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Filial Respect and Buddhist Meditation
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ikE4| /| Az F3i#E Translated into Chinese by Jennifer Chang / Ren Zigen

In North America, filial respect is rarely thought of as having any connection
to Buddhist meditation. Revisiting the biographies of Buddhist teachers in
India and China, however, reveals the paradigm of repaying parents” kindness
as a pattern of filial regard running from the Buddha’s time to the present.

At one time, the World-Honored One [the Buddha] was at Vulture Peak.
Using his faculty of the Heavenly Eye, he could see his father at a distance,
lying sick in bed, emaciated, gaunt and haggard. His father’s life was about
to come to an end. Thereupon the Buddha told Nanda that his father was
bedridden with a serious illness and that they should go to visit him. Nanda
agreed, since it was fitting that they go before him to show their gratitude for
his kindness in raising them. Then Ananda and Rahula joined in the visit.
When the king saw the Buddha approach, all his pain vanished. . . . Thereupon
the Buddha reached out his hand and caressed his father’s forehead. At that
moment, impermanence arrived. . . . The three monks requested the Buddha’s
permission to serve as pallbearers for the King.

At that time, being mindful of how people in the future would be cruel
and belligerent, and unable to repay their parents’ kindness in raising them,
and because he wished to establish a model of the proper rules of conduct for
people in times to come, the Thus Come One himself took his place among
the pallbearers holding the coffin of his father, the King. At that time, the
large, threefold, thousand-world system shook in six ways. All the towering
and lofty mountains temporarily became submerged, like boats in the water.

Here I have translated for the first time a portion of the Sutra on the
Parinirvana of the Pure Rice King (T. 512). As the Buddha taught it, the road
to samadhi and wisdom starts through filial respect—honoring and setting
straight our primary relationships with our parents and siblings. Filial respect
was an important reason for the Buddha’s enlightenment and remained a
recurrent theme in his teaching. The practice of filial respect helps us awaken
to our spiritual potential and serves as a principle that speaks to Western
society with healing power.

Filial respect is a term rarely found in the vocabulary of Americans these
days, regardless of generational affiliation. For Baby Boomers as well as post-
Generation-Xers, the principle of repaying parents’ kindness is a novelty. If
filial respect seems a radical concept (radical in the sense of the Latin radix,
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or root), it presents a compelling challenge to our understanding of
the foundation of a spiritual path and the deep relatedness implied
in Great Compassion. When you walk the path of humanity to its
end, Buddhahood accomplishes itself. (Traditional Buddhist saying)
“Walking the path of humanity to its end,” as Confucius said, explains
that one’s personhood is the sum total of relationships. In Chinese
Buddhist monasteries, aspiring meditators are told that if they want to
savor the fruits of dhyana, Chan concentration, they must repair their
broken relationships with their parents. The collection of Buddhist
writings on filiality, Shimen Zhenxiao Lu (Records of True Filial Respect in
Buddhism), contains stories of meditation masters throughout history
who, upon reaching a state of enlightened wisdom, immediately set
off to look for their parents in order to repay their kindness in raising
them to maturity.

This teaching says that if we wish the Dao to come forth—the Dao
being “how things are in reality before words and thoughts”—then we
must attend to our relationships with parents and siblings. The Chinese
character for filial respect, xiz0 2%, tells this story. It depicts the element
for age, lao #, on top of the element for child, zz -, and illustrates the
traditional Dao’s mapping for the correct relationship of youth to age.
The child supports the aged person, and a vertical axis is established.

The word for fraternity/sorority, # 2, is illustrated by a picture of
a heart, xin |, alongside the element for brother, i =, depicting
the relatedness that establishes a horizontal axis of relationship among
brothers and sisters. A person who is raised to honor and respect these
root relationships is tied into a net of kinship and affection, both
vertically and horizontally. This person is profoundly not alienated, not
searching for identity, not a stranger. It is much harder for a child who

knows his family both above and beside him to turn a gun on them and
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The Venerable Master initiated Honoring Elders Day
and Cherishing Youth Day in 1992. Each autumn the
City invites local senior citizens to a heartwarming
celebration of Honorig Elders Day. Here the students
are performing the Lion Dance on 2008.
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pull the trigger.

Our parents help us when we are helpless and provide us with
our shelter, food, clothes, education and training. When someone
attains peace of mind, happiness, compassion and wisdom, these
flowers and fruits of humanity result directly from the work done
invisibly by the parents.

Aswe see from this passage from the “Samantabhadra Bodhisattva’s
Practices and Vows Chapter” of the Flower Adornment Scripture:

It is like a great king of trees growing amid the rocks and sand
of a barren wilderness. When the roots get water, the branches
and leaves flourish, the flowers and fruits are abundant. The regal
Bodhi tree growing in the wilderness of birth and death is the
same: all living beings are its roots, all Buddhas and Bodhisattvas
are its flowers and fruits. By benefiting all living beings with the
water of Great Compassion, one can realize the flowers and fruits
of the Buddhas’ and Bodhisattvas’ wisdom.?

When we send down roots to reach the wellspring of our cultural
and familial being, we can realize Great Compassion, or our larger
spiritual identity. This understanding is part of a universal Asian
understanding of the human psyche. Let us focus on filial respect

in China.

Filial Respect in Chinese Education

Chinese moral teaching holds that morality is rooted in the virtue
of filiality. China’s teachings on filial respect have been systematized
and have molded the values of the Chinese for twenty centuries. The
ancient texts that transmitted Confucian explanations of filial respect
are The Classic of Filial Respect (Xiao Jing), The Three-Character Classic
(San Zi Jing), Standards for Students (Di Zi Gui), The Four Books (Si
Shu), and The Twenty-four Paragons of Filial Respect (Er Shi Si Xiao).
These texts, memorized and learned by millions of children, have set
the attitudes for schoolchildren in China, Korea, Japan, Vietnam and
wherever the Chinese diaspora carries Confucian virtues education.

The Classic of Filial Respect has been committed to memory by
primary school students in China since the Han dynasty (200 B.C.
to second century B.C.E.). It introduces young people to the notion
that a parent’s sacrifices made on their behalf entails a need to repay
that debt of kindness.

The Classic teaches the principles of filiality not in the abstract
but as rules for daily human conduct.

The Three-Character Classic is a collection of proverbs that exhort
devotion and humility towards one’s parents and elders. Written
as three-word lessons, each proverb bears a practical moral lesson,
tells a story from history, teaches an attitude, or praises a model of
exemplary conduct from the past.

Little Xiang at nine years old / Warmed the bed for his father.

Filial deeds for our parents / Are what we all should do.
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Rong was only four / But could still give up the pears. / Respecting older brothers / Is the younger person’s job.?

Standards for Students is a collection of village sayings and folk wisdom containing guidelines for molding character along
the path of virtue.

Whenever you injure your body, / Your parents feel grief and alarm. / Whenever you damage your virtue, / Your family’s good
name comes to harm. / When parents love their children, / Obeying them’s not hard. / To obey when parents are hateful / Takes
a noble heart’s resolve.*

To supplement The Classic of Filial Respect, children expanded their knowledge of filial conduct by reading 7he Twenty-four
Paragons of Filial Respect. The book contains biographies of youth or motifs through history that illustrate the practice of filial
respect under difficult circumstances. The families that created the exemplars were often what we might call dysfunctional, but
the children typically didn't lose their fundamental respect even when to do so risked personal danger or harm.

One must be cautious in endorsing uncritically a principle that has set down such deep historical roots in the culture of China.
Chinese people have seen the principle of filiality distorted into an excuse to demand political conformity and as justification
to oppress young people. Filial respect is a moral virtue, and finger-shaking moralizing is tiresome, even when the teacher has
the best of intentions. What works best in bringing out filial respect in the nature of young people is to model the virtue and to

practice what one preaches. $0To be continued




