ER B
ooHi Fie

WHY IS BOWING SO IMPORTANT? i
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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 and Pu Cang
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The Ten Thousand
Buddhas Repentance
is extremely powerful

and efficacious.
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Question: For us, normal folks, who are currently
Ten Thousand Buddhas

Ceremony, how is this repentance different from other

bowing the Repentance
repentances?

Dharma Master Heng Shun: I remember the Master
teaching us that the Ten Thousand Buddhas Repentance is
extremely powerful and efficacious. Even karmic offenses
that are considered to be very difficult to repent of and
extinguish, can still be eradicated by doing this repentance.
This instruction on how efficacious this practice is sticks
out in my mind. I'm an ordinary person too. Bowing
this repentance has a lot of benefit, regardless of where
youre at in your cultivation, whatever way you do it, and

however you understand it.
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The Master taught us that
even karmic offenses
that are considered to be
very difficult to repent of
and extinguish, can still
be eradicated by doing

this repentance.
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In my own experience, I've learned that the more you
engage in this practice, the more meaningful it becomes.
However, like you said, it does take time. It might take
a lot of time, perhaps years. The Buddha taught that
patience is a very important quality to have in developing
one’s spiritual cultivation. I bowed the Ten Thousand
Buddhas Repentance for the first time in 1988, after I
did a personal repentance before the assembly and the
Venerable Master. The Master said to stay back here at the
City of 10,000 Buddhas. At the time I was the abbot of
Gold Mountain Monastery. He said, “Your offenses are so
great, you should do the repentance ceremony. Stay here
at the City and do the Ten Thousand Buddhas Repentance
Ceremony.”

Question: So this was after your own repentance?

Dharma Master Heng Shun: Yes, I did my own
repentance a few days before the Ten Thousand Buddhas
Repentance started in 1988. I did the Ten Thousand
Buddhas Repentance for the first time then in 1988 and
then I did it again in 1992, 1993, 1994, and 1995. Under
the Venerable Master’s direction, I started teaching in our
Developing Virtue Secondary School during the 1994-
1995 school year. Therefore, it has been a long time since
I've done the whole repentance ceremony. Right now
during this bowing session, I just do one bowing session
every morning with the students in my meditation class.

Question: One of the differences too is that we
primarily recite the names of the Buddhas as opposed to
doing a liturgy with a lot of prose. How do you think that
is different than other kinds of repentances? What’s the
power in the names of the Buddhas?

Dharma Master Heng Shun: There are a couple
of sutras, in which the names of the 88 Buddhas
are mentioned. We do the 88 Buddhas Repentance
Ceremony every other night as part of our Evening
Recitation Ceremony. A Buddhist scholar at UC Santa
Cruz, Dr. Raoul Birnbaum, did a book entitled “The
Healing Buddha” back in 1989. In this book he translated
some sutras that mention two groups of Buddhas’ names.
One has 53 names and the other group has 35 names.
Together they make up the names of the 88 Buddhas in
this repentance ceremony. In the sutras that he quotes,
they say that numerous living beings in the past became
fully enlightened Buddhas just by reciting the names of
the Buddhas in either one of these two lists. How much

the more efficacious is it to recite and bow to the names
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of all the 10,000 Buddhas in the Ten Thousand Buddhas
Repentance Ceremony.

Why does reciting and bowing to the Buddhas have
such tremendous merit and virtue? The way I explain it to
the seniors in my Buddhism class is as follows: Imagine a
being who creates good karma for millions and millions
of lifetimes. He amasses an incredible amount of punya
(blessings and merit) and then eventually becomes a
Buddha. This applies to the great Bodhisattvas as well. The
existence of the names of these Buddhas or Bodhisattvas,
which have been taught to us by the Buddha, has a deep
connection with the actual existence of these Buddhas
and Bodhisattvas and the tremendous amount of punya
or merit that they had amassed over those millions of
lifetimes. Just by saying their names, let alone, bowing
and showing sincere veneration, must also have a great
amount of good karma. This is because you're connecting
with this storehouse of merit, this incredible amount of
good karma, that they have accumulated over this very
long period of time. Therefore, the existence of their names
or anything else about these Buddhas and Bodhisattvas
has an immense storehouse of merit. Thus a person who
recites and bows to them also accesses and generates many
blessings.

Question: Do you know if the Master or anyone has
other commentaries on repentances?

Dharma Master Heng Shun: In the last chapter of
the Avatamsaka Sutra, Chapter 40 on the Practices and
Vows of Samantabhadra Bodhisattva, he talks about
repentance rather extensively. The fourth of the ten great
practices of Samantabhadra Bodhisattva is to repent and
reform of karmic obstacles. That vow is explained in the
sutra itself and the Venerable Master’s commentary gives
an even more detailed explanation of what this practice
means. The Master also gave a very detailed lecture on
a separate verse entitled, “The Verse of Repentance and
Reform” that is not part of the Avatamsaka Sutra per se.

Question: Samantabhadra Bodhisattva is such an
important part of the repentance. We begin each session
by reciting Homage to Samantabhadra Bodhisattva in
Chinese (Namo Pu Xian Pusa) three times because he is
the host of the Sutra of the Buddha Proclaims the Names
of Buddhas (the Sutra used for the 10,000 Buddhas
Repentance Ceremony).

Dharma Master Heng Shun: He’s the Dharma-

host of that sutra. He’s also the host of the Avatamsaka
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The existence of the
names of these Buddhas
or Bodhisattvas, which
have been taught to us
by the Buddha, has a
with

deep connection

the actual existence
of these Buddhas and
Bodhisattvas and the
tremendous amount of
punya or merit that they
had amassed over those

millions of lifetimes.
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He said that our daily spiritual
cultivation is analogous
to eating food everyday.
It is just something we
have to do each day to
support and sustain our

“wisdom or spiritual life”.
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Sutra. And at the end of the Lotus Sutra there’s a chapter
about him called “The Encouragement of Samantabhadra
Bodhisattva.” There is also a Sutra related to the Lotus
Sutra, which is called 7he Visualization of Samantabhadra
Bodpisattva Sutra. This Sutra has an extremely elaborate
description of how one can visualize Samantabhadra
Bodhisattva, his six-tusked white elephant and all the
many adornments associated with them. It is a pretty
amazing meditation and visualization practice.

Question: When you first bowed the Ten Thousand
Buddhas Repentance, was it hard for you because of so
many Buddhas’ names and you probably didnt know that
many Chinese characters?

Dharma Master Heng Shun: I had already been a
monk for over 12 years when I first did the Ten Thousand
Buddhas Repentance. Therefore, it wasn’t so hard. I enjoy
doing physical activity. Before I was a monk I loved to play
sports and I was pretty athletic. As I mentioned earlier, in
1988 the Master had told me to stay at the City to do the
repentance. On the second or third day of bowing, the
Master came into the Buddha Hall while I was bowing
with the assembly and signaled to me that he wanted to
talk to me. So I came to the side of the bowing cushions
where the Master was, and he said to me in Chinese,
“There is a rakshasa ghost who wants your life. If you mess
up again, youre finished!” Needless to say, after hearing
that, I got even more sincere and earnest in my bowing.

Question: What responses did you get from the Ten
Thousand Buddhas Repentance?

Dharma Master Heng Shun: I just felt good, that’s all.
I had great enjoyment in doing it. I like doing a Buddhist
practice like this that involves a lot of physical movement.
The Master always taught us not to be concerned or to
seek for some sort of good result or special experience
in our spiritual practice. He said that our daily spiritual
cultivation is analogous to eating food everyday. It is just
something we have to do each day to support and sustain
our “wisdom or spiritual life” and there is really no need
to think about what kind of good result we get from it.
Whatever results you attain will occur naturally.

Question: Reading the letter of your account at your
parents home and the very vivid description of what
could be these karmic threads that were literally holding
you back, that’s a very powerful response. One could even
think that maybe it was many years that led up to that.

Dharma Master Heng Shun: Thats from reciting
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the Chapter on the Practices and Vows of Samantabhadra
Bodhisattva. I still recited it (at that time in my parent’s
home) as my core practice. I had first memorized it back
in the late 70’s. It takes me about 40 minutes to recite it
one time. Some people recite fast. I don’t like to recite
it too fast. I like to recite at a moderate pace so I can
visualize what I am reciting. I recite in Chinese of course.
When I recite and visualize I often cannot tell whether my
thoughts are in Chinese or English. When I was one of
the Venerable Master’s assistants and attendant for several
years, I was speaking more Chinese than English in my
daily life. To this day, Chinese to me is almost like English
especially when reciting this chapter.

Question: That’s really interesting because I was
going to just ask you quickly about vows, the power of
vows. That’s one of the huge things of the Chapter on the
Practices and Vows of Samantabhadra Bodhisattva.

Dharma Master Heng Shun: The Master taught that
we should always say our vows in the morning and in the
evening reflect on how well we have fulfilled them. When I
go to morning ceremony, I always recite my vows as [ walk
to the Buddha Hall. I recite some verses and my vows.
Vows are very important. 'm always mindful of the vows
that I've made. Everybody’s got different vows and we've
all publicly stated them when we first became novices
and monks. Whenever I think of public vows, I also
think of repentance, because they would usually happen
at the same time. That is, right after a person would do
a repentance, he or she would usually make vows. There
were also times when people would make vows on their
own. This did not occur very often.

I remember once a monk made a vow at the old
Gold Mountain Monastery on 15th Street in the Mission
District of San Francisco. He had already been a monk
for a year or two. He was going to make a vow only to eat
raw food—nothing else. As soon as he made that vow, the
Master called out from his Dharma seat and said, “No! You
can’t make that vow.” He said that’s not a good vow. The
Master said in trying to keep that type of vow, it would
end up having very negative results for him. He told him
right on the spot in front of everyone. For me vows are
much more connected with the present life. One of my
vows is that I will do a certain number of recitations of
the Chapter on the Practices and Vows of the Bodhisattva
Samantabhadra every day in order to transfer merit on

behalf of my late mother.
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You should always say
your vows in the morning
and in the evening reflect
on how well you have
fulfilled them.
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Doing It takes some type
of strong daily spiritual
practice to change these
habits. Repentance is a
great help in changing
these habits.
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Question: How would you describe what karmic
obstructions are?

Dharma Master Heng Shun: These are bad habit
patterns. An example of this would be the habit of getting
angry in certain situations. We need to refrain from getting
angry regardless of the circumstances. Karmic obstructions
refer to the unwholesome things we do as a force of habit.
It is very hard to get out of these unwholesome karmic
grooves that we've created over a long period of time. It
takes some type of strong daily spiritual practice to change
these habits. Repentance is a great help in changing these
habits, too.

Question: Your training with the Master was done
under his rigorous standards. That’s one of the things
that is very clear about the Master; it’s that he had high
standards. This is not the Buddhism of convenience;
rather, this is real serious cultivation. You have to work
hard or bitter work with practices that are difficult. And
they are difficult for a reason. Why do you think that’s
important?

Dharma Master Heng Shun: The Master in so many
situations would emphasize having patience with difficult
situations, psychologically and even physically. I remember
my repentance in February of 1992. The Master would
come up every week to give Dharma talks. I have detailed
notes of everything the Master said during these Dharma
talks. T remember once he said that while sitting in full
lotus, even if your legs are going to fall off, you should
still endure the pain. He said, “Don’t worry! The pain will
subside.”
like this.

The first Pratimoksha (Rule for Buddhist Monastics)
spoken by the Buddha to 1250 Arhats shortly after his

enlightenment only consists of three sets of verses. The

He taught the importance of having patience

middle set of verses is well known: “Not doing any evil,
doing all good, purifying the mind—this is the teaching
of the Buddhas.”

the first verse, which begins,

Most people are not so familiar with
“Patience (Kshanti) is
the foremost virtue.” (The entire verse is: Patience is the
foremost virtue. Nirvana is supreme, say the Buddpas. He
who harms another is not one who has “gone forth.” Nor is he
a Shramana who afflicts others.) 1 think that means being
patient with both physical pain and difficult situations.
That’s what I tell new people who visit the City of 10,000
Buddhas like this young man who is currently visiting the

monastery from Canada. He has such difficulty in being
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patient. I told him to do more merit in the temple. This
is based on many years experience under the tutelage of
the Venerable Master. And even when I was in Thailand
before I studied under the Master, I received similar advice
from other teachers.

I remember when I first visited the monastery of
Ajahn Maha Bua in Udon Thani in 1973. I told him that
I felt scared in his forest monastery (Wat Pa Baan Taad),
which was a thickly wooded jungle with all kinds of living
creatures. | asked him what I should do to overcome this
fear. I was a lay person then. He said, “Just create more
merit.” He told me that my fear was due to my lack of
blessings and merit.

Having been at Gold Mountain Monastery and here
at the City of 10,000 Buddhas for so many years, I've
observed quite a lot of people come and go. Those people
who have difficulty usually have a lot of false thinking
about the things that are wrong in the environment or the
people they meet. They frequently look at others’ faults or
things that they feel are wrong. I have found that if they
create merit by doing more work for the monastery, they
become much more comfortable and their fault-finding
mind becomes greatly diminished.

Question: How do you think that works, why?

Dharma Master Heng Shun: I don’t know, I just
see that over and over again. There are people who work
hard for the temple and create merit. Then they feel
comfortable. They just feel physically and psychologically
more at ease. They don’t have so much of finding fault in
other people or their circumstances. The human mind is
such that we tend to see a lot of faults in others and in
our environment. The Buddha said it is so easy to see the
faults of others, but very hard to see our own faults. The

Venerable Master’s verse says it quite well:

Return the Light, Reflect Within
Truly recognize your own shortcomings.
Do not speak of the faults of others.
Others faults are just my own faults.
The revelation that we are all the same

is called Great Compassion. &
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The Buddha said it so
easy to see the faults of
others, but very hard to

see our own faults.
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