Untie the Knot of Guilt
AR BRI A S

A Dharma Talk Given by Randall Peterson to on January 20, 2020 at the City of Ten Thousand Buddhas

Chinese Translated by Liu Rui and Janet Lee

B3 E202051 A 20 B 35 E bR K
Bl&~FKp FF

I'm going to talk about
guilt. But, first here is a
quote from the Anguttara
Nikaya: “Three things by
which a wise person may
be known. First, he sees a
shortcoming as it is, when
he sees it. Second, he tries

to correct it. Third, when

another acknowledges his
shortcoming, the wise one,

forgives this as he should.”

Let us define two types
of guilt. The simple fact one does something and feels bad
about it is one. The other is seeing or projecting one’s mistakes
while not knowing what to do about them or refusing to
correct them. The second is the cause of a lot of mental
suffering in the West. Now the second form of guilt leads
to negative paralyzing emotions based on non-acceptance of
oneself or the situation one is in, and that leads to depression
and frustration rather than change or improvement.

Guilt is usually a negative focus upon oneself. As an
example, one might believe, “I am an evil person. I can’t bear
being myself. I am unworthy.” Even religious people may
experience this. It can also turn into a self-deprecating from
laziness. This can lead to self hatred, and certainly contributes
to a lack of self-confidence.

Instead of realizing that one’s actions are incorrect, one
feels as if one is unworthy, as if one is intrinsically bad. And,
this sense of “I am bad,” can have devastating psychological
effects.
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In Buddhism, the “I have done something bad,” kind of
guilt is categorized as a disturbed attitude. One does not see
the situation clearly, and this may well be a tricky form of
repentance that is self-centered.

We must face what we have done and make a commitment
to break the cycle. In meditation, we can contemplate whether
this action was motivated by desire, hatred, or ignorance. We
can realize it was wrong, and we do not want to do it again in
the future.

When we encounter situations in the future that elicit guilt,
there are seven antidotes one can use to counteract guilt or self-
blame. The first antidote is to reflect on responsibility. Often
it may prove that the situation was not one’s sole responsibility
or fault. Blaming oneself for every negative thing that happens
is a form of ignorance and self-centeredness. Obviously, if one
is careless or deliberately caused a problem, then one should
take responsibility and see to it that they never repeat this
regrettable action.

The second antidote is to reflect on one’s motivation. An
act done with positive intentions, especially one unmotivated
by self-interest is not as negative as an act done with harmful
intentions. Although others may have been harmed by it. The
suffering experienced by others was also the result of their own
karma.

The third antidote is changing or accepting. If you can
change yourself or the situation, change it. If you can’t, accept
it.

A fourth antidote is to analyze why one feels guilty and
to find the ability to forgive as one recognizes that forgiveness
is possible when one realizes the situation one faced, and the
responses were all part of the human condition.

For the fifth antidote, we must recognize that in this life we
make mistakes. If we can’t forgive ourselves, we will also not be
able to forgive others.

For the sixth antidote, do a reality check with others, to
help overcome feelings of guilt and shame. Talking through
a situation of concern with someone you trust to see if your
reasons for feeling guilty are actually valid.

The seventh antidote is to realize emptiness as an ultimate
cure for all delusions. Realizing emptiness will also rid our
mind of guilt as it destroys all negative emotions at the root. In
summation, try to transform lack of confidence, ignorance, and

mental paralysis with the purification of repentance, forgiving
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oneself, experiencing love and compassion for oneself,
practicing equanimity, being open minded, checking in
with trusted advisors, and use all of these to turn wisdom
into positive action and fearlessness.

I want to share another thought with regard to self-
confidence. At one time, I experienced a great deal of stress
about my bad karma. I inquired about it, and I discussed
it with my teacher. He asked me if I had undergone a
repentance ceremony. And I told him that I had done so
three times, and then he said, “Do you have true faith?” And
I thought I did. “But then by doubting, by continueing to
feel guil, after having undergone the repentance ceremonies,
if you still feel guilt, then you do not have true faith,” he
replied to me, so we have built in for us here, the means for
erasing our karmic hindrances that we have taken advantage
of. If we don’t accept the power of the repentance ceremony,
we are negating all of our effort from participating in that
ceremony. That seems to be self-destructive. So I urge
everyone to accept themselves as human beings, and to
practice true repentance to eliminate unnecessary guilt and
self-blame.

There isa traditional verse of repentance “Samantabhadra
Bodhisattva’s Conduct and Vows” from Chapter forty of the
Avatamsaka Sutra. The verse goes like this, “For all the evil
deeds I have done in the past created by body, mouth and mind
from beginningless greed, hatred, and delusion. I now know
shame and repent them all.”

But actually, the true practice of Buddhist repentance
is not so much the asking for divine forgiveness. It is the
clear recognition of our unskillful actions (of body, speech,
and mind) done intentionally or without mindfulness,
which are the results of our lack of compassion and wisdom
originating from our unwholesome attachments, aversions,
and delusions. After recognizing our misgivings caused
by our unskillful actions, we make resolutions to be as
mindful as we can, so as to never repeat them under any
circumstances. In this sense, repentance is about forgiving
oneself through expressing regret for unskillful actions, and
turning over a new leaf absolving oneself of unhealthy guilt
while renewing determination to further avoid evil, do good,
and purify the mind with greater diligence.

If you truly practice repentance properly, you won't be

bothered by unhealthy guilt anymore. &
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