of the Pure Land, meaning seeds of beauty and goodness which we have sown in our consciousness. This could be when we come to the monastery to show our respect for the Awakened Beings, give money to help an orphan, make an offering to monks and nuns, bend down and save the life of an ant, or chant aloud the recollection of the Buddha’s name, “Namo Buddhaya.” These small actions are already setting down wholesome roots.

If someone whose mind is wandering steps into a monastery and chants the words “Namo Buddhaya,” that is a condition which may lead to them becoming a Buddha in the future. Even though the seed or the root is extremely small, these actions have all been planted in the mind and without doubt they will become the causes and conditions which will bring us into contact with the path of practice and the realization of the path of practice.

We can reflect on the sentence which says that someone who has insufficient wholesome roots or merit has little chance of being born in the Pure Land. In Plum Village, for example, we find meditation students from as far away as Russia, Norway, and South Africa. There are some people who live in Paris and would only need to take a one hour flight to Plum Village, but they don’t come. Some people who live very close to a Pure Land may never hear about it, and they may never have the right conditions for coming. And yet if the conditions are right, even though we live one thousand miles apart, we shall meet. A Chinese proverb says: “If the conditions are insufficient, even though we sit opposite each other we shall never have the chance to meet.”

What then is the difference between sufficient and insufficient conditions? It is not a matter of distance. Thirty thousand people in Switzerland have gone to see the film Steps of Mindfulness, which is about a visit of a Plum Village delegation to India in 1997. Why did they choose to see this particular film? Some of those who watched the film went home and bought mindfulness books to read. Some of them wrote to Plum Village and asked to come and visit. Why should they do that when they had never been to a Buddhist monastery before? They had the chance to go to see a film in which they observed the monks and the nuns and heard a number of Dharma talks. This film watered seeds in their consciousness and when they arrived home afterwards they wanted to begin the practice.

To go to the Pure Land is not difficult. We only need a little of the right causes and conditions. We only need to know that there is a Pure Land there and we pick up the telephone and we say: “Hello. Is that the Pure Land? I should like to come and practice for a week.” The bodhisattva who picks up the phone will say: “That is fine, the winter retreat still has spaces available.” So that is easy enough. All you need is sufficient causes and conditions. If you do not have the causes and conditions, even if you live next door, you will not come. If you do have the causes and conditions, you will come even if you live thousands of kilometers away. All you need is an e-mail, fax, or telephone call and you are already flying in the direction of the Pure Land.

Looking deeply we see that to enter the Pure Land, to enter the Kingdom of God is not a matter of time, is not a matter of space. It is a matter of sufficient causes and conditions. The main condition we need is our own aspiration to live in beauty and in peace, to dwell joyfully and deeply in the present moment, and to cultivate our understanding and love. With this wholesome intention we do not need to travel far away to enter the Pure Land, because the Pure Land is available right away. The Kingdom of God is in our hearts and the Kingdom of God is manifested in everything we touch.

To live beautifully and happily in whatever situation we find ourselves, will certainly take us in a beautiful direction. To live in anger and hatred will take us in a different direction. It is never too late to begin sowing wholesome seeds and intentions. It is not a matter of time, but of making the aspiration to go in the direction of the holy land, of the land of Great Happiness, and already we will have taken a step in that direction. Stepping in the direction of the Pure Land is no different from entering the Pure Land; we will arrive right away.





7: Recollecting the Buddha


Therefore Shariputra, whenever men and women of good families hear the name of Amitabha Buddha, they should mindfully repeat that name and wholeheartedly practice visualization with a mind which is one-pointed and not dispersed for one, two, three, four, five, six, or seven days.



ONE OF THE CENTRAL PRACTICES of the Amitabha Sutra is Recollecting the Buddha. Through this practice, we can realize very high levels of mindfulness, concentration, and insight. We can practice even if our energies are not yet very powerful. The effects of recollecting the Buddha will grow as our practice grows.

The practice of Recollecting the Buddha is called anusmrti in Sanskrit. Even in the Buddha’s lifetime, there were many of the Buddha’s disciples who practiced Recollecting the Buddha. For thousands of years, people recollected the Buddha in this way in order to feel more solid, free, peaceful, and happy. Thus, Recollecting the Buddha has been an accepted practice in the Buddhist tradition, from the time of the Buddha.

The Buddha embodies solidity, freedom, compassion, joy, and equanimity. Whenever we recollect the name of the Buddha, we very naturally feel the ease, solidity, and freedom of the Buddha. That is one reason why in our own time many people follow this practice. To do so, we join our palms and recite:


Namo tassa bhagavato arahato samma sambuddhasa.10



This means:


Homage to him, the World Honored One, who is worthy of offerings and is fully enlightened in the right way.



Following this, people can recite the ten special qualities of the Buddha:


The Tathagata is the one who embodies and reveals the ultimate reality, is the one who is worthy of all respect and offering, is the one who has perfected wisdom, is the one who happily crossed to the shore of freedom, is the one who looked deeply to know the world well, is the highest charioteer training humankind, teaching gods and humans, the Awakened One, the World Honored One.11



Each quality represents a certain energy of the Buddha. When these qualities are recited, we can penetrate to some degree the energy and substance of the Buddha, and this is why we feel more solid and free in ourselves.

When Recollecting the Buddha, the practitioner begins by supposing that the Buddha is a reality outside of himself or herself. He or she might visualize the Buddha in the Jeta Grove or on the Vulture Peak in India. However, gradually the Buddha becomes a reality both within and without. In our own consciousness, there are the seeds of solidity, freedom, love, compassion, joy, and equanimity.

We also have the potential to realize full awakening and to embody perfected wisdom in our thoughts, speech, and actions, just like the Buddha. When we recollect the Buddha in this way, we are in touch with both the reality of the Buddha outside of us and the reality of the Buddha within our own heart and mind. If we are successful in the practice, we will realize that the Buddha is always present within us. Because of this, we need not grieve that the Buddha is no longer alive. We know that the Buddha is always in us and that he can never die. The principle of Recollecting the Buddha is as simple as that.

A Prayer for Peace

In Plum Village we practice chanting the name of the Buddha when we hold ceremonies and festivals and during our daily chanting practice. When we celebrate the Buddha’s birthday, for instance, we chant “Namo Shakyamunaye Buddhaya.”

We could say that our chanting is like a prayer for peace. The Buddha Shakyamuni has been compared to the full moon that floats freely in the clear sky, without any obstacles. The freedom and beauty of the Buddha is an inspiration for us. When we recollect the name of the Buddha, we are not just chanting certain syllables. We are practicing to give rise to all the wonderful and wholesome qualities of the Buddha within our own hearts and minds. We are helping to allow these positive qualities to manifest in our environment, in our world.

The vibration of our voices in chant brings together our body and our mind. It is a form of meditation, of concentration. When we chant as a community we learn about harmony. We learn to blend our voices together to create a harmonious sound. This helps us to live in harmony as well. We are in harmony with the object of the chanting, for example, the name of the Buddha Shakyamuni or the Buddha Amitabha, and we are in harmony with our community of practice. This is the practice of peace.

The Great Compassion of the Buddha

In our daily life, whenever we come across the name of a Pure Land, we should hold on to the name, address, the fax number, or the e-mail address. Don’t forget it, because you will need that important address. Why? Because life is cruel. It pulls us along like rapids in a river. When we are drowning or being pulled along by the rapids and we remember that name or that address it could be the only thing which can rescue us. Australia is as far as you can go from France but people over there who have the name or the address of Plum Village could organize themselves and in just two days be sitting in the Plum Village Practice Center.

When I read about Recollection of the Buddha, it reminds me of the Sutra on the Four Establishments of Mindfulness, a basic sutra for meditation students from the original teachings of Buddhism. It is regrettable that in monasteries which belong to the pure Mahayana tradition there are many meditation students who do not know about or do not have a chance to study the Sutra on the Four Establishments of Mindfulness. This sutra was the constant companion of monks and nuns who practiced during the lifetime of Shakyamuni Buddha; it was a sutra they all knew by heart. In it the Buddha taught mindfulness of the body in the body, mindfulness of the feelings in the feelings, mindfulness of the mind in the mind, and mindfulness of objects of mind in objects of mind. This was the way of meditation in the lifetime of the Buddha. The Buddha himself practiced it and taught it directly to the monks and nuns who were his disciples. The sutra offers many concrete ways to practice in daily life as we walk, sit down, stand and lie down, eat, wash up, and so on. That is why it should be memorized. Memorizing means laying it down in our heart, not just repeating like a parrot. A parrot can memorize but it cannot hold the practice in its heart.


Bhikkhus, whoever practices the Four Establishments of Mindfulness for seven years can expect one of two fruits: the highest understanding in this very life, or, if there remains some residue of affliction, he can attain the fruit of no return. Let alone seven years, bhikkhus, whoever practices the Four Establishments of Mindfulness for six, four, three, two years or one year, for seven, six, five, four, three or two months, one month or half a month can also expect one of two fruits: either the highest understanding in this very life or, if there remains some residue of affliction, he can attain the fruit of no return.12



The Buddha goes on to say that someone who practices a week or even only a day can also expect these fruits of the practice. It is these sentences which cause tears to fall from my eyes. When the Buddha said seven years were sufficient, many people were already very content. Only seven years! However there were those who said: “Seven years! How could I wait?” So the Buddha said that three years was also enough. The reason I want to cry when I read this is because the compassion of the Buddha is so great that it cannot be measured and indeed has no limits. Buddha is bargaining with living beings: “If seven years is too much for you, then three years will do. If three years is too much for you, then one year will do. It depends how much you feel you can take.” Then in the Amitabha Sutra we read that if you cannot recollect the name of Amitabha ten times, then once will do. How could you not cry? How could there be someone who could love us so much as to teach us like this?

If you read the Amitabha Sutra with your intellect and not with your heart you will not see this great love of the Buddha. There are people who find it very difficult to concentrate and to have insight and they think that they are not able to practice and others aren’t either. The Buddha says that everyone without exception can practice: “My dear, please practice this. If you think that you cannot practice ten recollections then try just one, it is also effective.” In this regard the Sutra on the Four Establishments of Mindfulness and the Amitabha Sutra are saying the same thing and these words of the Buddha are the most moving parts of these two sutras. The Buddha is stretching out his arm of compassion to rescue those who are sinking in the ocean of birth and death, and who are not yet able to practice mindfulness trainings, concentration, and insight. Buddha tells them: “Just try! You can do it.”

Sweetening the Medicine

If medicine is bitter, then the Western pharmacist has to give it a sugar coating so that it is easily accepted. The same is true in Asian medicine. They grind the medicine and mix it with honey so that we taste the sweetness and can swallow it. There is a kind of mixture made of fruits and herbs which is yin (cooling) and the smallest children can take it when they are suffering from too much yang (heat) and have pimples. This mixture can be made into a sweet drink which is easy to take. In the same way, when a child has malaria her mother will place the quinine, which is extremely bitter, in a piece of sweet banana which she tells the child to swallow. These methods all come from our love and desire to help those who are suffering.

The Buddha is a mother of loving kindness who knows that some of her children are strong but that others are weak, so he sets up various expedient means in order that all his children can absorb some of the true teachings. If they cannot absorb much they can absorb a little. All this comes from the heart of the Buddha’s infinite love for living beings.

When we read a sutra, we should do so with our heart and not just with our intellect and curiosity or to analyze and criticize it. If we can read the sutras with our heart we shall be able to develop in ourselves the great love the Buddha has, and we shall be able to embrace all people and not despise any Dharma door, however simple it may be. Though it is simple, we may have not yet fully understood it. The Dharma door of reciting the name of the Buddha is like this. We should allow this practice to show us its benefits and fruits.

Reciting the Rosary

In Christianity we have the practice of reciting the rosary and the Lord’s Prayer. These are not any different from the practice of Recollecting the Buddha. We use the means of sounds and syllables to focus our concentration on Mother Mary, on God and at the same time we instill the qualities and characteristics of God, of Mother Mary within our own hearts and minds. We can apply these same teachings to look deeply into our own traditions.

Practicing for the Present


When that person passes from this life, they will see Amitabha Buddha and the Holy Ones of that land right before their eyes. At the time of their passing, their mind will abide in meditative concentration and will not be deluded or dispersed. That is why they are born in the land of Great Happiness.



This sentence is faithful to the idea of sowing wholesome roots and having sufficient causes and conditions. Every day we recollect the Buddha once, but we do that every day. If we are good practitioners and we recollect the Buddha twice or ten times every day, then when we are dying it will be perfectly natural for us to recollect the Buddha. However, if we say: “It’s still early, I don’t need to begin recollecting the Buddha yet, when I am nearer to my last days on Earth I shall start,” then we have missed our opportunity to take up the practice which can help us.

At our last hour we are in a great deal of pain and we may not have the strength to remember to recollect the Buddha. The important thing is to practice today. We should recollect the Buddha today, even if it is only once or twice. Though people say it’s all superstition, we continue to recollect the Buddha, because we know that by recollecting in this way we are sowing wholesome seeds in our consciousness. If every day we recollect the Buddha once or ten times, then when the hour of our death comes it is certain that we shall not be afraid; the address and the telephone number are stored in our memory and whenever we need them we can call them to mind.

Sister Thuan Nghiem, a nun here at Plum Village, has told us how, when she was growing up in Germany, her sisters made her learn to recite her address from memory. That way, if she lost her way, she would be able to tell someone her address and they could bring her home. That is the advantage of knowing your address. If we have a home but we do not know the address, how can we ever find our way there? We should memorize the name of our home and its address so that when we have nowhere to turn to and we feel we’re being swept away by the winds and the waves, we remember the name and address of our home and we can find our way back.

Every day is a day for us to practice, whether it is sitting meditation, walking meditation, or chanting and reciting the sutra. This daily practice is extremely important especially when it is done in the company of other practitioners. Let us not say: “My practice is mature enough already. I do not need the company of others for my practice.”

With One-Pointed Concentration

We should hold to the name of the Buddha and meditate with all our heart. This is called dharani in Sanskrit. We do not practice with words alone but with our whole heart. Dharani means “to hold” and ekagra means “with all our mind and heart.” Hold to the Buddha not with your intellect and not with your lips but with your heart. Our mind should be one-pointed. We have to put our heart into the recollection of the Buddha and put the recollection of the Buddha into our heart.

If we say “Namo Amitabha Buddhaya” but our mind is wholly directed towards something else, that is recollecting an empty name, like a husk which has no seed inside. Recollecting the Buddha without content is called recollecting the Buddha without the one-pointed mind. The husk can never satisfy our hunger. There has to be a grain inside the husk. When we recollect Buddha and our mind is one-pointed, then that recollection has content.

When we chant the words: Namo tassa bhagavato arahato samma sambhuddhassa (Homage to Him, the World Honored One, the One Who is Worthy of Offerings, the One Who is Rightly and Completely Awakened), we know that the object of our recollection is honored by the world, is worthy of offerings, and is completely enlightened. Therefore as we say that name our heart is full. It is like when we call our beloved by his or her name. When we hear their name we are deeply moved. We have a feeling of well-being and of joy. Recollecting the Buddha should have the same effect. Recollecting the Buddha is not to leave our heart empty but to fill our heart with trust, respect, and love.

People who do not yet have this experience recollect the Buddha without there being any content to the recollection. Some people when they meet another say: “Namo Amitabha Buddhaya.” If there is no true content to these words, then it is not worth saying. Sometimes people even use “Namo Amitabha Buddhaya” as an expression of astonishment or exclamation. This is incorrect since it leads to disrespect. That is why saying the name of the Buddha should only be done with one-pointed concentration, reflecting sincerely on the beautiful, refreshing, and wholesome qualities of the Buddha. If when recollecting the Buddha or saying the Buddha’s name the recollection has no content, then the lotus seed of awakening is not sown in the earth of our mind.

Practicing With Happiness

There was an elderly lady who recited the name of the Buddha dutifully. Every morning she would light incense and she had a bell and wooden fish as is proper. She had been reciting the Buddha’s name like that for more than ten years but her personality had not changed one bit; she was an extremely bad-tempered lady and all her neighbors were wary of her unskillful speech.

A man in the village wanted to teach her a lesson. One morning when she was before her shrine, he came and stood at the gate and called her name: “Mrs. Tu, Mrs. Tu!”

Hearing this, she grumbled to herself: “If you have come here why don’t you just come in, instead of standing out there shouting?” She began to grow very irritated. She invited the bell and the wooden fish as loudly as she could and she recited the name of the Buddha at the top of her voice in order to send the message that she was reciting the name of the Buddha and it was very impolite of her neighbor to interrupt. The neighbor, however, pretended not to hear. He just stood outside the gate and continued to call her name. In the meantime, she was trying to recite even more loudly. Both of them were shouting loudly and the neighbor persisted in pretending not to hear the recitation and to call the lady.

Finally she could bear it no longer. She pushed the bell and the wooden fish out of the way and went outside, with her hands on her hips, to reprimand him: “Don’t you know that this is the time when I practice recitation of Buddha’s name? Your behavior is extremely impolite and improper.”

The neighbor laughed loudly and said: “Heavens above! I only called your name twenty or thirty times and it has made you so angry, but every day you call on the Buddha for a whole hour; the Buddha must be very angry with you by now.” It is useless to recite the Buddha’s name when there is no content. That is why in the sutra it says to wholeheartedly put into practice and maintain mindful recitation of Buddha Amitabha’s name.

To practice mindfulness with a one-pointed mind which is not dispersed means that while we are recollecting the Buddha our mind does not think about anything else. We only think of Buddha. This is what was practiced in the lifetime of the Buddha and the practice was called Buddhanusmrti, remembrance of the Buddha. It is clear in the sutra that we do not just recollect the Buddha, the Dharma, and the Sangha before we are born in the Pure Land, but after birth in the Pure Land we continue to recollect the Buddha, the Dharma, and the Sangha.

Maintaining Undispersed Concentration

The phrase “with a one-pointed mind which is not dispersed” is extremely important. We have to invest our whole self into the recollection. We do not think about anything else: cooking, boiling water, lighting the candle, what has happened, or what will happen. Recollecting the Buddha is just for recollecting the Buddha.

To be successful in undispersed recollection of the Buddha we need a process of training. In the beginning our mind is still disturbed but we do not lose our patience. For a long time we may only recite the Buddha’s name ten times and for nine out of those ten times our mind is dispersed in forgetfulness. We are only mindful of what we are reciting once, but once is better than nothing. Later on we shall recite twice in mindfulness and only eight times in forgetfulness. That is progress. It is best to practice the recitation with a group of friends because with friends our energy of mindfulness and concentration is much greater. With training like this we shall be able to recite ten out of ten times in mindfulness without dispersion. That is real success.

Recollecting the Buddha is the very least merit which we can rely on when we pass away. The moment of death is a very important moment. It is also an extremely dangerous moment of our life for we are guided by the wholesome or unwholesome energies which we have created in our own life. If we frequently recollect the Buddha in mindfulness, then when we die our mind will be stable in leading us in a wholesome direction and we shall meet the holy ones. Otherwise we can go in the direction of the three unwholesome destinies, hungry ghosts, hells, and animals. To be born is to continue, to die is also to continue. The moment of birth and the moment of dying should be both peaceful and happy.

At the moment of death, we need the Sangha near us to give spiritual support. We know that if we are supported in this way our mind is steady in going in the direction of a good environment. If we practice well we do not have to wait until the moment of death in order to arrive in the Pure Land. As we recollect the Pure Land it will already be there with us.

The concentration which comes from recollecting the Buddha is not just there at the moment of death. Whenever there is mindfulness, concentration arises automatically. Whenever there is mindfulness and concentration, the world of defilement begins to transform into the Pure Land. We enter the Pure Land as soon as we practice recollection in mindfulness. Please understand this clearly because it is important.

The Buddha said that the Dharma is lovely in the beginning, in the middle, and in the end; as soon as we come back to our breathing and practice mindfulness of every step, we already receive the beneficial effects of that practice. When we use our mind to recollect the Buddha our mind becomes the mind of the holy ones. When we recollect the Buddha and the land of Great Happiness we find that the Buddha and the land of Great Happiness are already in our mind.

If you have practiced in Plum Village for one month or many months you have experienced the happiness of that stay and when you leave you will carry that happiness with you to your hometown. It may be that when you go back to your home you will meet difficulties, but whenever you think about Plum Village the images which arise in your mind will bring you happiness. At those moments Plum Village is present in your mind. The same is true of the Pure Land.

Finding Our True Home Within

We do not have to go to the Pure Land, it can come to us. Although we are standing right in the world of afflictions, we only have to remember the Buddha and the Pure Land and we have a sense of well-being. Someone who does not have a direction or a home to return to is someone who is completely lost. Our true home is not outside of us. We can establish our homeland within the territory of our own five skandhas—our body, our emotions, our perceptions, our mental formations, and our consciousness. When we feel at ease and rooted in ourselves, everywhere we go is our homeland. We never have to leave home. But if we are lost in our anxieties, in our fears and anger, we do not feel at ease, we do not feel safe within ourselves. No matter where we go we will not feel at home.

Recollecting the Buddha, recollecting the land of Great Happiness, we feel we have a place to go back to, we have a homeland that we can freely return to at any time. We have the Buddha to remember and that means that our happiness is great, or in other words our merit is great because merit can also be translated as “happiness.” When we cultivate merit for ourselves and our ancestors we are bringing happiness to ourselves and our ancestors.

We have a Sangha to practice with. We have the teachings of the Buddha to put into practice, and a practice environment in which to experience the practice. Having these favorable conditions for practice is something extremely precious. Our part is to maintain and develop these favorable conditions wherever we happen to be.

At the time of death, if someone is able to abide in concentration and is not confused and dispersed, then he or she will be born immediately in the Pure Land. If we are not confused we know that the sky is the sky, the earth is the earth, the Buddha is the Buddha, and Mara is Mara; this is right understanding. If there is confusion at death, we shall fall into the three lower realms.

Dying without Regrets

If we have concentration at the moment of death it is because we have practiced the mindfulness trainings and concentration in our daily life. As soon as we begin to practice the mindfulness trainings and concentration we have happiness right in this life, we do not have to wait for the moment of death. Finding happiness and peace in this moment is, in fact, the best preparation for death. The reason we are talking about the moment of death is that it is the moment when we can feel much regret. But if we have practiced during our life, recollecting the Buddha with happiness and bringing the recollection into every breath and every step, then we shall know the happiness which results from this and shall have nothing to regret.





8: Faith, Aspiration, and Practice


Shariputra, it is because I have seen the enormous benefit of this land that I want to tell you all who are listening now to make the aspiration to be born there.



WHEN THE BUDDHA spoke these words, his mind was the same as our minds. We need to have happy and safe surroundings in order to transform our suffering. When we meet someone who is suffering we introduce them to this safe and happy environment so that they have a chance to go there and practice. This is the sutra in which the Buddha introduces the Pure Land to us.

How the Buddhas Support Each Other

The following sections of the sutra talk about the spiritual support that the Buddhas in the ten directions give to each other:


Shariputra, as I am now commending the inestimably great benefits and virtues of Buddha Amitabha, there are in the East the Buddha Aksobya, Buddha Appearance of Mount Meru, Buddha Great Mount Meru, Buddha Light of Mount Meru, Buddha Wonderful Voice and countless other Buddhas as numberless as the sands of the Ganges, each one seated in his own Buddha field, each one with the long tongue of the Buddha which is able to embrace the three chiliocosms, announcing with all sincerity: “Living beings in all the worlds, you should have confidence in this sutra which all Buddhas of the cosmos wholeheartedly commend, support, and recollect.”



The sutra continues to describe the Buddhas who dwell in the South, in the East, in the North, below, and above and how all of them “wholeheartedly commend, support, and recollect” this sutra.

Not only is Buddha Shakyamuni praising the qualities of the Pure Land of Buddha Amitabha but he is also recommending that living beings from other realms make the aspiration to be born there. All the other Buddhas are doing the same as Buddha Shakyamuni. The Amitabha Sutra is a wonderful sutra, Sukhavati itself is the ideal place for practicing an awakened way of life, and Buddha Amitabha is an ideal spiritual guide. All the Buddhas in the ten directions are assisting and supporting each other, each of them has their own practice center and Pure Land to help living beings practice and each of them supports the others in the ideal of awakening.

While we work to transform our place of practice into a small Pure Land, we should also support other temples and places where people have this aspiration. Our goal has to do with the number of people who can come in touch with the true teachings. It is beautiful how the Buddhas treat each other. When speaking about Sukhavati, all the Buddhas in other pure lands with one voice praise Sukhavati for its beauty and Buddha Amitabha for his spiritual power. The Buddhas praise each other with the greatest sincerity. They are not praising each other in an attempt to be diplomatic. The Buddhas never talk badly about each other, the way sometimes one congregation talks badly about another.

Buddha Shakyamuni teaches: “You should have confidence in this sutra which all Buddhas of the cosmos wholeheartedly commend, support, and recollect.” They commend this sutra because it already contains the infinite merit of Buddha Amitabha and Buddha Shakyamuni. Supporting it by their recollection means that they support it with their energy of mindfulness. In fact, all the Buddhas promise that they will use their own energy of mindfulness to support anyone who wants to practice it.

The reasoning here shows the universal effect of this practice. As long as we are wholly mindful of any one of the Buddhas, then through that Buddha we can be in touch with all other Buddhas in the cosmos. Therefore the individual name of each of the Buddhas does not present any problem, because through one Buddha we can be in touch with all Buddhas in all the worlds. It means that we can recollect any Buddha we like as long as we do so with a one-pointed mind. It is because of all the Buddhas in the cosmos protecting the practitioners of this sutra by their mindfulness that these practitioners do not regress, do not fall from the Pure Land. The Pure Land practice is always taking us forward and never allows us to go back.

The Long Tongue of the Buddhas

Each Buddha is seated in his own Pure Land showing one of the special characteristics of a Buddha, which is the long tongue. Someone who has a long tongue is someone who tells the truth. The tongues of the Buddhas are so long that when they put them out, they are able to cover the three chiliocosms. This is poetic language. Our tongues are very short and very small and that is why our tongues do not bring about large amounts of happiness as do the tongues of the Buddhas.

The characteristic of the long tongue is one of the thirty-two auspicious marks of a Buddha. It is the second of the thirty-two marks which every Buddha has. Someone who has such a tongue cannot say what is not true, speak sharp and cutting words, exaggerate, or use his or her words to blame, defame, and criticize others. Only the long tongue can speak words of wonderful effect.

Please visualize Buddha Amitabha sitting in Sukhavati and seeing all the Buddhas around speaking well of him. It does not make him feel proud or arrogant, because once you have become Buddha it is quite natural that all the Buddhas should support you.

The Concentration of One Action


Shariputra, why do you think this sutra is wholeheartedly commended, supported, and recollected by all Buddhas?

The reason is that when sons and daughters of good families hear this sutra or hear the name of Buddha Amitabha and wholeheartedly put it into practice and maintain mindful recitation of Buddha Amitabha’s name, they will be protected by the recollection of all the Buddhas, and they will attain the highest fruit of awakening from which they will never regress. So you should have faith in what I am saying and what all other Buddhas are also saying.



In this section of the sutra we see hidden a bright pearl, the method called the Concentration of One Action (ekavyuha samadhi) This samadhi is the concentration that happens when we recollect the Buddha with one-pointed mind. When our meditation practice has brought us to realize this samadhi we are able to recollect the Buddha at any time and what we recollect will always be Buddha. It is the same whether we are recollecting Buddha Shakyamuni, Buddha Amitabha, or Buddha Maitreya, as soon as we recollect that Buddha with one-pointed mind we have concentration.13

When we are concentrated on one Buddha, through that Buddha we are able to be in touch with as many Buddhas as there are grains of sand in the bed of the Ganges. In one Buddha is all Buddhas and all Buddhas are one Buddha. Thus to recollect Buddha Amitabha is to recollect Buddha Shakyamuni, to recollect Shakyamuni is also to recollect Kasyapa Buddha, and to recollect Kasyapa is also to recollect Buddha Vipasyin. Bowing before this Buddha we are also bowing before that Buddha. The concentration which makes this insight possible is called the samadhi of one action.

The Ultimate Dimension of the Pure Land


Shariputra, if there is anyone who has already brought forth the great aspiration, is aspiring now or will aspire in the future to be born in Amitabha’s land, at the very moment when that person makes the aspiration, they already attain the fruit of highest awakening from which they will never regress, and they are dwelling already in the Buddha field of Amitabha. It is not necessary that they have been born or are being born or will be born there in order to be present within the Buddha field of Amitabha.



This section of the sutra has been translated in many different ways. This way is the clearest in my understanding. This paragraph helps us to be in touch with the ultimate dimension. Do we want to be born in the Pure Land? It’s all up to us. There are two situations in which we can find ourselves. The first is when we are caught in the bondage of suffering. The second is when we are caught like that and we want to be free. The question is, do we want to be free from suffering or not? If we do want to be free, we shall be free. If we do not want to be free from that bondage, then we shall never be free.

I think most of us have at one time or another asked ourselves why life has so much suffering. Looking around, we see that everyone is suffering, is drowning in the cycle of birth and death, so no one is free. We too are in bondage and drowning like everyone else. There comes a moment when we want to climb out of it and go to a place where there is the safety of the mindfulness trainings, the practice of mindfulness and the Sangha. Everything depends on that desire. Once we have that desire, even though we are still in the same environment we have already begun to climb out of it. The reason is that our mind is no longer attached to that place of suffering. Although physically we are still in that place, psychologically we are no longer there but we have gone to the place of our desire. In our hearts and minds we have already made a transformation.

At the moment when our mind makes the aspiration to be in the Pure Land we are already in the Pure Land. Anyone who has already made the aspiration, is making the aspiration now, or will make the aspiration in the future to be born in the Pure Land, reaches the highest fruit of non-regression which means they cannot fall back into the realms of suffering. Because of the determination to leave the world of impurity they are born in the Pure Land, which is a land from which we cannot fall back into the world of impurity.

With the power of our aspiration, while we are still in the world of suffering we have already been born in the land of Great Happiness. Moreover we can turn back and rescue those who are still drowning in the bondage of suffering. Although the ocean of suffering is vast, if we only know how to look around we could see the land straight away. The question is, do we want to turn around?

Faith, Aspiration, and Practice

Aspiration is always linked to faith. If we have aspiration and faith, even though we are in a situation of suffering or great hardship we have a path of escape. That path is the Kingdom of God, the Pure Land of the Buddha, or the Sangha which is practicing mindfulness trainings, concentration, and insight. If you have faith, aspiration, and practice then to be born in the Kingdom of God, in the Pure Land, is not difficult.

If we have the aspiration to walk alongside of Buddha Amitabha we can do so right away with our faith, our aspiration, and our practice. Similarly, if a young practitioner has the intention to become a nun and the determination to become a nun, then at the moment of making that intention she has already realized the seed of being a nun in her own heart. Shaving her head and putting on the monastic robe are just matters of finding a convenient time. If we look deeply we will see the truth of this.

Faith, aspiration, and practice are the essence of the Pure Land school. Faith is faith in a way out. Aspiration is to desire with all our heart. Practice is to practice the Pure Land teachings every day. Once you have faith, aspiration, and practice you are immediately born in the Pure Land. It has nothing to do with whether you have physically been born there, are being born there, or will be born there.

With our deep looking, we can see that the idea of Sangha exists in this sutra in a very basic and important way. The Pure Land is a collective production of the Sangha. The lesson which we learn from this sutra is that we only need to give our whole mind to recollecting one Buddha and we have the chance to participate in the Pure Land even though in our heart there are still seeds of suffering. This is something very good, because in the teaching of the Pure Land there is the idea that, although we still have the consequences of our wrong actions within us, we can be born in the Pure Land. Actions here could be the actions of our body, our thinking, or our words in the past. We can bring our painful feelings with us when we participate in the Pure Land.

Benefiting from the Collective Energy of the Sangha

When we throw a stone into the river, however small or light it may be it will always sink to the bottom. When we have a boat we can put hundreds of stones on the same boat and it will carry them across without sinking. This means that on our own we could drown, but with the power of protection from the Sangha, the Buddha, and the bodhisattvas we will not drown. We can stay on the surface of the water, but we must have the Sangha, we must have the Pure Land. Once we have the Sangha and the Pure Land, although there is still suffering in our heart we shall not drown.

This power can be called the “power of the other” which means the power of people other than ourselves. However, the power of the other is made up of the power of ourselves. For example, we could say that the Sangha, our community of practice, has the power of the other. However, just as the boat is made up of different parts, the stern, the bow, the wheel, the wood, and so on, the Sangha is made up of the power of all the different members of the Sangha body. Every one contributes their energy of happiness and peace to the Sangha and that is why the Sangha has the energy of mindfulness, happiness, and peace. Using this collective energy of mindfulness, happiness, and peace the Sangha can carry safely to the shore of non-suffering everyone who comes to the Sangha.

Even the people who have just arrived can contribute their energy to the Sangha boat. Their practice of mindfulness can contribute to the energy of mindfulness and happiness of the Sangha. Although we only have a small amount of happiness, although we only have a little mindfulness, we can still contribute to the Sangha.

Imagine the Pure Land with so many people who have just been born there. In the consciousness of the new arrivals there are still the seeds of craving, anger, sadness, fear, and suspicion. From time to time, they still suffer. Although they still have the consequences of their wrong actions within them, they can be born in the Pure Land. We should not think that when we are able to participate in the Pure Land we will have no more problems.

If we should meet each other in a world which is not the Pure Land and we are not protected by the energy of the Sangha and the practice of understanding and love, then we can do things which will lead to the accumulation of suffering and can bring about a hell realm. On the other hand, if we meet in the Pure Land we will have an opportunity to transform our suffering. In that land there are Buddhas, bodhisattvas, and many people of the highest goodness. By means of their love these great beings are able to embrace with understanding, patience, and guidance, the painful feelings of those who have just been reborn there. That is why the Pure Land has the power to support those who are still suffering the consequences of their wrong actions; the consequences of their wrong actions will gradually be transformed by their daily practice.

In the Amitabha Sutra we hear that in the morning, people will go to pick flowers and make offerings to all the Buddhas. At midday, they will eat lunch in mindfulness. They will practice walking meditation, hear the Dharma talks of the birds and the wind in the trees, be near to Amitabha Buddha and be near to good spiritual friends. These are the most favorable conditions for practice and the transformation of the suffering which they have brought with them to the Pure Land. It is clear that the people of the Pure Land enjoy practicing mindfulness of Buddha, mindfulness of Dharma, and mindfulness of Sangha and all the time they are supported by the wind, the birds, the Buddhas, and the bodhisattvas in doing this.

The Holy Energy of Mindfulness

Do not think that in the Pure Land we can sleep in late and not practice the morning meditation with the Sangha or enjoy the morning meal with the Sangha. Once we are in the Pure Land, we shall find that we are the second body of a bodhisattva.14 That bodhisattva will wake us up in the morning so that we can meditate with the Sangha and will be there for us in difficult moments. When we are born in the Pure Land we can still have all the consequences of our wrong actions. That is why the Pure Land is a land where the profane and the holy can live together.

The profane are the worldly ones who are caught in the habit energies of the world and the holy are those who are partially or wholly liberated. The holy members are able to embrace, to hold and care for the profane members, not allowing them to fall into suffering and giving them the chance to transform gradually.

Let us visualize the arms of the Buddhas and the bodhisattvas embracing all of us in the source of holy energy. This holy energy is the energy of mindfulness. In the Pure Land there are many living beings who have just been born there and who have many worldly characteristics. Thanks to the numerous beings of the highest goodness who have gathered together in that one place, there is enough energy from the practice of mindfulness to embrace the profane energies as they arise.

Every individual has a profane part and a holy part in their person. We are still profane, but because we are practicing mindfulness the holy part of us has begun to be real. Thanks to the holy part in us, holiness is not just something we find outside of us, we see that it is a reality within us. Any footstep taken with mindfulness, any mindful breath can produce the holy aspect of ourselves which in turn embraces the profane aspect of ourselves. If the holy aspect is not yet sufficient we can borrow some holiness from the Buddhas and bodhisattvas, or from the beings of the highest goodness in order to embrace and transform the profane part of us.

The Sangha continues to exist because of its practice and its training. If you come to the Sangha you do so in order to practice and to train. Thanks to that you are able to produce a little more holiness every day which will embrace the profane part of you and transform it. Let us look into our own community in order to see that it is a community of the profane and the holy living together. Although the holy factor is already in us, it cannot be compared to the holiness which is found in the Buddhas and bodhisattvas. We each have both holiness and profanity in us, but the proportion is different in everyone.





9: The Path of Purification


Shariputra, while I am praising the unimaginably great qualities of the Buddhas, the Buddhas are also praising my unimaginably great qualities, saying: “Buddha Shakyamuni is very rare. In the saha world, which is full of the five impurities—the impurity of time, the impurity of wrong views, the impurity of unwholesome mental states, the impurity of living beings and the impurity of life span—he is able to realize the fruit of the highest awakening and is able to communicate to living beings Dharma doors which, when people without preparation first hear them, find hard to believe.”



HERE WE SEE that the Tathagatas, the Buddhas, always support each other. They are responsible for supporting each other on the path of bringing the teachings of transformation into the world. The unimaginably great qualities refers to the realization of an Awakened One. We cannot by thought or imagination understand its depths nor can we describe it in words.

When some Dharma doors are proclaimed, they give rise to faith and confidence immediately in people. But there are also Dharma doors which are very hard for people to believe in. The Dharma door called “Pure Land” says that there is a world in the Western quarter which is called the Pure Land and that Buddha Amitabha is there teaching. In that land, there are uncountable numbers of people who are practicing together with a great deal of happiness. This is said to be difficult for people to believe. It is not, however, the only teaching that is difficult to believe.

Dharma Doors Which Are Difficult to Believe

There are other teachings of Buddha Shakyamuni, including very basic teachings, which are also very difficult to believe, for example, the teaching of no-self. Everyone is so sure that they have a separate self but the Buddha says: “What makes you think that there is a self?” The teachings of no-self go against the way of thinking of our whole society.

In the time of the Buddha, all Hindus believed in the existence of a permanent, divine self, called atman. And it was not only Hindus who believe in the divine self—all living beings have the tendency to hold onto the idea that they are a separate self from the moment they are born. Buddha Shakyamuni taught that there is no real self as people think there is. Even in the time of the Buddha, this teaching was difficult for people to believe in.

The teaching on emptiness is also difficult to believe in. The Buddha teaches that this flower, this table, and this person are all empty of a separate self, of an individual existence. All phenomena have their distinguishing marks and yet the Buddha teaches that reality cannot be distinguished by signs. Then there is the teaching of aimlessness which is also very difficult to believe. Aimlessness means that we do not have to follow a determined path, that there is nothing to realize since everything has already been attained.

So it is not only the Pure Land teachings which are difficult to believe. If we are not ready to look deeply and to accept challenging teachings, how can we possibly have faith or confidence? It is not very likely that we shall have faith in something the very moment we hear it and that is what is meant by being difficult to believe.

The Buddhas of the ten directions praise the Buddha Shakyamuni on two points. The first is that in all the difficult circumstances of this planet Earth he was able to realize full awakening and teach others the same path. The second is that he was able to teach Dharma doors which people at first find very difficult to believe.

We see Shakyamuni Buddha as someone who goes onto the battlefield which is full of so many difficulties and so much doubt. He is able to battle with and destroy the many obstacles of superstition and metaphysical speculation in order to present the truth which, when people first hear it, they find very difficult to believe. This is where the success of the Buddha lies.

The Five Impurities and the Five Purities

The sutra mentions the five kinds of pollution or impurities, literally called turbidity, such as when water is stirred up and not clear. These are the impurity of time, the impurity of views, the impurity of unwholesome mental states, the impurity of living beings, and the impurity of life span. These five elements cause suffering. And for every kind of pollution, there is a corresponding kind of purity. The five kinds of purity are: security, right views, wholesome mental states, oneness of self and others, and limitless life span.

The Pure Land has the five pure elements whereas the saha world has the five polluted elements. When we live in this world, we are pulled along by the five kinds of pollution, but when we live in the Sangha body we receive the influence of the five kinds of purity.

The Pollution of Time

The first impurity or pollution is the pollution of time. Time could mean fifty, seventy, or one hundred years. The reason why time is talked about as “cloudy” is because it is far too short, it is marked by impermanence, and it is not reliable or stable. This makes happiness difficult. When we live in the world we do not have the time and the space to realize our deep desires. We may be under the illusion that we have much time and space to realize our deep desires but in reality life is impermanent, shifting, precarious, and without any security. Accidents happen repeatedly and put an end to any advancement of our plans. They stand in the way of our progress in realizing our ideal and that is why we talk of the pollution of time. The political situation is not secure. In society there are all kinds of calamities, diseases, and poverty which make it difficult for the society to advance. And our being busy all day makes the situation worse.

The Purity of Security

On the other hand, there is the security which we attain through the practice of meditation. Buddha Shakyamuni, though he lived in the world of the five kinds of pollution, was successful. In the Pure Land people overcome the pollution of time and can establish security in their daily lives. In the Pure Land there are no calamities.

Why are there no calamities or accidents in the Pure Land? This is due to how we live our lives and how we respond to our environment. Though the same thing happens to us as to someone else, if we respond with calm, with peace and compassion, we can no longer call that an accident. Accidents do not occur on their own accord, but arise due to causes and conditions. When we transform the conditions, the accident no longer has the occasion to arise. For example, when we drive in mindfulness and we do not exceed the speed limit then we cannot have the unfortunate accident of receiving a speeding ticket. This would be an interesting area to look into in more detail together with our Sangha.

The very first quality that the inhabitants of the Pure Land realize by their practice is security. This security helps people to practice to perfection the work of awakening and liberation. A Sangha body which is permeated by the practice provides a great deal of security. There are people who have only received the Five Mindfulness Trainings or the Trainings of the Lay Order of Interbeing, which can also be called the Lay Bodhisattva Trainings. When they leave the practice center they return to their family or their city life to practice there. They know that the surroundings of their home are not as secure as the practice center with its Sangha body and full-time schedule of mindfulness.

At home and at work they do not have the chance to practice twenty-four hours every day because their practice can be interrupted by the demands of everyday events in their society. That is the pollution of time. Living in the outside world we have the idea that time is limited and we are constrained in how much time we can devote to the practice. When we have the chance to stay with the Sangha body for one, two, three, or ten years we realize that the Sangha body living in a practice center has more security than the everyday world outside.

The Sangha body offers people time and the opportunity for continuous practice. When we take refuge in the Sangha we are able to enjoy the first element of the Pure Land which is solidity, constancy, and the security of having enough time and the right circumstances to practice.

The Pollution of Views

The second kind of impurity or pollution is the pollution of views. Views are our wrong perceptions. For instance, we imagine things will stay the same when in fact they are impermanent. We think our beloved will be with us for our whole lifetime when in fact she or he may not be there tomorrow. We always look at our bodies as ourselves, when in fact they are not ourselves.

The Five Wrong Views

There are five basic wrong views. The first is the view that “this body is myself” (Satkaya-drishti). We identify ourselves with our physical body. With this kind of view we suffer a great deal and especially at the moment of death we experience a great deal of anxiety and fear thinking that we will be separated from our body which we identify with our self. We have the tendency to think that when our body disintegrates, all our past actions will disintegrate at the same time. We fear above all that we shall become nothing. This view of ourselves as the body is an illusion produced by our ignorance of the way things are. We should do our best to help people who are on their deathbed to see that this body is not them. I have written:


This body is not me

I am not limited by this body

I am life without boundaries.

I have never been born,

and I have never died.15



In the Sutra on Teachings to Be Given to the Sick and Dying, the Venerables Shariputra and Ananda offered this teaching to the layman Anathapindika when he was near to death. They gave him a meditation to free him from his attachment to his body and everything that we identify as belonging to our self. “This body is not me, I am not caught in this body.” This is a deep meditation that we need to practice in our daily life in order to see it clearly. Only then will we be able to release this body with ease at the moment of our death. When we can see our body outside our body we will not be afraid. When we can see that we continue in so many forms, in all our descendants, in all those we have touched and loved, in all the actions of our body, speech, and mind which have penetrated the cosmos, then we will not suffer. We know that our life is not limited by our physical body, by our feelings, our perceptions, our mental formations, or our consciousness. All of these things are composed elements that have the nature of impermanence and change. We cannot avoid change and impermanence. Knowing this we will find the way to meditate to avoid suffering, anxiety, and fear.

The second wrong view or wrong perception is “extreme view” (antagraha-drishti). This means that we are caught in an extreme, that is, we are caught in one of a pair of opposites, for example: existence or nonexistence; eternity or annihilation; one or many; coming or going. To believe that everything is one, is one extreme. To believe that everything is many, is another extreme. To believe that there is existence is one extreme, to believe that there is nonexistence is another extreme.

A piece of wood drifts on the waves. This piece of wood could be washed up on some shore and then it would not be able to drift out onto the wide ocean. In the same way, extreme views are an obstacle to liberation. To believe that we are something permanent which will always be there is an extreme view. To believe that after we have died we shall be completely annihilated is also an extreme view. We are caught on this or that shore of beliefs and we do not have the freedom from views that is vast as the ocean.

The third misguided perception is “wrong view” (mithya-drishti). This is when we see things in a distorted or upside-down way. There is suffering and we call it happiness. There is bondage and we believe that it is freedom. It is white but we think it is black. It is harmful but we say it is wholesome.

In sum, “wrong views” means to see things as the opposite of what they really are. Wrong view does not allow us to identify the reality of the Kingdom of God, to see the reality of the Pure Land in our daily life.

The fourth kind of wrong perception is “the view that is caught in view” (drishti-paramarsa-drishti). This refers to being stuck in any set idea or point of view. When we have a perception, we have the tendency to make that perception into the absolute truth. If we are caught in it and we cannot let it go then it is called a view that is caught in a view.

For example, you have learned how to make tofu and you think that your way of making tofu is the only way or the best way in the world. You cannot see that there are many people who make tofu that is just as good as yours or even better. That is being caught in a view. You hear about an ideology or a doctrine and you say that it is the absolute truth and that anybody who does not follow that ideology goes on a mistaken path and lacks wisdom. Once you are caught in that ideology you say that all other systems of belief are wrong; that is fanaticism.

You have learned about a spiritual practice and you say that your spiritual practice is number one, there is none better and you cannot open your heart in order to learn more. That is a view which is caught in a view. You think that you would be very happy if you were able to have this or that: a diploma, an office, an abbotship or the leadership of a congregation. If you cannot attain these things you suffer your whole life. That is also a view. As long as you are caught in that idea you will never be happy. If you can let go of that view you will be free and you will have deeper ways of seeing. Many believe for certain that somebody hates them, wants to take revenge on them, or destroy them. They suffer for years because they are caught in this view.

Caught in a Wrong View

In the Sutra of One Hundred Examples, Shakyamuni Buddha tells a story about being caught in views. There was a merchant who had to leave his home to go away on business for a few days. While he was gone, a band of robbers came to the village, stole everything, set fire to the village and kidnapped his four-year-old son. When the man returned he saw that his house had been burnt to ashes and that among the ashes there was the blackened corpse of a child. Out of love for his only son he kept the ashes in an embroidered pouch and carried it around his neck. The whole day long, whether he was eating, working, or sleeping, he carried the pouch of ashes.

Weeks later, his son managed to escape from the band of robbers and he found his way back to the village. He came to the newly built house of his father and at two o’clock in the morning he knocked on the door. At that hour his father was still awake and was holding the pouch of ashes. He still believed that his son was dead, and he was crying, his tears falling swiftly. When he heard the knock on the door he asked: “Who’s there?”

The child replied: “It’s me, your son.”

The father was furious and shouted back: “My boy is dead. Who are you to dare to come in the middle of the night and play such a trick on me?” And the young boy was forced to leave. This story serves as a very good example of how we often hold onto a wrong perception believing that it is the truth. People are always searching for the truth, but here we are shown that even when the truth itself comes knocking at our door we refuse to open the door.

The fifth and last kind of wrong view or wrong perception is “the view caught in rites and prohibitions” (silavrata-paramarsa). This refers to taboos, prohibitions, the formal side of ceremonies, and beliefs that we are caught in. We believe that the cow is sacred and we do not dare to disturb it. Or we think that the number thirteen is unlucky and we cannot do anything on Friday 13th or buy an apartment on the thirteenth floor. We believe that if a black cat crosses our path we shall suffer some misfortune. Every land and every people has beliefs which arise out of imagination or fear. Ceremonies are performed with the aim of protecting us and guarding our peace of mind, but in the end we can become a slave of the ceremonies. When we are caught in rites and prohibitions it means we are caught in forms of ceremony, religious rites, and other beliefs which are not consistent with reality and are not beneficial for the practice of transformation.

The Purity of Freedom from Views

In contrast to the pollution of wrong views we have the purity of right views. Living in the Sangha, dwelling in the Pure Land, we have the chance to correct our views. For all of the five wrong views we can find a corresponding right view. A right view has the nature of non-duality and can also be called freedom from views. When we have a right view of our body we do not think that our body is our self, that we are our body. When we have a right view about our beloved one, we do not think that our beloved one is permanent or not subject to change. We accept the reality that our beloved one will change, will transform. We can find joy and happiness understanding the reality of life as it is. We do not need to suffer. This is the fruit of right view.

The Pollution of Unwholesome Mental Formations

The third impurity is the pollution of unwholesome mental formations. We can also call this the pollution of afflictions. Afflictions cloud our mind. They include craving, anger, ignorance, arrogance, and pride. In the Pure Land, these afflictions are well-handled and transformed. Thanks to the practice, the afflictions which cloud our mind arise less frequently than outside in the world. Establishing our Pure Land right away in our heart and mind will protect us from the afflictions.

When we are caught in our craving, we lose the opportunity to serve living beings, to cultivate boundless love and equanimity. Our craving makes us suffer and it makes those around us suffer. Because of craving there is an imbalance in our society. This is a kind of pollution.

The Purity of Wholesome Mental Formations

In the Kingdom of God, in the Pure Land of the Buddha, we are surrounded by elements which encourage us to cultivate wholesome mental formations, such as generosity, equanimity, understanding, humility, and compassion. When we see great bodhisattvas practicing loving speech and deep listening throughout the day and night we are inspired. We feel we too can practice like that. That is the benefit of living in a practice center surrounded by fellow practitioners. We are positively influenced by each other. We have concrete teachings to help us. The question is how to arrange our time so that the wholesome mental formations have a chance to bloom in us and the unwholesome mental formations have a chance to decrease. The practice of observation, mindfulness, looking deeply, and transforming our mental formations will help us. We only need to ask for support and guidance from the bodhisattvas in our Pure Land and we will surely be helped. That is why everyone in the Pure Land has a more experienced practitioner as his or her mentor.

The Pollution of Living Beings

The fourth pollution is the pollution of living beings. This refers to the mistaken conduct of living beings, like disloyalty, not observing the mindfulness trainings, jealousy of each other, unjust behavior, and division into social classes to oppress and compete with each other. In society, people divide themselves into many social classes and one social class can oppress another. People live without an ideal and make each other suffer.

In the Pure Land, there is not the pollution of living beings because the Buddha is in the Pure Land and we can live with the great beings and the bodhisattvas who are about to become Buddha. In the Sangha body, we see that the element of pollution is relatively less than in most worldly organizations. Our daily practice is to enable the pollution to decrease more and more every day. That is where our happiness lies. Thanks to our practice, the pollution of living beings can be transformed every day in ourselves and so comes to an end.

The Purity of Oneness of Self and Other

The opposite of the pollution of living beings is not the absence of living beings. It is not living beings themselves that are polluted but the activities of body, speech, and mind that give rise to pollution. When we practice to be free from our jealousy, our habit to divide ourselves into social classes, and our tendency to betray each other, we can no longer find the impurity of living beings.

Let us give the example of a spiritual community that needs to elect a new leader. In the world, when we need to elect a leader all the candidates compete with each other, trying to prove themselves and defeat the other candidates. They may fall into criticizing and publicly condemning their opponents to make themselves look better. This is the pollution of living beings. The beautiful qualities that living beings are capable of manifesting are not apparent. Instead, each living being sees him or herself as separate from each other.

On the other hand, suppose we look into the spiritual organization which needs to elect a new leader. If they were to function in the same way it would be a great pity. If the members of the community do not compete with each other, do not criticize and condemn each other, they will be practicing the purity of living beings, which we can call the purity of oneness of self and other. Naturally one member of the community is recognized for having the positive attributes which would make him or her a good leader of the community and everyone can recognize that. When that person is chosen there is no suffering, there is no jealousy or disagreement.

All the members of the community see themselves as parts of one body and naturally each member has an important function to play in the body. One member will be the head of the community and another will be the cook and another will be the gardener. And what is to prevent the head of the community from cooking and the cook from gardening and the gardener from leading? There is no conflict because each member is nourished by the practice and together we are able to go on the path of happiness and emancipation. When negative emotions, such as jealousy and enmity arise, the members of the community know how to practice to accept them, to look deeply and to transform them. We do not automatically succeed right away in the purity of oneness of self and other, but we head steadily in that direction with the support of many holy beings who have tread upon the path before us.

The Pollution of Life Span

Finally there is the fifth impurity or pollution, the pollution of life span. Life span here means going in a circle and drowning in the cycle of birth and death. In the saha world, people rarely go in the direction of the upward path, they just go round and round in circles looking for fame and profit. People live without any other aim apart from the six sensual desires, namely profit, fame, sex, power, excessive food, and too much sleep. People are born and die, die and are born only to go in circles in search of fame and profit; this is the real pollution of the saha world.

The Purity of Limitless Life Span

On the other hand, in the Pure Land everyone has a direction to go, and that is towards the fruit of the highest right awakening. People who live in the Pure Land have one aim and one ideal. They share that ideal with all the bodhisattvas who are about to become Buddha and with the great beings who are living with them. This makes the Pure Land a place of purity. It is the same in the Sangha body. We do not go in circles. We know that the reason we entered the Sangha body was to put an end to going in circles. We participate in a path which leads upwards, aimed at liberation and awakening and helping living beings who are drowning.

The pollution of looking for fame and profit, does not exist in a pure Sangha body. When we are free from the six sensual desires, from wrong view, and greed, we can rightly say that we are practicing the purity of life span. We live our life in such a way that all our time and energy is devoted to taking us in a wholesome direction, in the direction of love, peace, and liberty. Free from the idea of a limited life span we realize that our true nature is the nature of no birth and no death, no coming and no going. Just like the leaf that has never been born and will never die, we too have the nature of limitless life. Practicing in such a way that this realization becomes a reality in our everyday life is practicing the purity of limitless life span.

The Process of Purification


Shariputra, understand that to stay in a world which is full of the five kinds of impurity and to be able to attain the fruit of the highest awakening and also to be able to transmit to all beings Dharma doors which people find hard to believe, like this Dharma door of being born in Sukhavati, is something extremely difficult.



In this section of the sutra we hear that the Dharma door of being born in the Pure Land is extremely difficult. Entering the Pure Land is the same as engaging in the process of purification. Perhaps this practice of purification is difficult, yet practicing all day long with our Sangha body and receiving noble teachings we have so many positive conditions to go on the path of purification. We do it not only for ourselves, but for all our ancestors, all our descendants and for everyone in our society who is caught in suffering. With the strength of our aspiration we are able to make progress every day.

If we wish to be born in the Pure Land we need to practice purification, allowing the turbidity to sink down and the clarity to appear. The turbidity is our restlessness, our agitation, and confusion. We know that pollution contains purity within itself, and if we know how, we can turn pollution into purity.

If you were in the desert and you had a glass of cloudy water, if you were to throw it away how would you have any clear water to drink? You have to keep the glass of cloudy water and allow it to become clear again. The five purities lie within the five pollutions and the Pure Land lies right in the saha world. The saha world is the Pure Land. It is just like the flowers which are contained in the garbage—if we know how to manage the garbage, we can produce more flowers. Shakyamuni Buddha is someone who has the capacity to transform garbage into flowers and that is why in the world of the five pollutions he was able to build a Buddha Land.

The five pollutions are characteristic of the saha world. In the Pure Land, the pollution of time has been transformed into security and purity and is called the great ocean of purity.

The pollution of views is the pollution of our perceptions. In the Pure Land it has been transformed into Right View and Deep Understanding. We can visualize this deep understanding as a collection of lotuses on the calm, green, and fresh ocean. This pollution has been transformed into the Infinite Light of Amitabha Buddha.

The element called pollution by the afflictions or pollution of the unwholesome mental formations, that is the impurity of the mind, is transformed to become the Mind of Love whose nature is Awakened Understanding. The mind whose nature is awakened has the characteristics of happiness, peace, and joy and there is no more anger, craving, jealousy, selfishness, or despair.

The element called pollution of living beings is the pollution in the lives of all beings, and once it has been transformed it becomes the very nature of Oneness of Self and Other. That is why in the Pure Land there is no more discrimination between one species and another, between one human race and another, no more discrimination in the worldly sense, but only compassion.

The element called pollution by life span means that for our whole life we circle around in birth and death. In the Pure Land, the pollution of life span has been transformed into Limitless Life Span, which means the life span not caught in space and time. It is unshakable and free. It manifests from our great vow and is not conditioned by past actions. Therefore, when we are born in the Pure Land it is because we have the ideal of our original aspiration. Not only in this lifetime but for limitless lifetimes to come we shall continue on the path of our ideal, that is, our original aspiration to practice and realize the path of understanding and love.

As every day the five pollutions are purified, the five kinds of purity become more and more evident. Every time we recollect the Buddha, the Dharma, and the Sangha it gives rise to the energy which transforms and resolves the pollution in us and unties the ropes of suffering, bringing us ever closer to freedom, happiness, and peace. Every time we recollect the Buddha, the Dharma, and the Sangha, we are closer to the Pure Land and the Sangha body.





10: The Three Sources of Energy


When Shariputra as well as all the bhikshus, heavenly beings, humans, warrior gods, and others who had been listening, heard the Buddha deliver this sutra, they all had faith in it, joyously accepted the teaching and paid respect to the Buddha before returning to their dwelling places.



IF WE WANT TO BUILD a Sangha body which reflects all the beauty, goodness, and truth of the Pure Land, we need to cultivate three sources of energy: aspiration, confidence, and action.

Aspiration

When we look deeply at all the polluted elements in the saha world, they give rise to two mental formations: distaste and longing. Our distaste is for the polluted things in the saha world and our longing is for the joy and liberation of the Pure Land. Our distaste is for the mind which runs after fame, profit, riches, and sex. We feel a distaste for these things because they have brought us so much suffering, and we are determined to leave them behind. We say: “I don’t want that anymore. I have had enough of that. As far as that is concerned I feel as lifeless as cold ashes.” At the same time, we have a new wish to distance ourselves from surroundings which bind us and exhaust us in order to find surroundings where we can practice and where there is peace, security, love, and joy. The Sangha body, our community of practice, provides those surroundings. And when we come to the Sangha body we contribute our own part to making these wholesome surroundings manifest for our own benefit and the benefit of countless others.

When we first arrive in the Sangha, we already have our original aspiration, made out of two elements. The first is letting go. We let go of the bondage of suffering and of everything that is polluted in life. The second element is true desire. We truly desire to go in the direction of peace, joy, happiness, and the five kinds of purity which belong to the Pure Land. We want to play our part in building the Pure Land and the Sangha body and not just to benefit from it.

Before Sister Uy Nghiem became a nun, for example, she had read books and Buddhist scriptures where she had heard about the great vow of bodhisattva Ksitigarbha, or Earth Store Bodhisattva. Bodhisattva Earth Store made this vow: “For as long as the hell realms are still inhabited I shall continue to work there and will not become a Buddha.” When she read this sentence it shook her whole person. She said: “I am so moved and I want to give him a helping hand.” Just by saying this she already began to give rise to the energy of her original aspiration.

When we go to the Pure Land it’s not just to enjoy the Pure Land but to give Buddha Amitabha a helping hand. When we join the Sangha body it’s not just to enjoy the security of the Sangha body but to give the Sangha body a helping hand. When we come to our church, to our synagogue, to our mosque, it is not only to benefit from the peace, the brotherhood, and love we find but to contribute our part in living the spiritual ideals of our community.

When we are in touch with our original aspiration, Buddha Amitabha is present in our own heart. For as long as we still have confidence in the practice and our spiritual community, and our aspiration is still strong we can remain ourselves. We shall not lose ourselves in the realms of bondage and suffering anymore. Even though we may find ourselves in surroundings where there is bondage or suffering, as long as we still have this confidence and our deep aspiration is intact we shall have ways to overcome. The energy of faith, action, and aspiration has begun to be present in us.

The Pure Land is not just Buddha Amitabha’s land. All the Buddhas want to establish a Pure Land. All bodhisattvas, whether great or small, also want to establish a Pure Land. If in the West there is Sukhavati (Great Happiness) then in the East there is Abhirata (Wonderful Joy) which is the land of Aksobya (Unshakable) Buddha. Aksobya is the Buddha of solidity. In his land there is much joy. There no one is burnt by the flames of anger and so it is a very fresh place. The earliest of the Prajnaparamita Sutras refer to Buddha Aksobya, as do the Lotus and the Ratnakuta Sutras.

Aksobya gives teachings in the Eastern quarter as he sits on a lotus flower throne. His left hand holds the corner of his robe, his right hand points downwards touching the surface of the earth in the Touching the Earth position (bhumisparsa). This is the position Shakyamuni Buddha took when tempted by Mara. He touched the earth with his hand to indicate that the earth was witness to his unshakable determination and clarity. There are many Pure Lands, but for some reason or other beings in the saha world generally have an affinity with Buddha Amitabha’s Pure Land. The conditions for being able to be born in Amitabha’s land are very easily met. Should you want to be born in the Pure Land of Wonderful Joy you have to make a little more effort in your practice. One of our characteristics as inhabitants of the saha world is our laziness, that is why Amitabha’s Pure Land is preferred. Amitabha knows that most of us are afraid of anything difficult.

A Pure Land can be found everywhere and it is manifested in a Sangha. You only need to be attentive and you will be able to find the address of a Sangha. When you come to that Sangha you will immediately enjoy surroundings which are secure and favorable for your practice. If you want to know whether that Pure Land is authentic or not, you can use the criterion of how much purity and how much pollution is there. Somewhere where there is too much pollution is a place where there is only saha world and there is no Pure Land. Where there is very little pollution and a lot of purity in the form of security, understanding, peace, joy, love, balance, and the great aspiration, then that is a Pure Land. We can participate in continuing to build and to improve the quality of that Pure Land.

Confidence

We are confident that our suffering can be transformed by practices which take us out of the cycle of birth and death. The Pure Land is one such path. Our confidence is not based on an idea or groundless thinking. It is based on our reasoning and our experience. This confidence is called Right Faith as opposed to the faith which comes from superstition. We are in a state of pessimism, despair, in bondage and suffering, when there arises within us the faith that it is possible to free ourselves and we have the intention to do so: that is confidence. That is how our confidence in the Pure Land arises and how we begin to go in the direction of building a Pure Land or a Sangha body where we can take refuge in each other in order to live happily, to have confidence, and to practice.

Confidence (sraddha) and aspiration (pranidhana) are two sources of energy which can help us suffer less right away. When we are in a situation where we feel disgust and despair with the saha world, we suffer a great deal. On the other hand, we can be in the saha world filled with the energy of confidence and aspiration and we feel at ease and suffer no more.

Action

The third energy is that of action. Action (carita) means practice in a concrete way. Do not think that we only practice before we arrive in the Pure Land and once we are there we do not need to practice anymore. In reading the Amitabha Sutra we see clearly that in the Pure Land the people practice every day recollecting the Buddha, the Dharma, and the Sangha, and training in the Five Faculties, the Five Powers, the Seven Factors of Enlightenment, and the Noble Eightfold Path. If once we arrive in the Pure Land we stop practicing, then we shall lose the Pure Land.

Every step we take is mindful. We follow our breathing; we eat in mindfulness and then the Pure Land can continue to be present. Whatever we are doing, if we lose our mindfulness we lose the Pure Land. Building a Pure Land is not a matter of good organization, it is essentially the practice of living in mindfulness. Pure Land is a matter of action in terms of mindfulness practice. We do not need to lift a finger and we are able to arrive in the Kingdom of God or in the Pure Land of the Buddha as long as our practice is there. If we can establish our body and mind in the present moment and dwell in mindfulness then we have a Sangha body and a Pure Land right where we are, and we are dwelling in the Kingdom of God with all the angels and holy beings. The way we live our daily life is to put ourselves into the Pure Land and to maintain the Pure Land by our practice. That is what is meant by action in this context. The action of practice allows the Pure Land to manifest and to be maintained.

The energies of confidence and aspiration are enough to help us not to drown in the ocean of suffering and the river of ignorance. The energy of action is able to maintain the Pure Land in existence. Action could mean constant recollection of Buddha. But what is meant by recollection of Buddha? Buddha is awakening and mindfulness, therefore to Recollect Buddha is to maintain awakening and keep mindfulness alive. So we can say too that practicing mindfulness is also recollecting Buddha. When we practice mindfulness, the Pure Land is present before us and we build the Sangha with every step we take.

Practicing mindfulness keeps the Pure Land alive for ourselves and also for future generations. If the Pure Land is present in this moment, then the Pure Land will be there in the next moment. Every step, every breath, and every action in our daily life can manifest and maintain the Pure Land as a place of refuge for ourselves and for the world.





Endnotes

2 A term used in Theravada Buddhism, (Sanskrit: shravaka). See this page.

3 The Amitayus-dhyana Sutra, one of the three basic sutras of the Pure Land School.

4 From “Looking for Each Other” in the collection Call Me By My True Names by Thich Nhat Hanh (Berkeley, Parallax Press, 1999).

5 For some background of the disciples of the Buddha, see Nyanaponika Thera and Hellmuth Hecker, Great Disciples of the Buddha (Boston, Wisdom Publications, 1997).

6 The Sambhogakaya is also known as the enjoyment body or the retribution body. It is the body which the Awakened Ones enjoy as a result of the quality of their practice and actions. The Nirmanakaya is also known as the transformation body. It is the body the Awakened Ones manifest in daily life, when they are giving teachings.

7 The Four Establishments of Mindfulness, the Noble Eightfold Path, the Four Right Efforts, the Seven Factors of Enlightenment, the Five Powers, the Five Faculties, the Four Bases of Success.

8 From Call Me By My True Names by Thich Nhat Hanh (Berkeley, Parallax Press, 1999).

9 From “Looking for Each Other” in the collection Call Me by My True Names by Thich Nhat Hanh (Berkeley, Parallax Press, 1999).

10 Tassa=to him; bhagavato=the World Honored One; arahato=worthy of offerings; samma=in the right way; sambuddhasa=fully awakened. In Pali, the chant is as follows: Itipi so bhagava arahan, samma sambuddho, vijja carana sampanno, sugato, lokavidu, anuttaro purisa damma sarathi, sattha deva manussanam, Buddho, bhagavati.

11 This can be found in the Plum Village Chanting and Recitation Book (Berkeley, Parallax Press, 2000).

12 See Thich Nhat Hanh, Transformation and Healing: A Commentary on the Sutra on the Four Establishments of Mindfulness (Berkeley, Parallax Press, 1990).

13 Maitreya Buddha is the Buddha-to-be-born. Perhaps Maitreya Buddha will be born in the form of a Sangha.

14 The second body system means that a bodhisattva will have been assigned to take care of us. We, in turn, will have someone else to take care of.

15 From “Contemplation on No-Coming, No-Going” found in Thich Nhat Hanh, Plum Village Chanting and Recitation Book (Berkeley, Parallax Press, 2000), page 208.
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Monastics and laypeople practice the art of mindful living in the tradition of Thich Nhat Hanh at retreat communities worldwide. To reach any of these communities, or for information about individuals and families joining for a practice period, please contact:

Plum Village

13 Martineau

33580 Dieulivol, France

www.plumvillage.org

Blue Cliff Monastery

3 Mindfulness Road

Pine Bush, NY 12566

www.bluecliffmonastery.org

Magnolia Grove Monastery

123 Towles Rd.

Batesville, MS 38606

www.magno​liagro​vemona​stery.org

Deer Park Monastery

2499 Melru Lane

Escondido, CA 92026

www.deerparkmonastery.org

The Mindfulness Bell, a journal of the art of mindful living in the tradition of Thich Nhat Hanh, is published three times a year by Plum Village. To subscribe or to see the worldwide directory of Sanghas, visit www.mindfulnessbell.org
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