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A Guan Yin Session in Prison
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From April 1Ist to 3rd of 2014, Amitabha Sagely Monastery collaborated with
Hualian Prison to hold a three-day Guan Yin Session at the prison, in the
hopes that sublime and sacred Buddhist rituals would dissolve violence and
plant seeds of goodness in the minds of inmates. This was the biggest religious
event at Hualien Prison in ten years. It was led by seven Dharma Masters from
Amitabha Sagely Monastery. More than one hundred inmates participated in
this Dharma assembly.

On the first day of the ceremony, Warden Liu and staff from various
departments sincerely offered incense to the Buddhas, and encouraged the
inmates to diligently recite the Buddha’s name and change themselves. A Guan
Yin Session includes many Dharma doors. The first is the incense praise, which
invokes the presence of the Buddhas and Bodhisattvas to help the practitioner
be at peace in mind and body and bring forth a righteousness and sincere mind.
Recitation of the Universal Door Chapter of Guan Yin Bodhisattva follows,
which includes sutra recitation, bowing to the Buddhas, and bowing to the sutra
text. After that is the recitation of the Great Compassion Mantra and Guan Yin

Bodhisattva’s name. Recitation of Guan Yin Bodhisattva’s name also includes
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circumambulating, seated recitation, and meditation. Meditation is
the practice of the Chan Dharma door. Therefore, one can see that
a Guan Yin Session includes sutra recitation, mantra recitation,
bowing to the Buddhas, repentance, recitation of the Buddha’s
name, and meditation. Throughout the three days, the schedule
was very tight. In order for the participants to receive the benefits
of the most supreme methods of cultivation in Buddhism, every
afternoon, half an hour before the session began, the Dharma
Masters would give Dharma talks, explaining the Universal Door
Chapter and the Guan Yin Dharma door, and simultaneously
giving a lot of encouragement to the participants.

In the first morning, most people did not know how to chant
and when to bow. However, the next day, with the help of the
volunteers, the participants were as orderly as trained soldiers,
chanting with full energy. They were very focused, and knelt with
perfect posture. During meditation, they were quiet and still.
The atmosphere was even better than that of a session held in the
monastery. It was truly amazing and touching. It was difficult to
believe that all of the participants were beginners.

A male volunteer said that there were two inmates in his row
that did not want to bow, so he vigorously recited sutras, bowed
to the Buddhas and repented sincerely to help them. A female
volunteer who had a similar experience mentioned, “One female
inmate seemed to encounter some obstacles on the second day. She
said it was painful for her to sit or to stand still, and the agony made
her want to hit her head against the wall. Mrs. Lee kept comforting
her. Later, when this lady looked at me, I did not know how to
help her because we were not allowed to have too much contact
with them. All T could do was give her an encouraging smile, and
pray that she could get through it. Things got better for her on the
third day. It must have been Guan Yin Bodhisattva’s blessing and
protection that gave her strength.”

This time, most of the volunteers were young people. One
young man wrote in his reflection: “These inmates in the prison
should serve as a warning to ourselves. While they live in a real
prison, we live in the prison of our own desires. We live in a
technologically advanced society where daily life is easy and
convenient, so we are more prone to be controlled by desires and
temptations. Therefore, we should always reflect upon ourselves to
avoid falling into the trap of desires and temptations. We cannot
find wisdom in an overly comfortable life style. Thus, we should ask
Guan Yin Bodhisattva to help us have resilient faith, so that we can
attain liberation from birth and death, and realize Bodhi.”

During the session, the Dharma Masters took turns to give
talks to the participants. Dharma Master Heng Rung mentioned:
“In the Saha World that is full of suffering, if you are able to
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hear the Buddhadharma, then you will be able to understand
the principle of cause and effect. The fact that you are able to
recite the Universal Door Chapter and the name of Guan Yin
Bodhisattva today is due to the ripening of wholesome roots
of goodness planted in the past. Therefore, we should carefully
protect these roots of goodness.”

Dharma Master Heng Yun said: “Before we attain liberation,
the self-nature cannot manifest itself; as if it is locked in the cage
of afflictions, anger, jealousy, desire, and the intent to obstruct
others. Although you are here, you may not have physical
freedom. However, you can change the prison in your mind by
placing Guan Yin Bodhisattva in your mind and reciting her
name. If you do so, there will definitely be changes in your life.
By laying the foundations of cultivation while you are in prison,
when you return to society, you will not be turned by states
easily, and you will have the ability to control yourself when
faced with temptation. I hope that this session will benefit you
in mind and body, both in the present and the future.”

After the Dharma talks, it was the participants’ turn to
share their experiences. Each of them summoned their courage
to express their feelings. A female inmate who had committed
murder said: “Throughout the past eight years, I did not
realize what I had done wrong until today. I hope my sincere
repentance will help those I have hurt. I have not been a good
daughter, because not only have I shamed them with my actions,
I am unable to be filial to them. My mother passed away two
years ago, and I hope that attending this session can help her in
some way.”

An inmate said that when he heard the Dharma Masters
encourage them to recite the Universal Door Chapter every day,
he made a vow to refrain from doing any evil, and to do all good.
He was deeply moved by this experience. Another inmate said:
“The Buddhas and Bodhisattvas have provided another path for
us and help us re-establish a path for the future.”

An inmate said: “When we were reciting the sutras and
bowing to the Buddha, the sounds we heard were all wholesome
sounds. They are the sounds of the Dharma Masters leading us
back to our inherent nature. Our inherent nature is originally
wholesome, but because of a moments confusion, we did the
wrong thing, which landed us here in prison. I hope that we can
all encourage each other, and believe that we are good people.
We are not bad people; we only did the wrong things. We can
change ourselves and go towards the good.” Watching the sincere
faces of the inmates on stage, many people in the audience held
back tears as they listened to other people express shared feelings

and emotions.
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This session was a
profound learning
experience for the
participating monastics,
volunteers and inmates.
In prison, one has a
clearer perception of
the preciousness of the
Buddhadharma, and
concurrently, one also
sees the helplessness of
wandering the six paths.
We once have all been
offenders in samsara; it
is just that we change
roles now and then. The
only unchanging thing
is the infinite and never-
abandoning compassion
of the Buddhas and
Bodhisattvas. g



