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{ Commemor: ating the 30" Anniversary of Venerable Master Hua’s Entering Nirvana ]

the Practice of Visualizing the Buddha
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A Dharma Talk by Bhikshuni Jin Zheng at the Buddha Hall of the City of Ten Thousand Buddhas on June 19, 2025
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Today, I'd like to share with you a topic that has long
fascinated me—the development of Buddhist caves in the
early history of Chinese Buddhism, and how it might inspire
us to think about the future of the Buddhadharma in North
America.

Let’s begin with an imaginative pilgrimage along the
Silk Road, that ancient route which once closely linked the
Kushan Empire and the Kingdom of Kucha with China’s Han,
Northern Wei, and Tang dynasties. Even two thousand years
ago, Buddhism was already very international!

In 67 CE, two Venerable Dharma Masters, Venerable
Kagyapa Matanga and Venerable Dharmaratna (also known

as Gobharana), arrived in China from Central India, and
established the first Buddhist monastery in China—the White
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Horse Monastery in Luoyang. In the centuries that followed,
a fascinating phenomenon began to unfold along this route:
hundreds of Buddhist caves and temples were gradually carved
out, stretching from the Mogao (%) Caves in Danhudng (
2 ) , Gansu Province, to the Yunging (ZEfd) Grottoes in
Shanxi, the Longmén (#EF) Grottoes in Henan. These caves
became important places for spiritual practice and for paying
respect to the Buddha.

At that time, Buddhism was completely new and unfamiliar
to the Chinese people. The majestic Buddha statues, murals, and
transformation tableaux (depicting scenes from the scriptures)
inside the caves not only inspired awe, but also greatly supported
practitioners in visualizing and reciting the
Buddha’s name.

While studying the early history of Buddhism,
I came across a fascinating fact, concerning
the Pratyutpanna Samddhi Siatra (F&fF=HELE).
From the late 2™ century to 4 century CE, two
great masters works by Venerable Lokaksema
and Bodhisattva Nagarjuna appeared in China.
Venerable Lokaksema came to Luodydng (7&F5)
China from the Kushan Empire in the north
during the 2™ century. Bodhisattva Nagarjuna,
also famous for retrieving the Avatamsaka Sutra
from the Dragon King lived much further
south, in the lower part of Central India, where
he dwelled in Amaravati, also in the 2™ century.
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Venerable Lokaksema translated the text into Chinese in
China, while Bodhisattva Nagarjuna wrote a widely read
commentary on the same text, at about the same time, in
India that was later brought to China, and translated into
Chinese in the late 4" century by Venerable Kumarajiva.

It is possible these two great Dharma Masters never met
in person, but they were propagating one of the same sutras
in the same time frame. This points to the significance
of this sutra to early Mahayana Dharma Masters during
that period. Its teachings are related to the practice of
mindfulness of the Buddha through visualization. The
Pratyutpanna Samadpi Sutra instructs practitioners to find
a quiet and solitary place, where they can single-mindedly
visualize the Buddha. The sutra offers detailed methods
for meditative visualization so that sincere disciples can
actually see the Buddha and hear his teachings.

In May, I was delighted when Professor Paul Harrison,
who has translated the Pratyutpanna Samadhpi Sutra into
English, came to Dharma Realm Buddhist University
to give a lecture on this very sutra. As I was reading in
preparation for his lecture, I recalled why the name of the
sutra sounded so familiar, even though it is not one that
we usually read at the City of Ten Thousand Buddhas. A
while ago, I had read a commentary on the Pratyutpanna
Samadhi written by Nagarjuna Bodhisattva, Nagarjuna
on Mindfulness of the Buddha, which was compiled
and translated by Bhikshu Heng Shou (#%) (aka
Dharmamitra) of Kalavinka Press. Then I paused because
Nagarjuna Bodhisattva and Venerable Lokaksema are from
places that were quite distant from each other in the ancient
world, yet they were both propagating this sutra and its
specific samadhi in the same time frame, and historically
are considered to be among the earliest of those whom we
consider Mahayana, rather than one of the earlier schools.

Looking back at the history of Mahayana Buddhism,
especially the tradition that integrates both Chan
(meditative) and Pure Land practices, we see these
practices integrate over a few generations of the earliest
Dharma Masters in China and their disciples. Venerable
Buddhacinga (232-348 CE), who was also known in China
as Master Fotu Cheng (#[&% ) , emphasized meditation,
especially mindfulness of the breath.
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Nagarjuna on Mindfulness of the Buddhba, which was
compiled and translated by Bhikshu Heng Shou (aka
Dharmamitra) of Kalavinka Press.
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Master Daoan (iE%7) , the student of Venerable Buddhacinga
and the teacher of Master Huiyudn (£ ) , was known for
organizing the Sangha, cultivating the precepts, and overseeing
translation projects. He was also known to have a great affinity
with Maitreya Bodhisattva. Master Hulyudn becomes the First
Pure Land Patriarch teaching his disciples to be mindful of
Amitabha Buddha. Many disciples drew near him, and continued
his teachings.

Many of the earlier Indian and Chinese Dharma Masters
involved in building the caves oversaw the construction of large
images of Vairochana Buddha and Maitreya Bodhisattva before
the practice of being mindful of Amitabha Buddha became
more widespread. Many of those early Dharma Masters seem to
have been reading this sutra or contemplating this samadhi. We
can see that the method of mindfulness of the Buddha through
visualization was deeply rooted in Chinese Buddhism from close
to the very beginning (as early as the 2™ century CE), and we can
also see when we look at the teacher-disciple lineage that there
were practices that emphasized both meditation on the breath and
mindfulness of the Buddha. The cave temples provided a serene,
solemn environment that was especially conducive to long-term
meditative visualization for these early Dharma Masters and their
disciples.

The establishment of the Dharma takes a very long time. The
Dunhudng (&) caves, for example, were carved continuously
from the Former Qin (Z) (of the Sixteen Kingdoms) through
the Tdng () dynasty—a span of over five-hundred years, with
additional caves added over the next five-hundred years. They
took over a millennia to “complete.” The Yunging (Ef)
and Léngmén (HE[) grottoes also were built over a period of
two centuries or more. These monumental projects were not
completed in a few years or even a few decades; they were the
fruit of many generations’ collective effort.

In every place where Buddhism once flourished, traces of cave
temples can be found. These places served as enduring places for
Dharma propagation, education, and spiritual practice inspiring
generations upon generations of cultivators. The large Buddha
images were focal points of cultivation that gathered in countless
practitioners.

So let us ask a question: If Buddhism is to continue for the
next two thousand years on the North American continent, what
kind of causes should we be planting today?

\

FERH R T - 5T 22
Bl BB EIE S T & g - 2
By G R A b A (R A5 g =
W G A - AT S Prl SEE iy
BESMAMTMAREZRIT - 16381
FHIRE S EE B HE - P2 R
HYTRET DL P #0 B e (AT =B8R
&) B E KPR A=A
F9 - LT R > B EE R EE &
REYIART > AR FRYRHEE > &9
e (RUERF) 2 - miEAEHL
PRAE PR -

[FEEf - FERTRAREEKE > iE—
Hah R E IS (BRI
HYTEE » 758 5 3 b B 1 A8 B
& o B R YO ST B R B BR
R b=t | SO NI G A DS
TR TR BERAVE TR -
7 & R TR =R FE
(A

AR ILE — TR Ry R Y
H¥E - DBUEOE R (5
TNEIRY) FIREIRE > RS
THEZE > Zik X EEE - Al
IR T - A BRI
S HPT ARV - EREEFTOE
H r B2 17 PR 4 R 4 DA Y RF ]
iE BRI TR - M FRE B
FEHRESERE > MR EARAMIEESS
73~ ARAAREAI R -

PAIE LI b 3 G K B B HY
5 > &P EVRE B B WY TR B ©
i B G A LU > EME
ERIERAGNE - FEHBEEITHIE
B

PRIEE - FRAPTA 275 R — (e
WIR AL LN B W T4
A5 RIEZAE T BRI ?

& AT NHE— @A
F—{EFE - F—r3#0 > B ATRERK
Ryt NMETTRERIBI% -

g ERHEUE - A ZEAERM ¢

\

JUNE 2025 VaJra BopHi Sea |35

8 & o ‘ 1314 Haog



B R ot ‘ BobHI FIELD

Mammoth Cave National Park in Kentucky
H A MNELEIR B o B

Every cause we plant today, every vow and aspiration we bring
forth, could become a supporting condition for future generations
to cultivate the Way.

With that in mind, I cant help but wonder: Does North
America need its own Buddhist cave temples?

Interestingly, the United States already has many natural caves
and cavern systems. For example, Mammoth Cave National Park
in Kentucky is currently the longest known cave system in the
world, stretching over 426 miles—roughly the distance from
Ukiah, California to Los Angeles.

These caves are not only awe-inspiring in scale, but they also
possess several qualities that make them remarkably suitable for
spiritual practice:

Stable temperature year-round

Profound silence—quiet enough to hear one’s own breath
and heartbeat

Natural acoustic resonance—ideal for chanting and reciting
the Buddha’s name

Capable of preserving sutras, audio recordings, and other
Dharma treasures for centuries

Naturally occurring rock formations resembling niches or
shrines—almost like temples formed by nature itself.

If one day we could establish sacred sites in these natural caves—
installing Buddha images, enshrining scriptures, and creating
spaces for practitioners to recite the Buddhas name, meditate,
and chant sutras—such places could potentially benefit countless
generations of living beings.

We are entering an era of rapid and dramatic change—artificial
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intelligence, space exploration, genetic engineering, virtual
reality...Human technology is advancing at an astonishing
pace, almost too fast to keep up with. We are even beginning
to plan for human settlements on the moon.

In such a future, how can we—as practitioners—
maintain our inner stillnesss How can we continue to
recite the Buddhas name with unwavering focus? At
DRBU Extension’s Sudhana Summer Retreat this June,
Professor Bogden Staszeski said that the field of quantum
mechanics, which deals with the most fundamental forces
of the physical world, is starting to consider whether the
universe is primarily based on consciousness rather than
matter, something clearly explicated in Buddhist sutras
and Yogacara texts more than two millennia ago. Can we
allow ourselves to be inspired not just by ancient Buddhist
philosophy, but practices as well?

Perhaps we too need Buddhist caves that we can use for
creating fine Buddha images that will enable us to practice
mindfulness of the Buddha (whether it be Amitabha,
Shakyamuni, Medicine Master, Vairochana, or any and
all of the ten thousand Buddhas) as places of cultivation,
pilgrimage, and even as archives (where are we going to put
all of our old sutras and lecture notes, and other Buddhist
sacred items). I like to think that much like the joy the
discoveries of Dunhuang and other cave monasteries built
in those early times when Buddhism first came to China
from India have given to Buddhist practitioners, scholars,
and historians of this era, we can give a similar joy to those
who cultivate a millennia or more from now in the Americas.

We can give them first a place to practice for centuries,
and then perhaps centuries after that, when they become
ancient places to those generations of the future, a glimpse
into our Buddha images, sutras, and practices, in a relatively
climate controlled time capsule from when Buddhism first
began in the Americas. I am only an amateur historian,
but I very much enjoy studying the period of time when
Buddhism first went from India to China. Any mistakes are
my own, and I hope you will all kindly correct any errors.

May the thoughts and aspirations we hold today become
the starting point for the flourishing of Buddhism in North
America for the next two thousand years. &
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