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Opening to Repentance

Reflecting on the recent DRBU Contemplative Exercise Immersion,

“Bowing as Heart Cleansing”
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As someone coming to Buddhism through the Pali tradition, I had never
engaged repentance as a formal practice. At the beginning of last week’s
Contemplative Exercise Immersion on “Bowing as Heart Cleansing,” led
by Prof. Marty Verhoeven, you could even say I was quite “unrepentant.”

I spent the first day of bowing working with the three refuges and
inviting in something like the grace of God when I bowed down in the
striking way modeled for us, with upturned hands. I could not see the
sense in forcibly cultivating an attitude of regret. But I saw the value of
aspiring to be a vessel of grace rather than a vessel of poison, and the
attitude of upturned palms spoke to me at that visceral, bodily level. The
thought, “Alright, do you want to be a vessel of grace, or a vessel of poison?

(You have to choose!)” reverberated through my being throughout the day.
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On the second day, on the wise, skillful, and compassionate
advice of DM Jin Jr Shi, I thought I should at least start slipping
in an “I'm sorry”, which she had suggested was repentance in its
simplest form. That little haphazardly inserted “I'm sorry” was a

surprisingly powerful seed! It grew, seemingly of its own accord,

. «r . . . »
into an “I'm sorry for my acts of craving, aversion and delusion,

and gradually, “I'm sorry for my many deeds of body, speech, and
mind done out of craving, aversion, and delusion”— before I knew
it, the repentance verse was more or less coming out fully formed
and sincerely from my heart in every bow. I was reflecting on past
acts. I was warming to repentance. I was perhaps receiving the grace
that on the first day I had sought.

On the third day, Marty’s morning talk was powerful, and cut
deep into my mind, shaking me to the core. It connected the idea
of repentance with the devastating toll we've taken on other forms
of life on earth (driving untold quantities of species to extinction)
and on the earth itself. This reflection struck such a deep chord, I
burst into tears, and emptied myself out during bowing, begging
the earth for forgiveness for the damage we've wrecked on her and,
in doing so, unwittingly, on ourselves. I realized amidst sobs of
remorse and too-late regret that I was part of the problem.

Not only, in the midst of environmental breakdown and
ecological collapse, could I/we not even give up so little as every day
plastics or fossil fuels, or organize to replant forests — convenience
and habit somehow outweighing existential necessity —more
than that, I had myself contributed so much craving, aversion, and
delusion to the general pool of craving, aversion, and delusion
fueling humankind’s incessant drive to consume and destroy, and
in so doing cut through our own roots. I was part of the problem
as much as anyone else. I grieved my role, and the loss that we now
stand facing, every day more apparent, because of it— the damage
done, too late to do anything about except regret.

So I poured out abject regret. My perfunctorily inserted “I'm
sorry” had grown into a full-blown cathartic cleansing of the heart.
I felt a closeness and communion with the earth I'd never felt as
I grasped her feet and begged forgiveness. I felt sorrow, but also
strangely comforted during this act of expressing it, as if receiving
a hug back from the mother we've so wronged, in the midst of
pouring out my grief and humiliation. Only the earth could be so
forgiving.

On the fourth day of the retreat, I expected this sentimental
sense of reverence and remorse experienced toward the earth might

return; but to my surprise, it didn’t. Instead, it broadened: not just
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the earth; I've destroyed so many things! Every act of craving
or aversion, every selfish, ego-centric action: every one of
these was spreading poison, instead of medicine, corrupting
so many countless little things with virtually every action
taken over the course of a lifetime. My whole life I'd been
the vessel of poison. Memories of strong emotions from
childhood started welling up to the surface; I looked back
on myself with pity and remorse.

I'd taken such a toll on myself, on my family, on everyone
with whom I'd come in contact. I denounced each act that
came to mind, each impression of past anger or passion or
self-serving arrogance that surfaced. I cringed to recall all
the occasions, each of which was a tiny act of offering poison
to the world, and those around me — those whom I loved
most. I'd contributed so many drops of poison to the pool we
drink from. Walking back from this final round of bowing, I
felt a lightness and a clearing in the lower parts of my body
that I recognized from other practices and realized that this
attitude of repentance was a powerful way of generating
what in Pali we call adosa, alobha, and amoha: the forces of

“non-aversion,” “non-craving,” and “non-delusion,” which
have a powerful purifying effect on mind and body.

It’s only in the wake of such cleansing that our hearts
and higher regions can open, and give rise to metta,

“love,” karuna, “compassion,” mudita, “joy,” and upekkha,
“equanimity.” And these— the grace, perhaps, I'd sought
— began to flow. I started to realize, to some small extent,
over these few days, the power of that seed, “I'm sorry”, and
the tremendous force of purification it could grow into. I'd
started to appreciate, and understand the value and the
power of repentance. It also struck me how on the basis of
this practice, later on, throughout the day, any wayward
thought of craving or aversion that arose stood out as so
blatantly, glaringly hypocritical and embarrassing, in the
light of that earlier practice.

Thus the strong mental, physical, and emotional
impression of the bowing practice had a beneficial effect on
“mindfulness” as well (my practice of some 20 years). I felt
great joy on recognizing the usefulness, validity, and power
of this practice, new to me as it was, and getting a taste (even
if only a fleeting, small taste) of its benefits. I am grateful to
DRBU and to CTTB for having had this precious, magical,
and deeply gratifying opportunity. May we all be vessels of

grace, not of poison, in the world. &

36| EMERE —0_—FNS

TEERENBES - INFRES - (Hiaai
BFEIZE > (B E ARG EHE ERE - ¥
ZREHIRHHBEA R - AR e E
{eﬁ o

HEAVEIUR - IR DA Ry S i R M = A
RiBHYIESEEHK  (HORETNE » MEZ
H o RIMHEKR o NMESEBIK © Pehessd 17 AR
ZRPE | B EEsENT A > SEER - DA
B AT LAVERE) - (BT D TR
4> MAEEETT - PRI — (B TEIE &
HIEE) NEYZENRE K o IR —EE AT iEE
BEM R T o KRB BEFAVEZELIEF DO » 3
TR E CREE -

WEEHC ~ AL FT R i S A
ISR THEE - e E T — B e Y
Th  F—EY&HBIER - BiEfnEE -
LR AR A L eSS - (/I
HEEH T AR E BN A — — R EH
ANF N HEEE - AR TR B H A AR 27 2%
FEE - [ER e —IRAVEEEIER - TRV T E5H
FHESE ~ JHRAVIEZ - Bfe MRy 17740
e - I H R EEEBEIEEEmAe S
] DL A AR A S Fras Y 5 HE (adosa) ~ it &
(alobha) ~ MIfiEEE (amoha) » ¥ 5 (VA E 58
RHVFAETEA -

HAEFANA L% AR S
ARG FHISE A BEBARL » A BEAEE 22 (metta) »
7B (karuna) ~ = (mudita) 52 & (upekkha) - &
Lb— —BEF Rt T AT FORAY B B — — TEFR G
B o fRiE SR IATFAERR Y FRMAEE]
THAR ) EEE T IE - DR ERTELEN
BRI LAEE - FFBRVE - BRI EE
MNE - EEEEEEFTIERE > £ 2%
— K (T EIERA R - HEEEE
FOEEHE -

FECAM L L ~ BRI RERE - ¥
"TER ) AR (RYA ZFFENEBITE
) - IR EFEECEE R - At
MEEHNNE - WS - BIEE| TN
FEE (BIfEEERE) o FEGEHNEA A&
WaRiiE(EE R - e - S ARERE - B
TATEBRER Ry SS s B M I F R EE A0S - &





