
 Golden Light Sutra Study Series

Chapter 4 • The Golden Drum and Confession
Map 2 of 5 • A study commentary in graphical form for Chapter 4 of the 31-chapter Golden 

Light Sutra. Central movement: vision → awakening → confession → rejoicing → compassion 

→ aspiration → dedication. Use beside the canonical text and qualified oral instruction.

 1. Orientation

 Place in the 31-chapter 

recension

Combines dream and 

confession material

Corresponds broadly to 

Chapters 3 and 4 of the 21-

chapter recension

Do not identify chapters by 

number alone

Read the 31-chapter text as the 

primary source

Use the 21-chapter text for 

comparison

 Character of the chapter

Visionary

Devotional

Confessional

Compassionate

Aspirational

Implicitly philosophical

 Central question

How can honest regret become 

a cause of awakening?

Answer: refuge + remedy + 

compassion + wisdom + 

dedication

 Complete movement

Dream and wonder

Dharma sound

Recognition of suffering

Confession of harm

Rejoicing in virtue

Requests and vast prayers

Bodhisattva responsibility

Dedication to awakening

 Core message
Confession is not self-punishment. When held within 
refuge, compassion, bodhicitta, and wisdom, honest 
acknowledgment of wrongdoing becomes a force for 
universal benefit.

 2. Narrative Architecture

 Ruciraketu’s experience
Ruciraketu: The bodhisattva whose vision of the Golden Drum 
introduces the teachings on confession, purification, and the 
bodhisattva path.
Who is he?
The principal human figure in the Golden Light Sutra.
A devoted bodhisattva (sometimes described as a noble householder 
or prince, depending on the recension).
His name means "Beautiful Banner" or "Glorious Banner."
Role in the sutra
He has the famous dream of the Golden Drum, which begins the 
confession chapter.
He represents every sincere practitioner seeking purification and 
enlightenment.
Through his questions and experiences, the Buddha teaches the 
Dharma.
Why he matters
He shows that awakening begins with humility and the wish to purify 
one's mind.
He is the "student" through whom we receive many of the teachings.

Receives a visionary dream

Encounters an immense golden drum

Witnesses light filling worlds

Hears the drum’s Dharma sound

Remembers and reports the vision

 The vision’s scale

Not confined to one person

Not confined to one land

Reaches innumerable worlds

Addresses many kinds of suffering

Reveals the universal scope of 

Mahayana

 The sound’s activity

Awakens moral awareness

Announces the possibility of liberation

Relieves fear and anguish

Calls beings toward Dharma

Becomes confession and praise

Becomes prayer and dedication

 Seven-limb resonance
The chapter’s sequence resembles the seven-limb practice, 
placing confession within a complete Mahayana field of merit.
Seven-Limb Prayer
Reverently, I prostrate with my body, speech, and mind;
I present clouds of every type of offering, actual and imagined;
I declare all my negative actions accumulated since 
beginningless time
And rejoice in the merit of all holy and ordinary beings.
Please, remain until the end of cyclic existence
And turn the wheel of Dharma for living beings.
I dedicate my own merits and those of all others to the great 
enlightenment.

Reverence

Offering

Confession

Rejoicing

Requesting teachings

Requesting teachers to remain

Dedication

 Why vision precedes analysis

Creates wonder and receptivity

Establishes sacred presence

Awakens hope before exposing faults

Makes honesty psychologically possible

Shows buddhas as refuge 

rather than judges

 3. Symbolism of the 

Golden Drum

 Gold

Purity

Incorruptibility

Radiance

Preciousness

Value of Dharma

Awakened potential beneath 

obscuration

 Drum

Summons and gathers beings

Interrupts distraction

Awakens beings from ignorance

Proclaims Dharma publicly

Represents fearless teaching

 Sound

Voice of Dharma

Truth entering the mindstream

Awakening of conscience

Compassion made 

communicable

Teaching adapted to beings’ 

needs

Connection across distance and 

difference

 Light

Wisdom dispelling ignorance

Compassion revealing suffering

Purity revealing possibility

Activity reaching all directions

Nonexclusive benefit

 Dream

A receptive mode beyond 

ordinary habit

Symbolic communication

Transition from private 

experience to universal 

aspiration

Reminder not to reduce Dharma 

to concepts

 Integrated reading
The golden drum can be read simultaneously as 
Buddha’s teaching, the activity of enlightened 
compassion, and the practitioner’s own obscured yet 
transformable capacity for awakening.

 4. Confession

☸ What confession is

Honest acknowledgment

Recognition of cause and effect

Turning away from concealment

Restoration of ethical direction

A dependent cause that 

changes the karmic trajectory

☸ What confession is not

Not divine pardon

Not denial of consequences

Not public self-humiliation

Not permanent moral labeling

Not a substitute for repair

☸ Scope of confession

Actions remembered clearly

Actions partly remembered

Actions forgotten

Actions not recognised as 

harmful at the time

Actions from beginningless lives

Actions done directly

Actions encouraged in others

Actions rejoiced in

Harm caused by negligence

Habits maintained over time

☸ Sources of destructive action

Ignorance

Attachment

Anger

Pride

Jealousy

Greed

Wrong views

Lack of conscientiousness

 Healthy regret
Regret judges the action and its consequences; 
shame condemns a supposedly fixed self. 
Regret is intelligent, specific, compassionate, and 
forward-looking.

This action was harmful

It created causes of suffering

It strengthened afflictive habits

I do not want to sustain these 

causes

Transformation is possible

 Shame spiral

I am inherently bad

Nothing can change

Concealment increases

Energy for repair decreases

Antidote: responsibility without 

fixed identity

 Specific review

What happened?

What was my motivation?

Who was affected?

What habit did I reinforce?

What repair is appropriate?

What will I do differently?

 5. The Four Opponent Powers
A practical framework for turning confession into complete 
purification practice.

1. Power of reliance

☸ Refuge

Buddha as guide

Dharma as actual refuge

Sangha as spiritual support

Restore relationship with the 

Three Jewels

 Bodhicitta

Restore relationship with 

sentient beings

Remember those harmed

Purify to become capable of 

benefiting

Expand beyond personal relief

 Lama Zopa emphasis

Visualise Guru Śākyamuni 

Buddha

See Guru, Buddha, Dharma, 

and Sangha embodied

Let devotion open the mind to 

the path

2. Power of regret

Recognise the action as a 

cause of suffering

Recognise harm to others

Recognise obstruction to 

spiritual development

Use urgency like responding to 

poison

Avoid fear-driven self-rejection

Let regret energise remedy and 

repair

3. Power of remedy

Read or recite the sutra

Praise the buddhas

Rejoice in virtue

Request teachings

Request teachers to remain

Make compassionate prayers

Generate bodhicitta

Reflect on emptiness

Perform directly opposing virtue

Repair harm where wise and 

possible

4. Power of resolve

Never repeat a specific serious 

harmful action

Or abstain for a realistic period

Reduce frequency when 

immediate cessation is not 

credible

Identify triggers

Prepare an antidote

Review commitment

Renew without discouragement 

after failure

 Complete sequence

Reliance gives safety and 

direction

Regret supplies moral 

intelligence

Remedy introduces opposing 

causes

Resolve interrupts repetition

 6. Ten Nonvirtues

Body

Killing

Root: disregard for life

Antidote: protect life

Taking what is not freely given

Root: entitlement or greed

Antidote: generosity and 

respect

Sexual misconduct

Root: entitlement & power 

without care for consequences

Antidote: responsibility and non-

harm

Speech

Lying

Antidote: truthful beneficial 

speech

Divisive speech

Antidote: reconcile and protect 

harmony

Harsh speech

Antidote: gentle speech

Uncontrolled or meaningless 

speech

Antidote: timely purposeful 

speech

Mind

Covetousness

Antidote: contentment and 

generosity

Harmful intent

Antidote: compassion and 

patience

Wrong views

Antidote: study, reflection, and 

respect for causality

 Causal analysis

Trigger

Mistaken appearance

Affliction

Intention

Action

Completion

Immediate effect

Habit reinforced

 7. Compassion and the 

Drum’s Vast Prayers

 From self to all beings

My suffering has causes

Others suffer under the same 

afflictions

Harmful people also create 

future suffering

Understanding causes softens 

judgment

Compassion does not excuse 

harmful conduct

 Forms of suffering addressed

Fear

Illness

Hunger and poverty

Violence and conflict

Oppression

Disability and limitation

Mental distress

Unfortunate rebirth

Ignorance of Dharma

 Three levels of aspiration

Relief from immediate suffering

Favourable conditions and 

happiness

Liberation and enlightenment

 Difficult compassion

Care for victims

Prevent further harm

Care for perpetrators as beings 

ruled by ignorance and causes

Do not confuse compassion 

with permissiveness

Dedicate for transformation of 

all sides

 Golden drum visualisation

War zones

Hospitals and hospices

People living in fear

Animals and unseen beings

Those acting under hatred

Your own community

Let the sound carry courage, 

Dharma, and care

 8. Rejoicing, Requests, 

and Dedication

 Rejoicing
Rejoicing counters jealousy and discouragement, 
restores balance after confession, and recognises the 
virtue already present in the mindstream.

My own past virtue

My own present virtue

Virtue of ordinary beings

Virtue of bodhisattvas

Activities of buddhas

Teachings given and beings 

helped

Antidote to comparison

☸ Requesting teachings

Recognise Dharma is not 

guaranteed

Counter spiritual complacency

Value qualified teachers

Create causes to meet 

teachings

Support transmission in the 

world

☸ Requesting teachers to 

remain

Value living exemplars

Create conditions for continued 

guidance

Remember impermanence of 

access

Support teachers responsibly

☸ Dedication
Dedication directs virtue toward the highest aim and 
protects its purpose from being narrowed to 
temporary benefit alone.

Give merit a Mahayana 

direction

Dedicate for those harmed

Dedicate for those who harm

Dedicate for teachers and 

Dharma

Dedicate for peace and healing

Dedicate for enlightenment of 

all beings

 9. Emptiness Implicit in 

Purification

 The person is dependent

Depends on body and mind

Depends on changing 

aggregates

Depends on past causes

Depends on conceptual 

designation

Is causally continuous but not 

permanent

 The action is dependent

Agent

Object

Motivation

Physical and social conditions

Performance and completion

Later reinforcement or 

purification

 The obscuration is dependent

Not a permanent stain

Persists through supporting 

causes

Can be weakened by opposing 

conditions (eg purification and 

regret)

Cannot be found as an 

independent substance

 Responsibility and hope

Not: I am permanently evil

Not: nothing happened

Middle way: the act matters and 

the person can change

Emptiness makes karmic 

functioning possible

Dependent arising makes 

purification intelligible

 Avoid nihilism

Empty does not mean 

nonexistent

Conventional consequences 

remain

Wisdom deepens ethical care

 10. Lama Zopa 

Rinpoche Practice Lens
The Portland teachings use the 21-chapter 

version, but their Lamrim and Mahayana practice 
framework strongly illuminates the confession 

material shared with this chapter.

 Motivation before text

Precious human rebirth

Death is certain

Time of death is uncertain

Temporary happiness is 

insufficient

Purify for enlightenment of 

every being

 Visualise and rely

Guru Śākyamuni Buddha

All buddhas and bodhisattvas

Field of merit
The field of merit is the visualised assembly of 
gurus, buddhas, bodhisattvas and other objects of 
refuge before whom we make offerings, confess, 
rejoice and pray. 
Like a fertile field producing an abundant harvest, 
these holy beings provide an exceptionally powerful 
basis for accumulating merit and purifying 
obscurations. 
Visualising the field also helps us experience the path 
as supported by the living lineage rather than 
practised alone.

Refuge and bodhicitta

 Scope of recitation

Self

Family and friends

Sick and dying

Community and country

Peace in the world

All sentient beings

 Merit practices

Seven limbs

Mandala offering

Rejoicing
Rejoicing — Delighting sincerely in our own and 
others’ virtue and success. It counters jealousy and 
creates merit without needing to perform the original 
virtuous action.

Requests

Vast dedication
Vast dedication — Directing all accumulated merit 
toward enlightenment and the welfare of every 
sentient being. Dedication gives virtue its highest 
Mahayana purpose and protects it from being wasted 
or narrowed to temporary aims.
See Notes

 Measure by mind change

Less self-cherishing

More sensitivity to karma

More readiness to benefit

More stable bodhicitta 

motivation

 11. Guided Practice 

Sequence

 Preparation

Choose a quiet place

Settle posture and breath

Recall the precious human life

Remember impermanence

Take refuge

Generate bodhicitta

 Enter the vision

Imagine the immense golden 

drum

See golden light filling worlds

Hear Dharma sound reaching 

beings

Feel hope before confession

 Confess

Recall one specific pattern

Acknowledge without defence

Recognise harm and 

consequence

Generate regret, not shame

Include forgotten actions 

broadly

 Apply the powers

Reliance: refuge and bodhicitta

Regret: intelligent concern

Remedy: attentive recitation 

and virtue

Resolve: measured restraint

 Expand compassion

Recall others with the same 

pattern

Include those harmed and those 

causing harm

Let the drum’s sound reach 

them

Wish immediate relief and 

ultimate awakening

 Complete

Rejoice in all virtue

Request Dharma to flourish

Choose one ethical action

Dedicate to enlightenment

 12. Daily-Life 

Applications

When anger arises

Pause before speech

Recognise the exaggerated 

appearance

Remember karma

See the other person’s suffering

Choose non-harming firmness

Think kindness

Choose kindness

After harsh, or unkind speech

Acknowledge quickly

Apologise without self-

justification

Correct the content if needed

Resolve a pause practice

Practise deliberate gentle 

speech

When jealousy arises

Name comparison

Rejoice in the other’s virtue

Dedicate their success to 

beings

Recognise shared wish for 

happiness

When guilt becomes heavy

Distinguish action from fixed 

identity

Return to refuge

Make specific repair

Reflect on dependent arising

Transform guilt into 

compassionate responsibility

When discouraged

Recall the golden drum’s 

radiance

Rejoice in small virtue

Make a short realistic 

commitment

Dedicate the effort

 13. Contemplation 

Questions

What does the golden drum 

awaken in me?

Which part of confession do I 

resist?

Does regret lead me toward 

repair or self-hatred?

Which nonvirtue most needs 

attention now?

Which opponent power is 

weakest in my practice?

Can I include those who harm 

others within compassion?

Which suffering named by the 

chapter do I overlook?

Can I rejoice without 

comparison?

Do I take access to Dharma for 

granted?

What ethical repair is now 

appropriate?

How does emptiness protect 

against permanent guilt?

How does dedication enlarge 

today’s practice?

 14. Memory Spine
Collapse the map to this branch for rapid review.

Golden drum = Dharma 

awakening beings

Gold = pure, precious 

awakened potential

Confession = responsibility 

without self-condemnation

Four powers = reliance, regret, 

remedy, resolve

Ten nonvirtues = body, speech, 

mind

Compassion expands personal 

purification

Rejoicing counters jealousy and 

discouragement

Requests value living Dharma

Dedication directs virtue to 

awakening

Emptiness makes 

transformation possible

Chapter movement: 

fear → honesty → compassion 

→ dedication

 15. Connections and 

Extension Points

← Map 1 • Master Overview

→ Map 3 • Chapter 5 • 

Analytical explanation of 

purification

→ Map 4 • Lama Zopa 

Rinpoche Framework

→ Map 5 • Practice and Lamrim 

Connections

Add Jhado Rinpoche 

transmission notes here

Oral explanation

Practice instructions

Questions for clarification

Personal reflections

Add canonical references here

31-chapter paragraph or page

21-chapter parallel

Terminology and translation 

notes

 Visual Key

Colours

 Gold — Sutra text, 

transmission and preservation

 Red — Karma, obscuration, 

confession and purification

 Orange — Bodhicitta, merit 

and aspiration

 White/Silver — Dependent 

arising, emptiness and wisdom

 Purple — Lama Zopa 

Rinpoche’s practice framework

 Green — Meditation, ethical 

application and daily practice

 Blue — Orientation, context 

and supporting explanation

 World Blue — Collective 

karma and conditions in the 

world

Content Symbols

 Sutra — Teaching, claim or 

imagery arising from the Golden 

Light Sutra

☸ Dharma — Core Buddhist 

doctrine or principle

 Bodhicitta — Compassion, 

love or the Mahayana 

motivation

 Lama Zopa — A practice 

emphasis drawn from Lama 

Zopa Rinpoche’s approach

 Lamrim — Connection with 

the graduated path to 

enlightenment

 Collective — Communities, 

countries, environment or 

collective karma

Study Symbols

 Practice — Meditation, 

recitation or practical exercise

 Analysis — A point for close 

examination or analytical 

meditation

 Insight — An interpretive 

connection that clarifies the 

teaching

 Remember — A central point 

or concise summary worth 

retaining

 Caution — A common 

misunderstanding, extreme or 

possible misuse

 Contemplate — A question 

for personal reflection or 

discussion

Navigation Symbols

← Previous map — Return to 

an earlier map in the series

→ Related map — Continue to 

a related detailed map

 References — Sources, 

textual parallels or extension 

material

 Visual Key — Explanation of 

the map’s symbols and colours

• — Ordinary supporting node 

without a special category

Confession is an honest acknowledgment and sincere regret for harm caused through body, speech or mind. 

It is made in the presence of the field of merit (Buddhas, bodhisattvas, etc; to provide guidance and safety)—not to a divine 

judge who can erase karma, but as a truthful recognition of our actions and their consequences. 

It includes reliance on refuge and bodhicitta, application of remedies, a realistic resolve not to repeat the harm, and 

appropriate reparation where possible. 

It is therefore not merely saying, “I have done wrong; forgive me”: others may forgive us personally, but no external being 

can absolve our karma—the causes of purification must be created through our own change of mind and conduct.


