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Confessions of King: Karma, Repentance and Salvation

Wu, Fen-Jin
Doctoral Student
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Abstract

To kill one person is a murder, yet one has to kill thousands of people to
become a king. This paper will discuss king Ajatasatu, Asoka, Dutthagamani
and Tang Tai-Zong in terms of inner conflict between political ambitions and
guilty conscience. These four kings have to face this moral accusation
courageously in their life after committing a senseless slaughter (patricide
included). How could religieux help them overcome moral qualms? And is it
possible to mitigate sense of guilt and evil deeds through confession? How do
ideas of karma, confession, and salvation evolve in these Buddhist kingdoms
in different social and cultural contexts?

After comparing these four kings through the lens of karma, confession and
salvation, we find that king Ajatasatu still got bad consequences from
previous deeds although he confessed candidly to Buddha. He would fall to
hell temporarily, then reborn in heaven, and eventually became a future
Buddha. King As$oka confessed to Bhikkhsu Sea and then adopted ruling
policy of benevolence to become a dharma king. King Dutthagamani
committed killing of many Tamils, but he did not repent earnestly. However
Arahat still thought his deeds were innocent and he would be reborn in
heaven. Tang Tai-Zong released his profound anguish with the help of
confession rituals. The development of Buddhist confession in China
eventually integrated Confucianism and Daoism into versatile indigenous

confession rituals.
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It is often found that a king may fall into a terrific mental struggle between
winning kingship and moral reproach. In Buddhism, king’s confession not
only alleviates personal sense of transgression but also become a symbol of
communal purification, transforming personal karma and improving
communal karma.

In short, basing on the themes of kings’ karma, confession and salvation,
this study finds that confession in Buddhism presents fruitful thoughts and
rituals after its spreading to different areas with various cultural backgrounds.
The possibility of salvation depends on the power of confession and
accumulation of merits, both of them may transform karma to get better result

of salvation.
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Confession, Ajatasatu, Asoka, Dutthagamani, Tang Tai-Zong



