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“At that time, as. / kyamuni Buddha
after realia'n.g.Supreinexnllg'l?tehwrﬁéht,’fle*set forth the Bodhisattva Precepts
out of filial accord with his parents, his masters among the Sangha, and the
Triple Jewel. Filial respect is a Dharma of the Ultimate Way. Filiality is called
precepts and is also called restraint and stopping.” With the precepts, the
Buddha provided cultivators with the means to repay parents” kindness. This
was a gift of the highest compassion and the start of his teaching career.

“All male beings have been a father to me in past lives, and all females have
been my mother. There is not a single being who has not given birth to me
during my previous lives; hence all beings of the six destinies are my parents.”
By taking the next step into wisdom and seeing all beings as relatives, the
Bodhisattva’s opportunity to repay filial kindness expands. This creates the
potential blessing of Ultimate Filiality, the most sublime expression of filial
regard.

At the end of the Buddha’s teaching career, he went to the Trayastrimsha
Heaven to praise Ksitigarbha, “Earth Store” Bodhisattva, who is foremost in
filial respect among Mahayana Bodhisattvas. Earth Store Bodhisattva’s filial
devotion and vows include all creatures. His two hallmark vows promise: “I
vow that until the hells are emptied I will not realize Buddhahood. I vow that
only after all living beings have been taken across to Buddhahood will I myself
accomplish Bodhi.”” The Buddha spoke the Suzra of Earth Store Bodhisartva's
Past Vows in order to repay the kindness of his mother, Lady Maya, who died
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while giving birth to him and who was then reborn in that heaven. The
Buddha’s visit to the Heaven of the Thirty-three near the end of his
life represents Ultimate Filiality, a culmination of his successful quest
for self-knowledge. Having accomplished Buddhahood, he ascended
to the heavens to repay his mother for the sacrifice she had made while
bringing him into the world. Ultimate Filiality occurs when somebody
leaves the security of the householder’s life, accomplishes Buddhahood,
and then returns, vowing to take across all living beings who are
suffering.

With his first teaching the Buddha modeled filial respect via the
Bodhisattva Precepts. At the end of his life, the Buddha returned to
his roots and culminated the lessons of filial respect he had taught
throughout his forty-nine years of speaking Dharma. By performing
filial duties for one’s own parents, one observes classical filiality. By
expanding one’s family identity to include kinship with all living
creatures, one reaches Ultimate Filiality and the perfection of this
model of virtue.

A striking pattern of filial devotion also appears in the behavior of
Buddhist teachers in India and China. Master Xuyun, a Chan and Pure
Land Master who lived to be 120 years old, conducted a three-year,
3,000-mile bowing pilgrimage across China, taking one bow every
three steps. He did this to repay the kindness of his mother, who, like
the Buddha’s mother, had died in childbirth. At the completion of his
pilgrimage he had a vision of traveling to see his mother, who had been
peacefully reborn, free of suffering, in a celestial realm.

Chan Master Hsuan Hua, Ven. Xuyun’s Dharma heir, sat for three
years by his mother’s graveside to repay his debt of kindness to her
before he left the householder’s life to become a monk. Ven. Hsuan
Hua’s Refuge Teacher and his Preceptor, Ven. Chang Zhi and Ven.
Chang Ren, were also known as “filial sons.” Ven. Chang Zhi observed
three years by his parents’ graves; Ven. Chang Ren, six years.

Given the above testimonies, one could make the case that Buddhist
history is a series of stories about children whose awakening was tied
up with the process of healing their primary relationships. Some might
object that writings on filial respect were obligatory, that filial respect
was, by definition, part of the persona of a learned Buddhist monk.
Perhaps it was Chinese culture that required acknowledgement of
filiality as a source of virtue. On the other hand, reading the heartfelt
words of enlightened monks who dedicate their merit to their parents,
one senses more than lip service to ancient formulas. The feelings

expressed seem genuine; the principles are timeless.

America in the Twenty-first Century

Will the lessons of filial respect connect with North Americans in the
twenty-first century? In America, families have been stressed to the
point of breaking down. The average child spends more time sitting in
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front of a television than he does with any adult. Children have even
murdered their classmates and teachers. American children have as
much or more need to connect with adults than ever before. How
does the traditional value of filial respect connect with contemporary
Buddhists, people who must balance living in the fast lane with their
search for spiritual insight?

The staff of the Institute for World Religions discussed filial
respect with the members of our Vipassana meditation group
and asked them to talk about their spiritual lives in terms of their
relationships with their parents. The Vipassana group meets each
week and is made of roughly eighty individuals from the San
Francisco Bay Area. They are predominantly white Jews or Catholics
aged thirty-five and older.

One psychotherapist who had been meditating for seven years
said that her relationship with her mother had been broken off for
nearly a decade. She had been driven away by her mother’s relentless
nagging. Leaving seemed hardly a rational or adult choice, but it
was better than the infantilization she felt around her mother. After
hearing a discussion at the Berkeley Buddhist Monastery about filial
respect, she called her mother on impulse. Hearing her daughter’s
voice, her mother immediately began her familiar tirade. This
time, however, the daughter’s meditation seemed to provide a slight
edge of dispassion. She could listen without needing to lash back
in anger or in self-defense. “I'm coming right over,” she told her
mother. “I stepped inside the door, gave my astonished mother a
hug, and didn’t let go of her for eight hours. We talked all night, and
I decided the next morning to move back in with her. Mother knows
that somehow the changes in me are connected to my Buddhist
practice, but she doesnt really care. She’s cranky as ever, she may
never change, but I want to reconnect with my feminine roots while
I have the chance.”

This therapist reported that the subtle part of the process happened
a week later. “After meditating for a week in my mother’s house, I
realized that my entire chest was warm. My energy circulated as if I
had turned on a tap, melted a block of ice that I held in my heart.
Somehow finding my way back to my mother has deepened my
meditation in an unexpected dimension. Who would have thought
that I had cut off my roots when I left my relationship with my
mother in an unresolved state of anger?”

Others in the group were less positive. They spoke of our
culture’s rampant evils surrounding the parental-child bond: child
abuse, incest and misuse of parental authority. When I speak about
filial respect to Westerners, I often hear stories of intense pain and
paralyzing grief. Even people who respect the principle of filiality
shake their heads and say something like, “But you don’t know my
old man. He’s a real jerk. My resolve wouldn’t last a minute if I tried
to repay his kindness. The anger runs too deep.”

Our emotion surrounding filial respect emphasizes the need to
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heal the relationship and start it anew. The fact that it bothers
us so much is a signal that the parent-child relationship is of
primary importance and stands squarely on the path to our
spiritual evolution. The pain surrounding our relationships
tells us that we have to deal with them. Our meditation stands
to benefit when we can say, “No matter how much hurt I
have received from my parents, no matter how frustrated I've
been in my attempts to open up communication with them,
let this wound heal and let it begin to heal with me.”

Reflecting on our thoughts in meditation teaches us that
in our heart of hearts, we care deeply about the people who
brought us into the world. We cant leave those ties, and even
when we try hard to cut them out of our lives, parents are
central to our search for identity. For better or worse, we will
meet those people again and again until we turn around and
heal the debts we owe. Filial respect, if taught in our nation’s
schools, could be a powerful antidote to alienation and
loneliness. As an example of a healing parent-child relationship
that touches on the spiritual, I offer the following story.

While on a pilgrimage along the coast of California, I met
a young couple who had made the difficult choice to take
care of the wife’s aging father. Times were hard; they had
two young children, no jobs, and no house. “Buddhists talk
about being good to family, but in this case, family was good
to us,” said the woman. “As soon as we brought Papa Joe
here after his stroke, it seemed as if he brought blessings to
us. The only house available for months showed up on the
market, and we got it. In a place where jobs were unavailable,
two jobs came our way. We never believed so many blessings
could come from doing what’s right and taking care of my
ailing father.”

People sometimes ask why monks and nuns who profess
filial regard leave home and abandon their parents. On the
surface, it seems like hypocrisy. The answer is, if you don’t
have a filial heart, you can’t leave home. It’s only because
we have been given a good start in life that a person can
confidently leave home with the wish to repay not only their
own parents’ kindness, but the kindness of all parents. It’s
not that you cut the roots; you strengthen the roots and
connect back to the source of happiness in a deeper way.
The filiality of monks and nuns leads to a repayment of
goodness in a higher octave. You become, in an unexpected
and wonderful way, more authentically filial than you could
if you were only focused on repaying your own biological
family. You connect not to just your own physical parents
but to the roots that nurture goodness in all beings.

Bodhi Field
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