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Biography Of The First Patriarch
Of The Chinese Pure Land Tradition

Great Master Huiyuan

Monastic Dharma Name: Shi Hui Yuan

Status: First Patriarch Of The Pure Land Tradition (School)

Family name: Jia Hui Yuan

Place of birth: Present day Shanxi, China
Year of birth: 334

Year of rebirth: 416

reat Master Huiyuan was born during the
GEastern Jin Dynasty, in a family with many
generations of scholars. He was very in-
telligent and diligent in learning since young. At the
age of 13, he went on a study tour with his uncle,
through which he mastered Confucian teachings. At
the age of 21, he went with his mother and younger
brother Huichi to Mount Taihang to listen to Great
Master Dao’an’s teaching on the Prajna Paramita
Sutra. After listening, Great Master Huiyuan was
able to completely understand the absolute truth,
and exclaimed that ‘the nine streams of teachings, of
Confucianism, Taocism [and others], are all like chaff.’
He thus gave rose to the aspiration to renounce the
household life, to follow Great Master Dao’an for
spiritual cultivation. At the age of 24, he began to
speak on the sutras to preach the Dharma. Great
Master Dao’an often exclaimed that, ‘The cause of
spreading the Dharma to the East relies on Huiyuan!
In the year 379, Great Master Huiyuan led
dozens of disciples to go to Guangdong Province’s
Mount Luofu. On the way, passing Xunyang (now
Jiangxi Jiujiang), he saw how.serene Mount Lu was,
and thought it would be restful and secluded enough
for spiritual cultivation, thus, staying there at Long-
quan (Dragon Spring) Monastery, while aspiring to
build Donglin (Eastern Forest) Monastery.
Thereafter, the Great Master set Donglin
Monastery to be his Bodhimanda, to practise and
propagate the Dharma, and to write books to es-
tablish teachings. With the Great Master’s virtuous

reputation, Donglin Monastery became the Buddhist
centre of Southern China. Local and foreign monas-
tics and laypeople from far and near all looked upon
and respected the Great Master very much.

Even though the Buddhist teachings were
continually entering China, they were still not com-
plete. This was why monks who knew Sanskrit kept
coming to China to propagate the Dharma. Still, the
Great Master felt that the teachings were in lack,
and once sent his disciples Fajing, Faling and oth-
ers to India to retrieve more sutras. Thus attaining
many Sanskrit sutras, he set up the Prajna Peak
for translating sutras at Mount Lu, becoming the
first person in China’s history to privately establish
a translation centre (without political assistance).
Mount Lu’s Donglin Monastery and Chang’an’s ‘Park
Of Freedom From Fetters’, which was Great Master
Kumarajiva’s translation centre, became the two
greatest Buddhist centres of Southern and Northern
China, which corresponded with each other from
afar. Great Master Kumarajiva even addressed Great
Master Huiyuan as the ‘Eastern Dharma Protector
Bodhisattva.’

The Great Master led 123 people in the mon-
astery before the image of Amitabha Buddha, to take
the Eight Precepts, and vowed together to be bornin
the Western Pure Land, thus forming the White Lotus
Society, also asking Liu Yiming (who was one of the
123 members) to write the ‘Verses For Giving Rise
To Aspiration For Birth In The Western Pure Land’
(which became the manifesto of the White Lotus




Society). The Lotus Society cultivated the Samadhi
From Mindfulness Of Buddha as its focus, as mainly
based upon the Immeasurable Life Sutra’s teaching
to ‘give rise to Bodhicitta, and to wholeheartedly fo-
cus on mindfulness of Amitabha Buddha (Amituofo).’

Everyone diligently practised during circumam-
bulating, prostrating and being seated, to cultivate
Samadhi From Mindfulness Of Buddha, with all
experiencing sight of Amitabha Buddha when in
concentration. Not only was it one person’s verifica-
tion, but it was with the verification of the entire Lotus
Society, that the 123 were able to, in concentration,
dreams, or when approaching the end of life, see
Amitabha Buddha and the supreme environment of
Pure Land, which were without differences from that
recorded in the sutras.

According to historical records, the Great
Master saw Amitabha Buddha thrice when he was
in samadhi. Due to Liu Yiming’s deep roots of wis-
dom and good cultivation of practice, following the
Great Master’s practice of mindfulness of Buddha
for only six months, he was able to see Amitabha
Buddha within concentration, with the Buddha’s
golden light illuminating the ground. With the Great
Master’s unique thinking and practice (of setting up a
society) for mindfulness of Buddha then in the Bud-
dhist community, this gave rose to great-responses,
and for the propagation of the Pure Land Tradition,
made a very important contribution (in establishing
faith in the masses). Mount Lu’s Donglin Monastery
also became established as the first patriarchal
monastery of the Pure Land Tradition in the Bud-
dhist community. The founder of the monastery, the
Great Master Huiyuan, was posthumously conferred
the title of the Pure Land Tradition’s First Patriarch.

The birth of the Great Master’s thought on Pure
Land Buddhism was also catalysed by society’s suf-
fering. From the end of the Han Dynasty to the end
of the Jin Dynasty, with political upheaval, royals, no-
bles and commoners all had to face extreme danger.
In-addition was natural disasters-and famine. Such
suffering and difficulties stimulated people to have
the thought of renunciation (from suffering). This
kind of social attitude appropriately coincided with
the Pure Land Tradition’s philosophy of transcend-
ing the world. Therefore, ancient India’s Pure Land
teachings were able to find an entry point for growth.
The Great Master was also able to integrate (the
already present) philosophy of Laozi and Zhuangzi
with the Buddhist thought of practising mindfulness
of Buddha to seek birth in the Western Pure Land.

With his call, hundreds responded, thus beginning
the prelude of the Pure Land Tradition’s propagation.

In ‘Record Of Pure Land Saints And Sages’, the
chapter on Great Master Huiyuan says, ‘In the year
416, on a seventh month’s evening, at the Prajna
Peak’s eastern shrine, after arising from concentra-
tion then, the Great Master saw Amitabha Buddha,
whose body filled space, and within his aura of light,
there were many manifested Buddhas, with Guanyin
Bodhisattva and Dashizhi Bodhisattva standing on
his left and right. He also saw water with bright light,
that divided- into fourteen parts, that flowed up and
down, with sounds that expounded on suffering,
emptiness, impermanence and non-self (as de-
scribed in the Immeasurable Life Sutra). Amitabha
Buddha from afar told the Great Master, “I with my
great vows’ power thus, have came to comfort you,
and you seven days after, will be born in my land.™

After that, the Great Master told two of his
assisting disciples by his sides, Fajing and Huibao,
“Since | began residing here, within 11 years, | have
thrice seen Amitabha Buddha’s pure form. Now
again seeing him, | shall be born in his Pure Land!”
As expected, the Great Master, when approaching
the end of life, foretold in advance the time of his
departure, on the sixth day of the eighth month, while
seated upright, he reached Pure Land, attaining the
highest birth of the highest grade. He was then 83
years old.

The Great Master used his personal experi-
ence to prove and verify that mindfulness of Bud-
dha can without doubt lead to birth in Pure Land,
which inspired later generations to follow the Pure
Land teachings. Countless monastics and laypeople,
with faith and aspiration practised mindfulness of
Buddha to seek birth in Pure Land. The practice to
be born in Amitabha Buddha’s Pure Land thereafter
was able to be widely popular, to be increasingly
popular. This truly came from the Great Master’s
tremendous efforts. With his lifelong sincerity to
propagate Buddhism, his virtues touched the court
and the commonalty. The Jin Emperor An in the
Yixi years (between 405 — 419) sent out an imperial
decree to confer the honorific titles of ‘Noble One Of
Mount Lu’, ‘Great Master Of Great Display (Honglu)’
and ‘Master Of The White Lotus Society’ to him.
Due to the Great Master’s great contributions to
Buddhism, and their impact upon later generations,
to attain many dynasties’ emperors’ conferment of
posthumous titles, thus can also be said to be both
logical and reasonable.
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My takeaway from a recent
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3-day nianfo retreat

Buddhist Lodge in 2014. Since then | have been

diligently attending the walking (jingxing) cum
nianfo retreats. It is a practical lesson extended
from the theory learning in Pure Land Dharma Class
led by Venerable Yan Xu. From the class, we learn
about the origin and lineage of Pure Land Buddhism,
the 13 Patriarchs who passed down their practices
that they advocated. Pure Land practice has been
existed with a long history; it forms an important
component of the Mahayana Buddhist traditions. We
get to know about Amituofo Buddha and his Pure
Land with more details. The main tenets of Pureland
are Faith, Aspiration and Practice. We build up our
faith and aspiration after getting to know more about
Amituofo Buddha and his Pure land in the Dharma
class. The nianfo retreat is a practical session for us
to apply our acceptance of Amituofo and His Pure
Land. We practice reciting the name of Amituofo and
consistently in mindfulness of Amituofo Buddha. The
retreat will enhance our regular practices during our
daily activities.

I have always been looking forward to join
the retreat practice in Singapore Buddhist Lodge
because the chanting of the name of Amituofo is
using Donglinf#-5 which has a unique rhyme and
rhythm. We chant the name of Amitoufo Buddha
in a slow and deep voice that helps to calm our
mind and neutralize our habits of rushing resulted
from fast-paced daily lives. Due to urbanization and
fast development in technology, we become more
materialistic and impatience, chanting of Amituofo
name in a fast and high pitch tone does no effect
in taming our impetuous temperament. The tone of
Donglinf5 is good in counteracting our negative
behavior in this modernization world. Donglinf#<
was originated from China Donglin Temple, located in
China Jiangxi Province. According to Master Da’an,
the abbot of the temple, there are 4 different rhythms
in each rhyme structure. All 4 rhythms carry the same
rhyming words - FEPIIRFERE, but each rhythm
reveals different stages of aspirations / desires for
liberation as you can feel them from the variation of
the tune. They are, in sequential order; longing for
help in detaching ourselves from the recycling of our
life, joyously to have found refuge at long last, feeling
secure as we abide in Amituofo’s great compassion,
having faith and confidence in connecting to Amituofo

Ijoined the Pure Land Dharma class at Singapore

©Chong Mee Nah

with our self-nature. Throughout the day, we walk and
chant Donglinf#5 rhythmically with the repetition
of the 4 rhythms. With the understanding of the
rhyme structure, we also need to co-ordinate our
walking steps to the tune of Donglin{#-5. There are
4 steps involved in each rhythm as we chant® 7o
YRBE, starting with our right leg, first step with “FJ
77, second step with “FI3R”, third step with “P€” and
final step with “f#%”. Then the same repeated. The
tune of Donglinf#-5 and the walking steps are easily
mastered, with that our body and mind would be well
coordinated. Donglinf#S has made the retreats
at Buddhist Lodge differentiated from the retreats
elsewhere. And there are more to discover about the
features of Donglin{#-5 during this recent retreat.

At the beginning of the retreat, Venerable Yan
Xu will always bestow the 8 Precepts to us. Keeping
the 8 Precepts will make our mind well subdued,
so too with our body, it prevents us from having
inappropriate actions and thoughts. In Pure Land
aspiration, keeping the 8 Precepts guides our merit
through nianfo, thereby connecting us to the great
compassion of Amituofo and his Pure Land.

On my first day of this recent retreat, | didn’t
practise for full day. Unfortunately | have to leave the
retreat temporary during lunch to attend to my work
related matters. But | came back in the late afternoon
to continue with my practice. This reflected how
difficult it was to practise in the samsara.

On 2nd day, | found myself having difficulty to
settle down, which was always the situation at the
beginning of every retreat and has been challenging
to bring myself focusing in the name of the Buddha
(nianfo) when thoughts of daily routines are still
popping up in my mind. It takes time for me to put
them aside and settle down to nianfo. For most of
the time on the 2nd day, | was simply going through
the motion of walking and chanting and my mind
didn’t follow. Then my legs were aching and my body
didn’t feel well towards the end of the day. Because
of this experience, there was a sense of fear and
rejection arose in me. | felt worry and hesitated
whether to carry on with the 3rd day practice. At
the same time, | could also feel that the group’s
performance didn’t progress well too as the nianfo
voices coming from the group wasn’t quite unified. |
believe that was also noticed by Venerable Yan Xu
as he monitored our performance by listening to the



group’s nianfo voices.

During the sharing session, Venerable Yan
Xu emphasized the importance of listening and
continual upholding the name of Amituofo. He took
the chance explaining about the features of the
tune in Donglinf#S, that there were short internal
moments between each chanting of the name of
Amituofo. He alerted us that our mind slipped out
easily during these silence moments. To prevent our
mind from straying away, he advised us to focus on
our breathing while we remain standstill. We are
to slowly breathe out and breathe in deep down to
our lower abdominal Ff+H, positioning somewhere
3 fingers distance away below our navel. When
we breathe in, we consciously push our abdominal
outward such that our bellies are fully saturated
with oxygen. Venerable commented about chest
breathing vis-a-vis abdominal breathing during
retreat. Breathing through chest during retreat
resulted us in over breathing that can cause us
breathless and anxious. Whilst breathing into lower
abdominal allows more oxygen penetrating our
bodies that would make us feel fresh and we would
be able to preserve our energies. Our nianfo could
last longer and we would be able to sustain our
focusing in the Buddha’s name.

After hearing these tactics, | began to
understand that the interval moments allow us
to recoup our energy so that we remained focus
throughout the retreat. This is how the practitioners
from the Vigorous Team in Donglin Temple survive
the 24-hour walking retreat and they remain
energetic and high spirit after they emerged from
the long exercise without resting throughout. | now
recognize the structure and functionality of the tune
and appreciate more for Donglinf#S. The rhythm
of Donglinf#-5 is brilliantly crafted. To gain the full
benefit of Donglinf#-5, we need to take a bit of our
effort to recite and listen to our own voice of the
name of Amituofo. Our voice should pitch in well
with the group. By listening to our own voice of the
name of Amituofo, we would be able to focus easily,
it allows us expressing our sincerity, our urge of
renunciation from the saha world and our earnestly
request for Amituofo to receive us and bring us to the
Pure Land. These feelings and thoughts generated
naturally in us when we become more focus. Kudos!
to the thoughtful team who came out with a uniquely
Donglinf#5.

Apart from regulating our breathing, other
key factors to gather our senses and maintain
mindfulness throughout are to regulate our body
and tone our mindset.

We are to restraint our food intake during the
retreat. As the nianfo practice required minimal
bodily energy, Venerable advised us not to overeat
during lunch. Cutting down food intake prevents us
from drowsiness. Besides, we need to co-ordinate
our walking steps with the tune of Donglinf%5 and

keep our eyes looking down to prevent our mind
from scattering.

Finally, constantly watch and reset our mindset
is equally important. We need to check that we
continuously listen and hold on to our own voice of
chanting the name of Amituofo. We practice to bring
our mind back when it strays, by reminding ourselves
of our aspirations that we made (such as taking
rebirth in the Pure Land in this life time) and the five
turbidities (reflected in our stray thoughts) that bring
us back to this cyclic samsara, The five turbidities
(the turbidity of kalpa/time, views, afflictions, sentient
beings and lifespan) are hindrances to our spiritual
path. Guarding our mind with these thoughts, our
desires to reach Pure Land strengthened.

By understanding the mechanism in chanting
Donglinf#5, | realized that these were key points
to a relaxing practice. | gladly accepted the method
from the Venerable and applied it right away.
Throughout the 3rd day, | placed both of my hands
on my belly just to be sure that | breathed into the
lower part of my abdominal. In a short time, | could
feel the remarkable benefit. My breathing was
easier and walking has become much more relax.
My mind has become more calm and clear. All my
pains were simply gone away without noticing it.
There was also a vast improvement from the group
chanting, our voices were in unison and cohesive.
During the feedback session, Venerable expressed
compliment in our performance which was a great
encouragement to us.

On my way home together with my friends,
we talked about our experiences and were joyous
about our retreat. We shared the same views about
the benefit of abdominal breathing and its amazing
results, and felt energetic and fulfilling after the end
of the 3rd day practice. When we compared our
current moods with the complaints of pains that we
had on the 2nd day of the retreat, we saw the two
extreme moods arising in us within those 2 days, and
that made us laughed at ourselves. We realized that
those afflictions and pains were illusory.

When our body, mindset and breathing are
regulated, toned and aligned, we would be able to
gather all our 6 senses to the name of Amituofo.
Then chanting of Amituofo name would become
spiritually nourishing as described by Venerable Yan
Xu. And truly it was, as nourishing as we felt on the
last day of our retreat.

As we master the tactics and persist in
practicing, we would not be daunted by jingxing
throughout the entire session, fearing that our body
might not be able to sustain. If we have the right
mindset, on the contrary, we realize our true nature
and we are filled with the joy of dharma from each
practice.

May this merit be dedicated to ST{R#l (Ryan
Kang) - A boy, barely 2 years old, passed on in
February this year.
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“ Amituofo” So Much?

A

Why do many Buddhists keep saying
‘Amituofo’?

Answer: On many occasions, Chinese
Buddhists often say “Amituofo” (F3RFE
{8) , which is the name of Amitabha Buddha
in Chinese. At first, it can seem bewildering
to those unfamiliar because, as portrayed
even in the movies, it can be used to express
good will, greetings, welcome, farewell,
apology, gratitude, approval, disapproval,
praise, rejoice. .. including shock and grief!

It can also be used to punctuate the
beginning and end of sentences formally, to
gather attention when sharing the Dharma.
And of course, it can be used as a direct
appeal for blessings. How is this name
usable in so many contrasting situations,
and what does this ubiquitous name really
mean?

Beyond Amitabha Buddha himself, Amituofo
also represents our Buddha-nature, or the
potential for Buddhahood (as our “self-
nature Amituofo”). The only difference
between the Buddha-nature of Amitabha
Buddha and ours is that he had already
realised his fully, while we have yet to.

As such, when we say or chant “Amituofo”,
it is the practice of aligning our unrealised
Buddha-nature to Amituofo’s realised
Buddha-nature. It is to connect to both
Buddha-natures via mindfulness of a
Buddha, to help further awaken ours. Since
it is always a good time to remind ourselves
and others to do this, there is simply no
occasion when it is not appropriate to say
‘Amituofo’!

This practice of saying “Amituofo” as much
as possible was partly popularised by Chan
Master Yongming Yanshou (7K BRFE 1 -
904-975) near the end of the Tang Dynasty,
who later became the Pure Land Tradition’s
6th Patriarch (81 :R734H) . Committed
to mindfulness of Amituofo’s name 100,000

times daily, to meet this target, he recited it
seemingly all the time, verbally or silently.

Even when talking or eating, he would be
reciting mentally. He also encouraged all to
do the same, so as to nurture and express
the Three Provisions of Faith, Aspiration
and Practice to be reborn in Amituofo’s Pure
Land, where Buddha-nature is most swiftly
realised through Amituofo’s guidance.

When called by others, since he would be
mindful of “Amituofo” mentally then, he
would do his best to respond with the name
of “Amituofo” physically, using it to represent
what to be said. For all short responses that
need no further details, instead of saying
“Hi”, “Bye”, “Yes”, “No”... he would simply
say “Amituofo”. It became the universally
auspicious response, that can even stand
for opposite answers because it is a “forced
reset”, that re-calibrates the chanter and
listener to their Buddha-natures for the right
answer. For example, if asked whether it
is okay to harm someone, replying with
‘Amituofo’ would surely mean “No”! But if
asked whether someone should be helped,
the same reply would mean “Yes”!

If you encounter any suffering, why just
sigh or exclaim helplessly in sorrow and
exasperation? Why not recite Amituofo’s
name? Doing so sincerely is so much more
fruitful, as it creates merits (meritorious
virtues) and offers blessings instantly. It is
support-chanting for one and all!

Constant recitation also gives rise to peace
and bliss of body and mind, as we connect to
our Buddha-nature with Amitabha Buddha'’s
blessings. Reciting aloud reminds others of
this too, encouraging them to also recite.
This is how our Five Poisons of attachment,
aversion, delusion, arrogance and doubt
that cause suffering can be reduced and
eradicated. With so many wonders, no
wonder Amituofo’s name is so popular!

Namo Amituofo : Shen Shi’an



Reflection:

Are You “Recycling” Yourself
Every Three Lifetimes?

BTZA, EXIES, KREHS, ZEEE SHFZHEE,

— ACEIRREI (05 A%+ B FEEAI)

Those who cultivate [Dharma] practices,
if without right faith,

to seek birth in the Western [Pure Land of Amituofo],

[while] broadly cultivating many [kinds of] good,

are named [as those subject to] grievance in their third lifetimes.

— Qing Dynasty’s Chan Master Jieliu (Pure Land Tradition’s 12th Patriarch Great Master Chewu)

enlightenment is a smooth-sailing one, which

is ever steadily cumulative in the amassing of
merits and wisdom — the perfection of both being
Buddhahood attained. But if this is so, we should
have attained complete liberation long ago!

The truth is, as long as we have yet to attain
stream-entry (a state that guarantees at least self-
liberation within seven or less lives), we will tend to
have spiritual backslides now and then, both within
this life and from life to life. Even if we do not do great
evil that leads to a sharp descent into the lower realms,
or great good that leads to heavenly rebirths, there is
another form of less extreme, yet still terrifying form of
existential looping. This is illustrated by the problem
of three lifetimes.

Imagine this repetitive cycle... In Life #1 (this
present life), we do much worldly good deeds. In Life
#2 (the next life), we naturally enjoy the positive karmic
results of Life #1 in terms of fleeting worldly blessings
such as wealth, power and fame. However, as being
well-off tends to corrupt, we are likely to become
spiritually complacent and even begin to do evil. In Life
#3 (the life after the next), our positive karma from Life
#1 gets drained up, while the negative karma from Life
#2 bears retributive fruit.

We might thereafter repent and begin to do good
again, which loops us back to a state similar to Life
#1... ad infinitum, ad nauseam! We thus trick ourselves
into thinking we are advancing on the “expressway” to
Nirvana, when we take steps backwards every now
and then.

Good done in Life #1, when not guided by
sustained wisdom can thus “become” one’s spiritual
enemies in Life #3 if the merits are not dedicated to
a goal that transcends the rounds of rebirth. If we are
already so preoccupied by the mundane in this life,

It is often idealistically imagined that the path to

why would we “naturally” be more spiritually inclined
in the next life? Even worldly skills we have mastered
can be forgotten within this life, much more to say of
our spiritual lessons “learnt”.

If you are now horrified by the “hamster wheelthat
seems to run to somewhere but nowhere, the good
news is that there is a safe and feasible way to
break free of this cycle by the end of this life — not by
attaining enlightenment directly, which is realistically
too challenging for most of us, but by seeking birth
in Amituofo’s (Amitabha Buddha) Pure Land, where
enlightenment is assured!

These three lifetimes can be thought of as
applicable to three generations of a family too. The
first generation (e.g. with a diligent father) accumulates
wealth and influence, leading the second generation
(e.g. a son) to have a leisurely life, who wastes
such resources, leaving nothing but ruin for the third
generation (e.g. a grandson), having lost all fortune
and reputation. This is the meaning of the saying “&
Fid =X (Wealth does not cross three generations).
Unless wary of it, this phenomenon generally repeats.

However, the spiritual problem of the three
lifetimes refers to that experienced by the same person
over three lives. To this effect, for this problem of “=
#%” (Grievance in three lifetimes), we can say “/& T~
=1 (Blessings do not cross three lifetimes)!

As Amituofo realised there is

the problem of three lifetimes (in Samsara),
he provides the solution of liberation
within one lifetime (in his Pure Land).

— Stonepeace

Namo Amituofo : Shen Shi’an
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