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Do Not Get Caught in Attachments
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A Talk by Tomas Fletcher at the Buddha Hall of the City of Ten Thousand Buddhas on May 1, 2024
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I would like to share some thoughts from an essay I wrote for

one of my classes on the Sixth Patriarchs Platform Sutra. 1 picked
this topic because we are in the midst of the Ten Thousand Buddha
Jeweled Repentance.

I imagine the Sixth Patriarch is alive here, dwelling on Wondrous
Enlightenment Mountain behind CTTB. A group of us went up the
mountain and requested that he come down and speak the Dharma
for everyone. I specifically wanted to explore the principles of
repentance and renewal, and I thought that would be an appropriate
subject.

Again, I'm just imagining how the Master might be speaking,
so I'm role-playing here. The Great Master said to the Assembly,
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“Fundamentally, your nature is pure in itself and requires
nothing to be repented of nor renewal to take place. It is only
because you cling to the false, taking it to be substantial, and
pursue what is external to you that repentance and renewal
become necessary for you to practice.”

I wanted to start out with that point because repentance
carries a very different tone in the West. In the Judeo-Christian
tradition, repentance is often seen as necessary because we lack
something and need to redeem ourselves through the grace of
God.

In contrast, Buddhism believes and trusts that we have
everything complete within us. It’s simply that it's been covered
over with greed, anger, and delusion. So, in my imaginary
dialogue, the Master continues, “It is of essential importance
to recognize that the practice of repentance is not an attempt
to compensate for a fundamental lacking in your own nature.”

It is not a practice of self-deprecation, self-belittlement, or
guilt. Those who take these to be signs of humility stray far from
the correct path. Recognizing your own faults and shortcomings
through the practice of repentance is just recognizing where
you are still getting caught in attachments.

Renewal is simply the natural state that occurs when
you let these attachments go. Your Buddha nature, full and
complete, radiant and perfect in itself, will then naturally and
spontaneously come to the fore. I then go on to explore two
other principles that I think sometimes help in working with
the practice of repentance and renewal.

I don'tknow what other people’s experience is, but oftentimes
when I spend a lot of time bowing in repentance, it’s sometimes
very easy to fall into a very morose state where you feel like low
in self-esteem and you feel down in spirits. I found that bowing,
in particular, is very good at bringing up all the deep, dark
things that lie at the bottom of our mind, and that’s how we
actually cleanse them. But in that process, keeping your spirits
up sometimes can be very difficult.

I know that the famous American Thai monk Ajahn Sumedho
had a lot of self-doubt when he first became a monastic, and
Ajahn Chah taught him—it was one of the very first teachings
he gave him—was for him to reflect on his virtues. It seems
counterintuitive. Usually, we emphasize recognizing our own
faults, and to look at our own capacity for goodness seems like
bolstering the ego.
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But in light of the teachings from the Sixth Patriarchs Platform
Sutra, we all already have incredible potential for goodness. If we
develop trust in that inherent goodness, it gives us all the more
power to turn away from all the bad habits that keep us from fully
recognizing and uncovering it. With this, there’s kind of a balance,
an interplay between confidence, courage, and humility.

In my own experience, I find this inner refuge of confidence
and also peace and tranquility when I simply go outside for a
walk and recite the Sﬁraﬁgama Mantra. I remember reading the
Venerable Master saying that we should see the sutras and the
mantras as if they were emanating from our own nature. And so,
when I'm reciting the Stirangama Mantra, I like to think thar it's
simply reconnecting with something that I have deep inside me,
and that by reconnecting myself with that, I can find more peace
and clarity.

One of my favorite stories out of the entire Buddhist canon
that I've ever read is the fourth chapter from the Lotus Sutra about
the prodigal son. In brief, the story is about a son who runs away
from his father for ten, twenty, even fifty years. Then, after a long
time, he comes back, and his father is now a wealthy merchant.

He doesn’t even recognize that he’s the heir to all the merchant’s
wealth and mansions and authority. It is only after the Buddha
very skillfully and over a long time develops a relationship with
him and gains his trust that he finally comes to recognize that all
along he was the son of a wealthy merchant, and he is the rightful
heir to everything that his father, the merchant, possesses.

So, in this sense, repentance is not coming from a place of
absence. We're not trying to compensate for a loss or become
something we are not, but just return to something that we
already have.#
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