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EMBRACING PURE LAND —

VIA JUDAISM, HINDUISM AND CH'AN

<~ /Householder Jinggian (Steve Greenberg) kA L

$5i3E -

2 H 22 BRI IR S N e AR R A B 5 « ARARETRS » 23Rl
IREE A A L R BIIESE A » IEAMRZ HARSMNBGE A —A% - il
MRS MIERATRIAZE, » SRV GEA TR 1A -

SURERIARERF A - 154 Tl o DUN 2 AT TissE -

Editor’s comment by Householder Jingtu :

The latest international Dharma friend to take refuge with the
pristine Pure Land lineage of Master Shandao is Steve Greenberg
of Cromwell, Connecticut, USA. Like so many others, he came
to our tradition after a long spiritual journey, seeking a karmically
compatible path of personal practice.

Steve is now Householder Jingqian (3, or "Pure
Modesty") , after taking the Precepts with Master Huijing. Here is
his story:

[ was born into a conservative Jewish family. Even at an early

age the God of the Old Testament seemed petty and vengeful to me.



The religious role models given to me were not the kind of people
I wanted to emulate. They were pious in the temple, but angry and

bigoted in daily life.

HHH AL EORSTIRERSRE /Rl - FELRCE] (EEHT)
Sy bR A R ~ AR EE - FRERFERI SR - A
RN - AR E AL AR I - (HAE H R s
Al R R ~ Rt -

Even in my early teens I was questioning the meaning of
life. Reading Autobiography of a Yogi, by India’s Paramahansa
Yogananda, opened an entirely new way for me to view God,
rebirth and my purpose in the world. I joined the Self-Realization
Fellowship, which taught me meditation and Hindu philosophy.
The transcendental states and all-pervasive love seemed to be the

answer. | pursued the practices diligently -- yet felt no different.

HAE 28Rt - ALPAAEE BEAE A IV EFRPTAE b FF
I ERMMERLZZRL - TO0EER A (—ERmifTEn e &) - &
pRAGEHT AR L o ORI - SRIEBSGE T HT © R
b BINAT TEUIARES o o AR ARRIENEE TS o
A > DLPE R B AR B SRR R NE R > B2 LR E
# o BADERR L NETRER ST TR al s A 2 E s
ft -

The books of Zen Master Thich Nhat Hanh and D.T. Suzuki
introduced me to Buddhism. The Buddha’s teachings on wisdom,
compassion and the end of suffering touched me deeply. I first took
the Precepts in Thich Nhat Hanh’s Order of Inter-Being. Practice,
practice, retreats. If only I can stay mindful, the end of suftering is
right around the corner! Yes, at times I could be mindful; but, try as
I might, it wouldn’t last. Am [ totally flawed, spiritually? Where do I

go Now?
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Near my home a Jodo Shinshu sangha was meeting. At first all
the chanting and talk of faith reminded me too much of Judaism.
But, something kept drawing me back. The courses were mostly
generic modernist Buddhism. There was talk of other-power,
nembutsu (reciting Amitabha’s name) only said in gratitude, and
True Entrusting. True Entrusting was supposed to be a gift from
Amida (Amitabha) . But how come even the teacher and more

experienced students hadn’t received it?

— R —EF BRI - AR T AR iR - )
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So, as is my way, I took Pure Land courses and was especially
drawn to the amazing wisdom and deep compassion of Masters
Honen and Shandao. The Pure Land path has three pillars: faith,

vows and practice. Practice was missing from Shin.

R EECERTIRNA > FrllAa2 i g sk &R
R o SHERRTATEAR B AT AR ERIERYIRY RN L - RS2 E]
SRFUNEEHE © 13 LaAFILUE ~ B ATERIEAF L =50 -
Hy TAT L AMEESEIERER T -

A friend told me about the Pristine Pure Land path of Master
Shandao. What struck me were the teachings’ clarity on practice and
its karmic effect: Rebirth is guaranteed. There isn’t the equivocation I
wrestled with in other schools of Dharma. I am undeniably a foolish
being of blind passions and I know through my lack of progress in
more self-power-reliant approaches that I cannot reach the Pure

Land without Amitabha’s boundless compassion and deliverance.

— A AR T AT B K R RN A i ik
["] o SRR TEINE © 15 LRI T2 B - b
FERA T RS IIR IS SR« A SR - BLELAIAFTARE] - 3 ik
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So here [ am. I have taken the refuge in the pristine Pure Land
lineage and am now Householder Jinggian. Thank you all for having
me.

KIBEBAREGEHE - AR LRl - BERORTaEL -
R 3 -

Namo Amitabha Buddha!
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Concentration and Effort in
Amitabha-Recitation

< /Householder Jingxing % {7 & 4

[t’s been over a month since my return from Vancouver,
Canada, and my meeting with Master Jingzong, Householder
Jingpu, and the Vancouver Amitabha-Recitation Association. I still
find myself gleaning lessons and insights from the experience. One of
these lessons concerns the nature of practice in the pristine tradition
of Master Shandao, founder of Buddhism’s Pure Land school.

INEEAR =3 21T - B SRR ~ {5 S b i w S e
—HIES > EAHER  HEATRERNBURELELRE - 5 SR
B3 o IRIEERRNS L 2GE - BITIABERE BB > BHRHHE
BEAT 2 thiRE] TE S

As is the case with many Western converts to Buddhism, I have
mostly been a lone practitioner, especially as a Pure Land Buddhist.
Though I live relatively close to an urban center where a variety of
Buddhist traditions are on offer, the Pure Land tradition is, thus far,
noticeably lacking. This is to be expected; most Westerners who find
the Dharma are drawn to self-power practices like sitting meditation,
or the visualizations and empowerments of the esoteric schools.
Indeed, I myself began my Buddhist journey as a practitioner of

Zen (Ch’an) , and that initial experience of a strict form and



regimented schedule would later inform my personal approach to
the practice of Amitabha-recitation. Naturally, without a community
of fellow Pure Land practitioners nearby to provide context, color
and living examples of Dharma practice, it was almost inevitable that

[ was to be cornered by my own preconceived notions.

IEANEABEF 2V T R EAE—f - T— Bt —EHA AT
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Imagine my surprise, then, to have my expectations swept away
by Master Jingzong and my new lotus friends of the Amitabha-
Recitation Association in Vancouver! Where [ had expected to
find a fixed schedule and a uniform approach to reciting “Namo
Amitabha Buddha,” T instead found a veritable buffet of styles and
approaches. Master Jingzong alludes to this openness and flexibility

in one of his recent teachings:

S AR IRT - BB T AR o BRI ACHIRE A MR -
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“Practitioners who recite ‘Namo Amitabha Buddha’
exclusively, without variation or any ego-driven effort, reach the
core and essence of the entire Dharma -+ They can practice in
this manner because their meritorious roots have matured.”

(Excerpted from “A Pristine Dharma Path” )

TERA DI BN ERRE A T ERTRRE . o S
EYIEEMG > A —YMRERL - SRR S HER
A REANIEE © o (FEE (RIFIIER) )

Before I elaborate on how this teaching conformed with my
observations and experience in Vancouver, let me briefly address the
one element of Amitabha-recitation practice in the Shandao lineage
that could be considered “strict,” especially by newcomers: the
emphasis on exclusive practice. For those new to this tradition, it
might appear as if such emphasis issues from a predictable sense of
sectarian superiority, or is used as a mechanism to ensure group
conformity to a teacher. In truth, the Shandao lineage teaches that
any Buddhist practice is, in principle, a Pure Land practice — so
long as one transfers the merit of that practice towards rebirth in the
Land of Bliss.
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The difficulty with this approach is, well, its difficulty. The merit
needed to be reborn in Amitabha’s Pure Land — a true reward
land of the Buddhas — is considerable, and to accumulate enough
merit to attain rebirth in this way would take many, many lifetimes
of perfect practice. If we honestly look within, we will see that this is
simply beyond the capacities of ordinary, iniquitous beings such as

ourselves.
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How much easier it is to rely on the Fundamental Vow
ofAmitabha Buddha, who promised that those “who recite my
name”  would be reborn in the Land of Bliss by virtue of his infinite
stores of karmic merit accumulated on our behalf! Once reborn
in Amitabha’s land, the full perfection of Buddhahood is speedily
attained. This was the teaching of Master Shandao, who himself was
an incarnation of Amitabha Buddha: exclusive, lifelong recitation of

“Namo Amitabha Buddha” is the karma that unfailingly assures
rebirth in the Pure Land, as it perfectly accords with Amitabha’s

Fundamental Vow. Known in Chinese as zhengdingye, it means
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the principal karma of assurance (of rebirth) . This teaching is the

living, beating heart of Pure Land Buddhism.
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For one who understands this, exclusive practice is not a rule to
be kept, but a joyful reality to be lived. In this, there is tremendous
freedom and ease. No wonder my expectation of an almost Zen-
like adherence to schedules and forms was obliterated by the open
and spontaneous modes of practice I discovered in Canada. Master
Jingzong’s quotation aptly describes this: “without variation [i.e.
mixed practice] or ego-driven effort, [they] reach the core and

essence of the Dharma.”
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Despite the relative fullness of our schedule, Amitabha-
recitation seemed ubiquitously present at the Vancouver gathering.
I remember one woman who would at times steal away to a quiet
corner, sit cross-legged in a chair and recite silently. Another man
was always reciting to himself with the aid of a digital counter.

Master Jingzong himself would often use a digital counter, while



Master Jingye (Master Jingzong’s brother, also a monastic) was
constantly turning a string of 48 beads, and would often take early
morning walks to recite in solitude. Some people seemed to recite
constantly , even in the company of others, while others were more
private in their practice. Some recited in a quiet voice or used vajra
recitation (moving the lips without sound) . Some recited quickly,

others slowly.
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Our sessions of common practice (which usually took the
form of a slow, chanted monotone to facilitate group participation )
were often spontaneous, as if a fixed schedule would only
interrupt the flow of practice that was already flourishing naturally.
Sometimes, the whole group would engage in a form of recitation
practice — developed in China and based on the principles of Tai-
chi — that was part dance and part calisthenics, accompanied by
vigorous singing of “Namo Amituofo.” (I found these sessions
particularly enjoyable; not only did they offer a striking contrast
to the usually meditative nature of Amitabha-recitation, but they
left one feeling invigorated and full of energy.) There was almost
no end to the variety, with each ” style” of practice affirmed as a
skillful means that allowed the individual to hold fast to Amitabha’s

name.
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In his discourse titled Gaining Buddhahood Through
Amitabha-Recitation is the Teaching of the Buddhas, Master
Huijing, the head of the Shandao lineage, says:
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“There are two kinds of Amitabha-recitation. One is to recite
in a focused manner. The other is to recite randomly, without focus.
Focused recitation means that in our free moments, we recite quietly,
in a concentrated and single-minded way. To recite while doing
something else is unfocused recitation. Such random recitation is
also without deviation, meeting the requirement of being ‘without

”

interruption or deviation’ [and thereby securing our rebirth]
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For me, seeing the diversity of practice styles and forms in

Vancouver begged the question of attention and effort. I have been

accustomed to setting oft special time away from the usual activities

of my daily life for careful, attentive recitation. During my time in



Vancouver, however, “special
time” seemed to flow into and
merge with daily life, and vice
versa. Master Jingzong’s quotation
speaks of reciting Amitabha’s
name “without ego-driven
effort.” As I witnessed the utter
naturalness of the practitioners
in Vancouver, the seamless ease
with which they pivoted between
focused and unfocused recitation,
I began to question how much
of my own practice was “ego-

driven effort.”
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The irony is, of course, that to ask the question is itself ego-
driven effort. The Shandao lineage affirms myriad styles of practice
because there are myriad types of practitioners. In another
discourse, Master Huijing speaks of how we all have different karmic
proclivities and temperaments; some of us can recite “Namo
Amitabha Buddha” with a pure, clear mind, and some of us will
struggle constantly with deluded, distracting thoughts. In the same
way, some will prefer focused recitation (which Master Huijing
encourages us all to practice at least once a day) , and some will
practice best by weaving Amitabha-recitation into the warp and
weft of their daily activities. Ultimately, the manner and mode of
practice is immaterial; it only matters that one clings to the name of
Amitabha.
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[t was through the living example of my new Dharma friends
in the Shandao lineage that [ have been able to relax even more into
the loving embrace of Amitabha Buddha. I continue my periods
of focused recitation, but have learned to expand my practice of
unfocused recitation as I go about my daily life. In all of this, there
is a sense of ease. Even the effort and attention I bring to bear on
my practice are now in the hands of Amitabha Buddha. Sometimes,

I nod oft as I recite in front of my altar in the quiet of my shrine
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room. Sometimes, my random, unfocused recitations in the midst
of a hectic workday are uncommonly bright and clear. Whatever
happens, I am learning to welcome it all. Without worry, without
ego-driven effort, I have reached the core and essence of the

Dharma.
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Namo Amitabha, Namo Amitabha, Namo Amitabha---
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