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Repentance: A Pure, Wonderful 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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Question: In your own words, could you describe

repentance?

Dharma Master Heng Chih: Well, in my own
words, it’s being sorry. It’s feeling sorry for something
you have done wrong; and also, it is being sorry for
something you failed to do. Based on that, repentance
is attempting to stop repeating what you shouldn’t do,
to do what you should do. It becomes kind of a reform.
The two processes come together: first you repent, and
then you start to reform. Great Master Hsien Shou, Fa
Zang, in his commentary on the Bodhisattva Precepts
talks about repeated offenses — the process of creating
an offense, repenting of it, and then repeating of the
offense and repenting again.

One of your questions for today’s interview has to
do with the institutional importance of how the vinaya
handles repentance. In that process, the vinaya will
look at number one: how sorry you were, and number
two: how many times you did it again and number
three: have you repented again? That would be part of

looking at your behavior.

Question: Institutionally, how do you determine
how sorry a person is?

Dharma Master Heng Chih: Of course it has to be
subjective to a certain extent if you're having people

look at the person and decide. But, in the vinaya
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and in the sutras, they talk about how there are verifiable signs
that you have really managed to get rid of some bad behaviors,
and have been forgiven for them. Those signs are: seeing light,
seeing a lotus, seeing the Buddhas, having the Buddha’s rub your
crown, things like that. So, usually if someone admits to having
violated or broken a precept, and they want to repent, we would
suggest they do the traditional thing which is to bow, like we’re
doing now in the 10,000 Buddhas Repentance.

While bowing, if they don’t experience such a sign, then they
bow until they have such a sign. And when they have such a
sign, they come and tell us, and we say “fine”. There’s no way we
can question, “did they really have that sign, and what did that
sign really mean?” Because we're not like the Master was, but
we accept the fact that they had that experience, and then their

offenses are eradicated.

Question: What is it about bowing, especially bowing
repeatedly over and over that somehow goes so well,
almost magically fits with the “I’'m sorry”?

Dharma Master Heng Chih: Well, I didn’t quite experience it
that way, and I don’t think everybody does. I think bowing can
be a catalyst. The point being that the “I'm sorry” feeling is not
entirely dependent on the process of bowing. It can emerge in
other ways as we practice.

That phenomena happened to me and to many others
when we first met the Master. I have found that the sense of
being sorry is a catharsis, but I also have to say it’s spontaneous.
There it isn’t a formula whereby you go in and bow the 10,000
Buddhas Repentance and you will repent of ten thousand
offenses, whether you know it or not. it’s not quite like that, at
least to my experience.

When you have that spontaneous reaction which many
people have had, many of them come and talk to me. They
don’t understand. They may wonder: “why am I feeling sad?”
or “why am I bursting into tears when I look at Guanyin?” It
gets scary, they think, “Am I crazy?” “Am I unstable?” “Did I get
possessed?” It’s not really that, it’s just the human condition, the

human ability to really feel sorry.

Question: It’s very interesting how formulas, like rituals
and spontaneity, and feeling sorry in the way you describe
go together. You would think these are opposite things,
but they actually go together.
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Dharma Master Heng Chih: They do, and that’s not really surprising
because we have the gradual school and the sudden school. So you
gradually bow, and then you suddenly have something happen; or the
opposite also often happens. You suddenly have something happen,
and then you gradually have to bring your character, virtue, and merit
all up to that. So, very often, a patriarch will get enlightened and then
have to have all the rest of him come up to that sudden moment that
he had. So the gradual works to the sudden, but after the sudden
there’s also the gradual and that’s spontaneity and ritual, basically.

Question: Since the early days and onward, how did the Master
teach about repentance to you personally and also in general?

Dharma Master Heng Chih: In the very early days, most of us who
stayed on were having that catharsis in one way or another. Maybe
you could say it was generated by the Master’s teaching or by his very
being—Dby the fact that there he was in the world and there was such
relief and recognition and so forth. So, all he really did at that time for
the most part was be there for those who were overwhelmed with these
feelings and needed to have someone they felt they could trust to just
talk to them. The Master didn’t need to say a lot. He was just there for
us. He didn’t tell us we should be repenting. It was coming on so fast

that he just sort of kept up with it in the beginning.

Question: What motivated people or prompted them to
naturally repent, if the master wasn’t necessarily soliciting it or
encouraging it?

Dharma Master Heng Chih: Meditation. We were meditating many
hours a day, and wed sit there—you have to understand that it was
very unusual to be with the Master. Perhaps he was the trigger for a lot
of what we felt, but so was meditation hour after hour when we hadn’
been doing that.

Slowing down your life and meditating had a profound effect for
many of us. For me, the first week that I was there, I meditated—
things just came up. I wasn’t a bad person, I didn’t do horrible things
atall, but in our day to day lives we do a lot of things that hurt people,
and I would see this and feel sorry about them. I cried every day, and
changed major things in my life during that week. I made phone calls

and instigated major changes.

s0To be continued
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