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Repentance in Early Buddhism and Its Psychological Implications
ABSTRACT

By parallelling the contents of the Pali Canon and the Chinese translation of the
Four Agamas, the five essential elements of the repentance in early Buddhism have
been identified: (1) There must be a subject who repents and an object who receives the
repentance. (2) The subject of repentance must psychologically recognize or realize
their own sin. (3) The subject must confess their sin and the motives behind it. (4) The
subject commits to not repeating the sin in the future. (5) The object of repentance must
accept the subject's repentance.

Regarding to the Uposatha system in early Buddhism, the preach of Dharma was
held on the 8th and 14th days of each month, while recitation of precepts and repentance
were conducted on the 1st and 15th days of each month. Furthermore, the monks, the
nuns and the lay practitioners separately held the recitation of precepts and the
repentance. Pavarana was usually held together with Uposatha or conducted on the last
day of Vassa. The lay practitioners mainly focused on repentance of the Ten Evil Deeds
and usually did this kind of repentance before taking the Three Refuges, the Five
Precepts or the Eight Precepts.

Repentance relies on the psychologically ashamed mind, which are internal
motivations prior to repentance. This thesis finds that the ashamed mind involves
abashed feelings and fear of wrongdoings. The ashamed mind is also an essential
condition for attaining liberation or Arahantship.

What physical and mental changes occur after repentance? From a Buddhist
perspective, repentance can lead to the purity and perfection of precepts’ conducting and
virtue, which can also lead to a state of concentrated mind and wisdom for liberation.
From a modern psychological standpoint, repentance can reduce feelings of guilt,
improve social connections, enhance others' perceptions of oneself, or lead to a sense of
peace and tranquility. It can also alleviate feelings of regret, reduce anxiety, or may even
decrease health problems and the frequency of illnesses.

What are the consequences of not repenting or concealing one’s sin? Physically, it
may lead to a higher likelihood of illness, higher cancer rates, a greater risk of
hypertension, or even mortality. Mentally, it can result in excessive guilty, self-
unforgiveness, moral isolation, despondency or even long-term depression. Behavioral
inhibition due to concealing sins can also cause high levels of anxiety. From a Buddhist
perspective, concealing sins hinders the attainment of a concentrated state of mind and
concealing sins is also detrimental to liberation and attaining of Arahantship. If one
lives in the time of the Buddha, concealing sins would also cause the Buddha to refuse

to personally conduct the Uposatha ceremony and recite the precepts.



Why must the object of repentance accept the subject’s repentance? This is because
Buddhist ethics uphold the principle of “non-violence.” The object’s forgiveness and the
reconciliation between the two parties conform to this “non-violence” principle. If the
object does not accept the subject’s repentance, it would lead to ignorance and suffering
for the object as well. Moreover, a lack of forgiveness and unresolved anger could result
in more severe consequences or punishment. The “punishment” is neither a humane

approach nor consistent with the principle of “non-violence.”

Key words: Early Buddhism, Repentance, Psychological implications,
Ashamed mind, Reconciliation
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