WHY IS BOWING SO IMPORTANT?
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An Interview with Dharma Master Heng Shun
at the City of Ten Thousand Buddhas on April 24, 2016

Chinese Translation by Yilin Jiang
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Doing the Great Compassion
Repentance once a week
was a big deal for me
personally, because it helped

me get over a lot of difficulty.
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Question: One of my questions related to
repentance and also to the early days is, how did
the Master teach you about repentance in general?

Dharma Master Heng Shun: My first
experience with repentance with the Venerable
Master occurred when I first came to the original
Gold Mountain Monastery (15% Street in San
Francisco’s Mission District) in August 1974. At
that time, we would do the Grear Compassion
Repentance every Saturday afternoon. And once
a month we would also do the Medicine Master
Repentance Ceremony, which is very long. It took
three or three more hours, as I recall.

We only did the Grear Compassion Repentance
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in Chinese. For the Medicine Master Repentance
Ceremony, I remember we had an English
translation and monks and nuns at that time just
made up a tune to chant it. It was quite nice.
Doing the Grear Compassion Repentance once a
week was a big deal for me personally, because it
helped me get over a lot of difficulty. Having just
come from Thailand where I was a novice monk
in the Theravada tradition, the first year at Gold
Mountain Monastery was very hard. It was difficult
for me to make the adjustment to the Mahayana.
I felt the Grear Compassion Repentance helped me a
lot. T felt that as each week passed by, my karmic
obstacles slowly but surely became less and less. I
don’t think I would have made it without the help
of the Grear Compassion Repentance Ceremony.

Then sometime in the spring of 1976 when
we were novice monks and had started doing
the training before becoming Bhikshus (and
Bhikshunis), we were doing a lot of physical labor
because we were doing a major remodeling project
on the original Gold Mountain Monastery, which
included making it earthquake proof. So we would
do 6-7 hours of labor every day in addition to all
the ceremonies. The Master told us to take off an
hour and a half in the morning-I believe it was
from 7:30 to 9:00-and an hour and a half in the
evening, 4:30 to 6:00 (I believe.) In those days we
did the evening ceremony at 7:00, not at 6:30.

‘We would just do an hour and a half each time
of alternate bowing while chanting “Homage to
Shakyamuni Buddha” in Chinese. That was our
main training practice for becoming monastics,
which was done in addition to our normal daily
ceremonies and other work for the temple. We had
a similar schedule to what we have now of doing
the main Morning Recitation Ceremony at 4:00.
Afterwards we had two silent one-hour sits with a
20-minute walk in between. In the evening we had
a one-hour meditation sit before the main Evening
Ceremony, which was held at 7:00 to 8:00. The
Master would lecture the Avatamsaka Sutra from
8:00 to 9:00 and then we would do a final Evening
Ceremony from 9:00 to 9:30.

Question: So you said in the early days you

bowed for an hour and a half in the morning and
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The Venerable Master told
us that we should repent of
our karmic offenses from
the past, including our past
lives. He emphasized that
we should be very sincere in
our bowing. He said that we
should justimagine whatever
things we did wrong that
we could remember in the
current life and also repent
of the things we did in past
lives even though we may

not remember them.
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then did the same in the evening. And that was
basically your training for being a monastic. Of
course there are other things that were a big part
of it, no question. There’s a lot of other stuff?

Dharma Master Heng Shun: For those who
were going to be receiving the Bhikshu precepts
and Bhikshuni precepts, that was what we did in
addition to our normal daily schedule.

Question: Fundamentally, why do you think
bowing would be that important?

Dharma Master Heng Shun: The Venerable
Master told us that we should repent of our
karmic offenses from the past, including our
past lives. He emphasized that we should be very
sincere in our bowing. He said that we should
just imagine whatever things we did wrong that
we could remember in the current life and also
repent of the things we did in past lives even
though we may not remember them. Much later,
in the early 90’, the Venerable Master told me
personally to recite Samantabhadra Bodhisattva’s
Repentance Verse every day.

Question: Did you ask the Master why?

Dharma Master Heng Shun: No. I assumed
it was from bad karma in my current life as well
as past lives. Again, I remember that he would
always emphasize how important it was to be very
true and sincere in repenting,.

Question: What does it mean to be sincere?

Dharma Master Heng Shun: In Chinese

All of us have created
a lot of good and bad
karma in our many past
lives, let alone this life.
However, you could still
look upon bowing as a
spiritual practice in which
you are developing your
concentration or samadhi.
You are focusing your mind
on this practice while at
the same time engaging
in the physical movements
involved in bowing.
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there’s an idiom for when you do something wrong and you feel that you really

want to change and never do it again. You're extremely sincere. It’s“ 7 2L AT IF”

which has the idea of changing your past offenses thoroughly and with deep

sorrow. The character # has the meaning of doing it thoroughly but it also has

connotation of doing it with sorrow or pain. It implies a profound earnestness

and feeling of remorse. With this feeling you are moved to want to change. You

repent from the deepest part of your being. You genuinely want to change. And

you have a deep feeling of remorse that will motivate you to change. It’s not

negative at all. When I studied Abhidharma in Thailand, I learned the two most

important moral kushala citta (wholesome states of mind) is feeling of remorse

and repentance. The idea is that you reflect on something you did wrong, you

realize that it was wrong, and then you want to change.

Question: Penance is also a sacrament in the Christian tradition, so it’s

pretty universal.

Dharma Master Heng Shun: Yes, my grandparents on my father’s side

are from Poland and my mom’s parents are from Greece. My father was a very
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devout Roman Catholic so I am aware of the importance of penance in the
Christian tradition.

Question: Are there any rituals that are performed while doing the
repentance ceremonies?

Dharma Master Heng Shun: The repentance ceremony that I mentioned
we did for our monastic training (which is also currently done at the City of
10,000 Buddhas every morning at 5:00 after the main Morning Recitation
Ceremony) is chanted out loud. In that case we're reciting the Buddha’s name
out loud, “Homage to our fundamental teacher Shakyamuni Buddha,” and
then we bow. While one side is down bowing the other side is chanting out
loud. Then they bow down and our side rises up and does the chanting while
they are bowing. “Homage to our fundamental teacher Shakyamuni Buddha”
is chanted in Chinese by the side that is up. So it is alternating between bowing
and chanting while standing. The Grear Compassion Repentance ceremony on
the other hand, has a lot of other things. You're worshipping the Bodhisattvas
and you're reciting together as a group, which includes chanting various types
of bad karma that you have created in the past that you are now repenting of.

My first experience ever with repentance was actually with the abbot of my
monastery in Thailand in 1974 before I came back to America to study with the
Venerable Master. When I had first read volume one of the Master’s biography,
I was a novice monk in Thailand. When I left to study with the Master in the
United States, I could not just leave my teacher in Thailand as a novice, because

I had not completed all the training to become a fully ordained Bhikshu. So I
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had to disrobe and give up the monastic vows of a novice. During the same
ritual of disrobing, I took the Eight Precepts permanently. In this ritual that
we did in which I gave back my robes, the abbot of the monastery (Wat
Bovornives) said, “If I had done anything wrong, please forgive me” in Pali.
I said the same thing, so there was this aspect of repentance.

Even though he was such a highly regarded monk (he was one of the
five Somdets of Thailand at the time, and later became the Sangharaja—
Supreme Patriarch of all the monks in Thailand—for a period of over 35
years). He had already been a monk for 40 or more years (and he was the
teacher of the king of Thailand before he took the throne) and I was young
and had only been a novice for a couple of months. Yet, he said those
words of repentance to me. I still remember that. It was so surprising (and
humbling) to me. That repentance was an important part of that ritual.

Question: What about if people come—Iet’s say they attend this ritual
and they don’t feel they have anything to be sorry for?

Dharma Master Heng Shun: If a person doesn’t have faith or believe
that they have created karmic offenses in the past or in past lives, then
they could just bow as a spiritual practice. I remember sometime after
Gold Mountain Monastery had moved to Chinatown from the Mission
District in San Francisco (the move occurred in the summer of 1986 and
the completion of the remodeling and official opening occurred on Chinese
New Year in 1987). I was the Master’s attendant. My mom was going to be
visiting. The Master told me that when my mom came I should encourage
her to bow to the Buddha in the main hall. Bowing in this circumstance is
not repentance. He gave me specific instructions on how I could encourage
her to bow.

He actually told me to mention three things or benefits of bowing.
I only remember the first two now. He said, “First, tell her that it's good
exercise. Second, tell her that it develops one’s humility.” So in that case,
one is not bowing in repentance, but more as a spiritual practice that brings
about these kinds of mundane benefits. We could call that using “skill-in
—means” to encourage people to bow.

A person may not necessarily believe that they did unwholesome things
in past lives, yet this is an important part of the Buddha’s teachings. All of
us have created a lot of good and bad karma in our many past lives, let alone
this life. However, you could still look upon bowing as a spiritual practice in
which you are developing your concentration or samadhi. You are focusing
your mind on this practice while at the same time engaging in the physical
movements involved in bowing.

I have one student who really enjoys bowing and finds it quite beneficial.
He’s able to concentrate on bowing, while doing the physical movements
involved in this practice. Since he loves to engage in physical exercise, he
gets a lot out of bowing. It’s not necessarily the same as focusing on a specific
meditation topic while sitting in meditation, but the bowing does have a
meditative, calming effect. Thus the bowing is a valuable meditative practice.

Question: The reason I ask is because I think repentance is quite
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difficult. The more arrogant you are, the
harder it is to feel sincere. It takes quite a
while to burn through that arrogance or
defensiveness saying, “That wasnt really
my fault” or “I didn’t really do anything” or
“That was so and so who did that.” And the
level of courage and honesty that it actually
takes to feel sorry and to actually get this level
of sincerity that you mention, sometimes I
think it comes over a long period of time.

Dharma Master Heng Shun: I agree.
As I mentioned before, when I first came to
Gold Mountain in 1974, doing the Great
Compassion Repentance once a week, took a
long time to adjust to. At that time I did not
have any of the kind of understanding of this
practice that I have now. So now, after 40
plus years, it is sometimes difficult for me
to realize how difficult it may be for new
people to accept, because this is something
that I have taken for granted now for several
decades.

Question: You mentioned the physical
aspect of bowing. You said that it is really
a thing you do with your body. What
connection do you think there may be with
the fact that this whole ritual is designed
to bring about some sort of transformation
through repentance? What role does the
body have to play in it?

Dharma Master Heng Shun: When
I think about bowing or worshipping the
Buddha, I always think of the Venerable
Master’s commentary on the last chapter of
the Avatamsaka Sutra, The Practices and Vows
of Samantabhadra Bodhisattva (Chapter 40).
These are lectures that he gave back in 1969
when he had just begun to teach Americans.
Therefore, his audience was people who were
just beginning to study Buddhism. In those
lectures he mentioned seven types of bowing
to the Buddha. He said that even Chinese
in the beginning didn’t want to bow when
Buddhism first came to China. And now
Americans don’t want to bow either. It is

just like what you mentioned before about
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| think that by putting your
head down to the ground in
such a humble way is really
important. You're putting the
highest part of your body,
you head, all the way down to
the ground, in reverence and
veneration to the Buddha.
This has a big impact on you

psychologically.
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how people have this kind of conceit and don’t want to humble
themselves in this way. So I think that this development of
humility is a more important aspect of bowing and repentance.

As far as how the physical aspects of bowing affect the
psychology of bowing, I'm not sure. I think that by putting
your head down to the ground in such a humble way is really
important. Youre putting the highest part of your body, your
head, all the way down to the ground, in reverence and veneration
to the Buddha. This has a big impact on you psychologically.

I remember in 1989 about 20 to 25 monks, nuns, and
laypeople had accompanied the Venerable Master on a lecture
tour in Taiwan for several weeks. Near the end of the visit in
which I served as the Venerable Master’s attendant, I asked him if
I could go to India to visit the Buddhist holy sites, from Taiwan.
The Master consented and told me to have two other monks go
with me.

Both of them loved to study and learn various kinds of
Buddhist rituals. Several months prior to our journey to Taiwan,
we had held a Bhikshu-Bhikshuni Ordination at the City of
10,000 Buddhas. One of the “certifying” monks for ordination
was a monk who had run a youth hostel in Bodhgaya (where the
Buddha became enlightened) for nearly 30 years. He had told
us that if we ever wanted to visit the holy sites to contact him
and he would arrange for everything during our visit. Thus I had
contacted him from Taiwan and just as he promised, he took care
of us from the time we arrived at the airport in Calcutta until the
time we left about ten days later. Now, I remember that we were
walking down a dirt road in Bodhgaya.

At that time in 1989, Bodhgaya was like a village. It was
pretty underdeveloped. Our monk host was walking down the
road with us, and then all of a sudden one of his students comes
and grabs his ankles with both of his hands and touches his head
to his feet on the ground. Then it suddenly hit me. “Oh, this is
what our bowing is all about.” It’s an ancient practice from the
time of the Buddha (or even earlier), where you take the highest
part of your body, your head, and put it down on the lowest
part, the feet, of the teacher. It’s a way of showing veneration and
respect. And this does not need to be done to a great spiritual
master; rather, one can show this kind of veneration to a spiritual
person. I realize that to do that takes a lot of humility. So I think

that this feeling of humility is the key to bowing. &
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