Discussing The Wondrous Dharma Door of
Bowing Repentances from Song of the Skin Bag

SRIBSBOFFEAFT — — i KRE&RERD) ki

A Dharma Talk Given by Dharma Master Heng Chih at the City of Ten Thousand Buddhas on April 23, 2019
Chinese translation by Bhikshuni Jin Jing
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We will look at a few lines from the Elder Master Xuyun’s
Song of the Skin Bag about bowing and repentance.

Indulging ignorance, creating ten evils,

We deplete our energy by scheming and reap the world’s scorn.
Weapons, armies, plagues, droughts and floods

—much misery is borne!

Famines and wars are more and more frequent at every turn.

At a time Elder Master Xuyun composed this song, he
was 19 years old and not yet a monastic. In these verses, he
tries to convince himself to enter monastic life by looking at
the world. He asks himself: “Why would I want to remain
in the world? Why wouldn’t I want to join the monastic
Sangha?”

He says he indulges ignorance.Basically according to
Buddhism, ignorance is sort of our engine. It’s what drives

us. It’s our machine. All of our activity, our thinking, and our

speaking goes back to ignorance. We indulge in ignorance
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throughout our whole life. And the ten evils, which relate to
things we do wrong with our body, our mouth, and our mind,
are based in ignorance.

In the next stanzas, Elder Master Xuyun talks about war. In
our day and age, war is more like guerrilla warfare, because of
unexpected attacks occurring where you could hardly believe
they would happen; youre never quite sure these days what

attacks might occur when and where.

The daily news is fearful, full of strange forebodings.
Earthquakes, tidal waves, devastating landslides:
What can we do while caught in this age and time?

This surely is the result of evil done in former lives.

Again, remember, Master Yun is convincing himself to look
very honestly at the kind world we live in. He wrote this when
he was 19; he died in the 1950s, so the world he was looking
at then, you could say, was much better than the time we are in
now.

That happened after we visited some monasteries in New
York. We were looking around, and I saw this place set up with
bowing cushions and stands with books on them. And I asked,

“What's that?” Because I'd never seen that kind of set-up before.

I remember something Venerable
Master Hua said once. I think he was \VE,
talking about when Bodhidharma went
to China, and was describing how
Buddhism seemed to be there and yet
it really wasnt. He said nobody knew
how to bow repentances, and I always
found that comment strange for many,
many years. Why would not knowing
how to bow repentances be evidence
that the Buddhadharma was not really
there? Of course, at that time I was not
even a nun, and even after I became
a monastic, it was some years before
the Master introduced us to bowing

repentances.
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The First Ten Thousand Buddhas Jeweld Repentance held in 1983
at the City of Ten Thousand Buddhas.
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If a country or collective group of people don’t even know that they have to take care of the karma
from their former lives, then of course, to go on into the depths of meditation is not going to really

work.
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The Master replied, “They’re bowing repentances.” After that,
he began to teach us how to bow repentances. So it took some
years of being monastics before we even knew what bowing in
repentance entailed.

If a country or a collective group of people don’t even know
that they have to take care of the karma from their former lives
as Elder Master Xuyun says here, then of course to go on into
the depths of meditation is not going to really work. Anyway,
that’'s how I came to understand why one sign of the Proper
Dharma being in a place is that people bow repentances. Now,

that is happening here.

Faced with such adversity, we can fall into worse confusion.
But even when poor and unfortunate,

we can start having good thoughts.

Initiating good thoughts, we can enter the monastic life and
bow to the Dharma King.

Repent and reform our offenses. Then our blessings can grow.

Elder Master Xuyun says we need to initiate good thoughts.
We can enter the monastic life and bow to the Buddhas, repent
and reform of our karma, and then our blessings grow.

We've talked about bowing to the Dharma Kings and to
their names while repenting and reforming of our obstacles.
Elder Master Xuyun concludes that from such actions we can
amass blessings. Blessings are different from merit and virtue. I
think virtue is a kind of invisible quality that can increase our
compassion and wisdom, allowing us to know what to do in
any situation.

I've come to learn in my over fifty years here that when
I run out of merit, then things dont go as well. I find I am
running out of steam, getting nervous, getting bored, or being
unable do jobs. But when I do tasks well from start to finish,
I can generate merit. Sweeping leaves, weeding, cleaning, and

cooking—all these things I see as merit-generating. Once your
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merit builds up again, then at some point you'll just know.
Then, if you go back to the job that previously wasnt going
well, you will find there to be no more obstacles and all
works out fine. So I see merit as hard work, when it’s needed.

Here Elder Master Xuyun says that by bowing we can
increase our blessings. I think all of you have blessings or
you wouldn’t be here. It’s really hard to be able to come and
stay in such a place of blessings and to be able to do good
deeds. We should not look lightly on these blessings, and we
need to continue to develop them. There’s a Chinese idiom
that goes something like: if you just use up your blessings
and don’t generate more, then when your blessings are gone,
your life will change, whether that change occurs in this life
or the next life. Therefore if you put aside whatever you are
using up your time and energy on and instead come here
to practice, and you very consistently and diligently bow
repentances, you are, according to Elder Master Xuyun,
generating blessings.

We are here following Master Huas traditions. He
advocated that we bowing repentances. We know that
beginning from when Master Hua young, he did a lot
of bowing on behalf of many less fortunate people who
wouldn’t know to do it themselves or who couldn’t bow.
Later when the Master came to this country, he continued to
advocate bowing. As I've mentioned before, as an American,
making a bow was a foreign element to me, let alone bowing
a repentance. Master Hua advocated that before anyone
takes three refuges, five precepts, novice precepts, or enter
the precept platform leading to full ordination, they should
bow often, all the time, every day.

Elder Master Xuyun’s mother passed away five days
after he was born. He grieved and felt responsible for that,
so he took a very, very long bowing pilgrimage. So Elder
Master Xuyun also advocated bowing as the way to clear
up karma. I just want to say that for your body, mouth and
mind karma, you can do a lot of clearing up in the next two
or three weeks. We all can. And how fortunate we are to
have come through the lineages from Elder Master Xuyun
to Venerable Master Hua to our present state of being and
to know this wonderful Dharma of being able to bow in

order to reduce our karma. &
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