Repentance: A Pure, Wondertul Dharma Door
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Q & A with Dharma Master Heng Chih during the 2016 Ten Thousand Buddhas’ Jeweled Repentance
Chinese Translated by Cindy Wang & Lianlian Wu
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(continued)

Question: As you have continued practicing repentance
(beyond that first week’s experience,) has it changed
over time?

Dharma Master Heng Chih: We studied the Shurangama
Sutra. 'The Shurangama Sutra is profound. It is profound in large
part because it actually explains what’s going on in the world
today. Some of the other Mahayana sutras deal with much
more expansive, esoteric, and philosophical things. But, the
Shurangama Sutra gets down to the nitty-gritty of why we are,
who we are and how we came to be all of that, so that was easy.
The Master was explaining that sutra, and so then as things came
up, they would also come up in our meditation, during the six or
seven hours a day when we sat.

In the beginning, we didn’t have the language (Chinese). We
were Americans. We didn’t recite sutras like those in the countries
where Buddhism flourishes, such as the daily chanting of the
Avatamsaka Sutra here at the City of Ten Thousand Buddhas.
In the beginning, the Master did not teach us to chant sutras
because the sutras were not yet in English. So, there were many
rituals that came later. The meng shan, sutra recitation, and
bowing repentances came much later.

The concentration at the beginning in terms of repentance
was the Shurangama Mantra. It was the catalyst along with
meditation and, of course, the presence of the Master. We were
learning the mantra by heart, and it was extremely powerful. I
truly believe—I don’t have any proof, but I truly believe—that it

was the catalyst for helping us get ourselves cleaned up.
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Question: Can you say something about the nature of the
connection between repentance and transference of merit?

Dharma Master Heng Chih: I can try. Repentance is done in terms of
karma. There’s karma before the act, during the act, and after the act.
That is we have a mind-set before we do something. For instance, if
you plan it before the act, you premeditate it. So you can premeditate
a good deed, or you can premeditate a bad deed. You can’t change
that after it's happened. After you've gone from premeditating to
doing it, you can't really go back to the premeditation at the point.
You could stop in the middle of doing it and not do it, you could
change what you thought you were going to do in the premeditation
once you start doing it. But you can’t change however much you've
done. So, repentance deals with the last of the three aspects involved
in creating karma—which is after the fact.

By repenting, you can change your karma. You can lighten your
karma by being sorry. That is in the vinaya, and there are actually
formulas for that detailing, how much you're able to lighten your
karma and so forth. It’s complicated. But in general, if you sincerely
repent after the fact, you can change the weight of what you did.
Suppose you did something good, suppose you decide you were going
to be philanthropic and you wanted to give money to a hospital. You
premeditate, you decide which hospital and you do it, and then after
the fact you're left with the good karma of having done it. But you
can change the weight of that outcome. Say in addition you transfer
the merit—then there is even more goodness generated.

The same would be true if you did a negative act and you were
sorry. Through your repentance you can change the weight of that
bad deed. Say you're bowing now, and you remember something you
did, and so you bow every day and then transfer the merit at the end
of the day. The transfer of merit is going to increase the benefits of
repentance. It can change your karma after the fact. It can lighten it.
In the case of a good deed, it can expand it.

So in your question that begins “Many repentance liturgies tell
us to repent for horrible things, killing our parents...” you ask if we
found that hard to believe—that we had done such things in the
past. For my part, I just ask myself: “How do we know we didnt
do those things?” And that’s pretty much how I handled that. They
sound very far-fetched if you will, or way beyond the scope of our
particular human capabilities, and yet how do we know we didn’t?
So, what does it hurt to repent of those things? We might have done

them, so we may as well.
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Question: We watch the news, and it’s not theory. It’s heart
rending real problems. How to have compassion for some
of the things going on, some of the people who do atrocious
things?

Dharma Master Heng Chih: The Shurangama Mantra, can even
mitigate the most horrific things we might have done—and that
others are doing. But there has to be a lot of trust in the mantra and

some actual practice of it, study of it, understanding of it.

Question: Can you talk about your own process in terms of past
lives?

Dharma Master Heng Chih: Are we talking about horrible things? I
don’t have any knowledge of past lives nor am I particularly interested
in trying to dig them up. I certainly continue to repent of all of these
horrific things. 'm not sure what else to say about my “process.” I have
no spiritual powers, so I don’t see beyond what you see.

Audience: But you do the repentance is the point.

Dharma Master Heng Chih: Sure. Its wonderful.

Audience: Why is it wonderful?

Dharma Master Heng Chih:First of all, you clean yourself up. Some
may ask “What does cleaning mean?” I guess you have to experience it
to know it, and I suspect many of you have. You know, you go in and
bow and pretty soon you're all tingly and lighter and more positive in
your mind set, and those are things that just seem to happen when you
do repentance. Maybe it’s a humbling factor, maybe it’s the fact that
the Buddhas and Bodhisattvas who are protecting us respond, give us

a shot in the arm or whatever. So, that’s always verifiable to me.

Question: Have you ever had a memorable repentance
experience yourself?

Dharma Master Heng Chih: Well, I won't talk about it personally,
though, yes, of course, I have. But I'll describe a system called “Tell the
assembly” that the Master set it up. Using this method of repentance,
the four assemblies together listening. If someone wanted to repent,
the Master would first have the person let him know basically what he
were going to talk about before it happened. And the Master might
offer some guidance. But then, the person wishing to repent would
go to the center of the hall and very formally, with the sitting cloth
opened up completely—like when we request Dharma—make three

bows, kneel and then speak to the master, but everybody got to listen.
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And, it was very effective, because if you could pull up the dark
things that you never want to look at and actually verbalize
them—they would go away.

The Mahayana verse in liberating life ceremony is the one
that says: if you can forget about your karmic offenses then they
are gone. It’s a very good verse description of what happens
in repentance. And that's what would happen! It wasn't like
something you got; it was as though something you gave away.
So, those of us listening, after many of those—could tell almost
immediately when someone started their repentance whether or
not it was going to be effective or not, because you could tell
whether they dug deep enough and were brave enough to talk
about what they had done.

And if they could do that, then the things would go away.
That is one kind of repentance formula; there are other ways
repentance can happen, some of which are more individual. I
try to do a lot of counseling, listening to people, and that’s one

way repentance seems to show up if the person feels safe enough.

Question: How is the experience of the ten thousand
buddhas’ repentance, different from some other ?

Dharma Master Heng Chih: The emperor Liang’s repentance
was written by a Ch’an Master for Emperor Liang for what he
needed. The Water Repentance was written by a Ch’an Master
for another emperor who needed something. So, there’s a
historic context to some of the repentances. That doesn’t mean
that they don’t have a universal function, beyond being able to
do what it was initially written to do.

But, the 10,000 Buddhas Repentance doesn’t derive its
beginnings from something historic. I dont think of it that
way; I see it as being a template for the scope of the Mahayana.
The Buddha’s names just go on and on and on, and you realize
that each one of them has a world, and that those worlds have
locations, and those Buddhas have their retinues, and you know

the whole thing is huge.

Question: This is a really beginner level question that
I’'m embarrassed to ask. When we say these names, are
we inviting them into the hall with us? Are they coming?
Are these Buddhas and Bodhisattvas invoked and come
to oversee us?

30! &MIERE ZO0—NENB

FZ& RN - AR AIE EARS - FESNE
{E N EREEFSE] - SRt T R A R R R
FRARBEIE B CAEA A IE R Ay A 2L B i 5% 52 L
Ko EMFTUERT -

PRIV AE RIS > A—(EiEER © "o
CIRRMIRZE - BRI BEENE -, 58 —F
AR i EEEE gAY | #iE
EEERT - ARARBERETE - MR IRAEE
(HIEE - S2hNEET 2 REVEERR 2% - GEH
ANbitaEE - OMEFETRAI AT LIS B
BEEE] > B A A ek R R R T
DU SR EIMt FIIZ1S50 R 502%€ - DAR SR 49 BB EY
-7 B CHGEHE -

WIERA I ERE MR - AOEIRERL &K -
AL —f T > SSMA % fE - [F
B r] AR ARy Y > 3 2R LR E A HY -
B IRHBR 2 5Ens - PSR T HEE - X7
BT e S IR > DUt RE 2 E I R AR
Ho.

MIRE « & PR AR A (AR 2

THFFIERG © CREW) 22— EemER Ry

AYEKRIMIE - ( ZBRKHR) 2 — L AT ESS

— L EFFHVEKIMAE - HERE T E > BOCR IR

SRR (N R S B LY E )
B MAERARAR -

{ERE OPEAYIRE > SRR EE S5
> 2OWABER R - HEINE > ERET
RIFEFERIZZ B > TR E — &8 N —EHIRE
o BUEEE-BhE A tEbr AR - =
(&t SR AL —(E T - I (EEFE &S
R RRARAE R AR ZE e 1B R R -

M AR AR — (IR R
A o BRI AVIRHE - R R BEE TAR A
B 2 A ok 7 S SE EBOR A RE - &
AR AN 2

TEFFAN « fRe] DU - 1858 2B IR £
ERF - WUTE > ALEEIPEE ZAEU - KR
= AR LA - (EHON R R R B (R
BE o



Dharma Master Heng Chih: I guess you can say that. I think it’s
going to be what your take on it is. But, yes, there are some rituals
where you are definitely inviting. When the Three Refuges and Five
Precepts are transmitted, the presiding monks do invite the Buddhas.
In the contemplation during bowing in the Great Compassion
Repentance, it's layer upon layer, I see myself here in this bubble, but
I also see that bubble and that Buddha and me bowing and all these
different, so it can expand out. There are also Contemplations of the
Dharma Realm that are associated with the Avatamsaka, and they do
that.
Audience: Those are quite amazing because also you see, it’s personal
and also beyond the limitation of your personal-ness. It’s both at the

same time. That to me is just wow, quite amazing.

Question: We’ve discussed the action. What about emotions in
bowing?

Dharma Master Heng Chih: They diminish with cultivation.
According to the Master’s way of teaching, it's not that you cry and it’s
cathartic; he would say, you cry and the ghosts come. You leave a place
open for them.

The impact of emotions is discussed in the Shurangama Sutra:
The Buddhas charts from pure reason to total emotion, using the
analogy of air and water. Water, representing emotion, flows down; air,
representing reason, rises up. The obvious extension of that analogy
is to change the emotion into reason and not cognitive reason, but
wisdom. So, although many people experience emotions when they
first encounter Buddhism, or when they sincerely repent, clearly the
object is to diminish the emotions.

Finally, let us discuss the meaning of Karmavachana. It’s a formal
meeting. Everything in the vinaya done by the Sangha formally is a
karmavacana. For instance, Taking Refuge is karmavacana. When
a karmavacana is needed, there is usually an initial announcement
and then during the meeting itself there will be three announcements
followed by three responses. So, in Taking Refuge we say the Three
Refuges three times in different ways. &
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Why do we bow to the Buddhas? First, it is to get rid of our arrogance. Second, is to be more soft nature which means

not being hard in heart. It will also give rise to respectfulness. — By Venerable Master Hua
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