Engaging with Family as Spiritual Practice:
Keeping Cool During the Christmas Holidays
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On alternate Mondays, Doug Powers teaches “Buddhism for the
Modern Mind” at the Berkeley Buddhist Monastery. The following
is from the last class before the winter holiday (12-14-2015).
Speaking directly to the situation of the students in the class, Doug
addressed the challenges that come up for many people while

visiting family and gives advice on dealing with those.

Christmas is coming up soon. So you will all have the chance to
really work on your filial respect, to really cultivate. From the point
of view of cultivation, looking at how well you were parented is
actually almost a secondary issue to the amount that it has affected
the fundamental ground of your habituation. Seeing through that
in an honest way is really difficult. To me, that is the reason Master
Hua pushed filial respect so much. He did so as a Chan teacher.

It was not a Chinese cultural thing. It came from the recognition
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that from the standpoint of Chan cultivation, you need to
be connected to your parental construct as much as possible,
because then you can actually see that material to work on.
The further you remove yourself from that material, the more
unconscious it will be, and the more difficult it will be to
work through, no matter how positive or how negative it was.
Is everyone with me? The basis for filial piety is not a moral
obligation, it is a personal-growth obligation to being honest
with yourself about those aspects that are embedded in your
personality, about your reactions that go back to childhood.

For almosteverybody, the holidays become an opportunity
to come face to face with those habits and constructs. It’s got
two sides to it. First, it challenges you: all these old habitual
patterns come up when you are around family. Then, on top
of the problem of coming back into contact with all these
family members, there is the problem of expectations. That
is, the second big problem is that people create massive
amounts of expectations of each other, that sometimes don’t
get totally fulfilled. For example, you might be all “charged”
with the expectation that someone is going to have a certain
kind of reaction to you or give you some kind of joyful, really
exciting, positive time. But when we get into the situation
it’s not always exactly what our expectations are. So these
expectations that don’t necessarily get fulfilled can create a
lot of suffering. If we're going to make the holidays work in
terms of our relationships with people, then the only way to
do so is to bring forth your paramitas: your patience, your
careful listening, your gratitude, your generosity.

You know what the number one Buddhist practice that
you want to bring forth in December and January is? It’s
generosity. Generosity will get you a long way in changing

your own energy and spirit, and providing the positive energy
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for your own heart to be involved in a positive way. It also ignites
other people’s hearts rather than their judgmentalism. If you would
just have generosity, the amount that will do—both in terms of
your own exchange on the mind ground and also dealing with the
circumstances around you—will be incredible. You will also need
patience. And if you actually want to communicate, the key is to
listen carefully. We've talked about this a lot. A fundamental issue
from the standpoint of cultivation, in terms of relationships, is
suspending your own interpretations and listening really carefully to
what the other person is saying and then relating to them through
their own context, rather than through your expectations. You can
tell how well you are cultivating by how well you are able to suspend
your own interpretations, judgments, and emotional reactions. Listen
to somebody else and actually accord with the passing conditions of
the other person rather than your own reactions. You can always tell
how well you are doing in cultivation by how irritated you get.

The really, really great Bodhisattva is the “Bodhisattva of
irritation” [Laughter from the audience], because whenever you're
irritated it shows that the Big Self has been again mistreated — YOU!
Other people being mistreated can get you a little excited, but YOU
being mistreated, that’s a different issue. And that usually creates this
irritation. If you can catch the irritation and be patient before it gets
momentum, this is really really all what practice is. We can do all
the practice we want but it really comes down to these things. How
patient can you be in the conditions that would have caused irritation
in the past? The second big “Bodhisattva” is judgmentalism, because
as soon as you are judgmental you already know, Oh! The Big Self
has arisen once again. The illusory self the Buddha was talking about
arises not as an intellectual abstraction, but arises in your mind-
ground every time judgmentalism or irritation arise. These are signals
that tell you there is still a lot of attachment and so forth. They give
you information about where you are at.

You can go all day doing just fine until somebody does a particular
thing and then you get irritated. If you look into that irritation, you
will see that everytime the ground of that irritation is the illusory self.
Every time. This is not ninety-eight percent but a hundred percent
of the time. YOU were mistreated. YOU were not recognized. YOU
were irritated. Something happened in which you were engaged—
something negative, and then on the basis of that, irritation arises,
anger arises, actions arise, and then down the whole pathway to like...
well, you know what kind of mess you can get yourself into. So, it
seems like this is a good month to practice generosity in the place of
judgmentalism, patience in the place of irritation.

For the next few weeks people will be in very different contexts
than they are the rest of the year. These gatherings offer a really good

chance to see how youre doing. What is really interesting is when
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you’re in a situation where you go back to somebody’s house—your
parents house, your relative’s house, your brother’s or sister’s house—
that you havent been at for a while. Because then you actually do
see what changes you've made or not made in the passage of time
by the way you're reacting to things and the day-to-day activities of
the people you don't see very often. You don't see your day-to-day
changes very much in normal circumstances. But when you go into
a situation that you're very familiar with but that you haven’t been in
for quite a while, that’s one of the few places in the process of your
year where you can actually see if you've made any headway on being
a little bit more patient, a little bit more gentle, a little bit more still,
listening a little bit better. At those moments you can really see if
there has been progress in your practice.

Does that help? Anybody have any questions?

A woman from the audience: I have a question. I encountered
an issue back home. My brother fights with his wife and it’s due to...

Doug interrupts: And they’re the only couple that does that out
there?

[Laughter from the audience]

She continues: I can see why it is, because I can observe it. But
you always say to only take on whatever I'm ready to take on. And
I know the cause of their fighting, but he cannot realize it. Do you
have any suggestions?

Doug: I think with your relatives, more than with anyone else,
you need to be very careful about trying to engage change. Whereas
in friendship there is a chosen relationship—in other words, you
have chosen at one level or another to engage in taking care of each
other —with family, you're not choosing. It is a given and that makes
it much more fraught. Remember what I said earlier: everything
that happened in the past, the diaper-changing they did for you
when you were little and so on, is always there in all these family
relationships. You may look at yourself as you think you currently
are, but remember, they’re seeing you through the entirety of their
experience with you: from your childhood through all your different
personalities and adolescence; they saw all that stuff. Youre coming
to them as an adult, but remember, they've seen you through the
entire process. A brother or sister has been through all those battles,
through all that history, so when you come to those relationships
with some idea that youre going to change something, it is really
fraught. I don’t think that people are very successful in trying to
bring insight to their parents or brothers and sisters unless they have
a lot of time, and unless the siblings or parents have asked, or given
you permission. I don’t think that you'll find it very useful to try to
engage in the issues in your family, to think that youre going to bring
change in your family unless you're asked to. And even if you're asked

to, I'd be very careful about it.
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I think that with parents, there’s only one approach you can take, and
that is: engage them within their own value construct, in their existence, in
their way of doing things. Engage them inside of that as much as possible,
and give positive feedback to what you see as the positive elements of their
values, using their own language, their own terms. And in no way think
you're going to provide a new insight from outside their construct into their
construct, because I think you'll meet with resistance. Whereas if you engage
them in their own construct, in what you see as a positive value, and you
give support for that, especially if you could find something that they have
really done well or if they changed something that you noticed and then give
them super-positive reinforcement for that, and they get the glow of your
recognition, I think you can go a long way with that. But I think trying to
engage them as a daughter knowing something they don’t know, or trying
to help them to understand something, is a dead end: I think you're going
to find that very frustrating. [Laughter from the audience] For many, many
good reasons you'll find that frustrating. I highly suggest that you don't try
to do that; that’s what I mean by not taking on something for which you
haven’t set up the conditions.

Now, if you're living with your parents, you have time, and you're engaged
in their lives, that’s a different issue. You might then have an opportunity to
engage them. But if you're just visiting, then it is just about the warmth of
the relationship. For them, you are their daughter. You are very symbolic for
them, very symbolic of things in their ongoing life and future life. You have
to understand that as people get older they get more and more sentimental
about you, their child. Then the grandkids, oh my... then the symbolic value
is all over the place. That's why they’re pushing so hard for the grandkids. 1
don’t know if I'm answering your question.

She replies: Yes, thanks.

Doug: Does anybody else want to add something before we move into
other stuff?

Another lady: I just want to say briefly that I spent the weekend with my
brother whom I haven’t seen in awhile. And everything you say is completely
true.

[Audience laughs while Doug says “Okay”

Doug: Yes. Well, siblings have a lot of history. You have a lot of history
with your brother, and with all your other family members. But it’s the
same principle in all relationships. As a practitioner, the way you practice the
illusory self is not as a theory, but in the actual listening and according to
the conditions of the other. Every time you closely listen and accord with the
other’s conditions without a position outside of that, and agree as much as
possible with everything that he or she is doing, unless it really crosses some
incredible line that youre not willing to cross, most things will go pretty
well. In supporting their construct, it also gives you a chance to practice less
self while giving them positive reinforcement within their own construct.

Someone else from the audience: So, you said that, for example, when

engaging your parents, you should provide positive reinforcement or things

IRAVFERREE T « i5E - TR IR AT DA S TH
HIEFIE T A - B2 R AERE—EL
5o ARDA—TFE R MAPTR RIE YR PY - 50
DB BOAAR T fig A+ P S A5 iy 2 RE Ak B At 7]
i B ESEEHE - el irEEEIE
HOH®E - (FEREXE) AIRZEINERS
E?VK?H%': o FrEFUERIR N B E S -

B EIRPTER & A 7 AT E
T NEE GG B -

WHRIRBRAEFRAVC B —E40E - I A
PRERE T TEMAMIYASE - BEMTEE > B2
B RUEFE e KT THREE - =
TEMSRARE S IR M - AR fy SR
FRUBHCREE - B S - Rt fIey
25 o R MIRE B —ERES
A MERAE A SRR AR VG E IR E HA S
Mo REDESE - AFIF4CHOR - BHR (AP
HIFZT-) RIS & B OZE » AR A
AIFR Ao RIB | SRR i AR E A (BB R
R - Bt eI EHT
HIEA o RRIEREEEE TIREE -

ROV - 20T B -

R - fESER IV EERT
e 2

PN —hrdk - A RMEBREER - HR
FATF AN A EF B3 o /RPTERAYE
) GEHN 5T A IEHE -

(ER#SE Okays - HRX]

Rep - B Wk IR RESL -
IRELREYEFEF o FOE A 2 N HVE 1R 2 815
s o (HRAEFE SRR > EEE 5 - (R
BTN (EFHELINE R A EHE S o 2
REIRAE H B MU TR BB fth A YR 45% -
B RAT AR EEES B IR A AR AR TE
PEDASNN TS - T S S (A A =
N o bR TR T RN B R AT R AR
AR  fREb S T RERNERE ARk E R
NEFIEY - E1E TR EERS 20 > Bt
GTIREC—ERE R B o [FRAE
ME A EER AELLEIEETEE -

B ﬁﬁlﬁ RAEER 0 ELAIRISC BEAH
FERS > BIPMREASEIEE AV » H4ABIE
HHIEE °

B NEHSR

APRIL 2016 VAJrRA BopH SEA |31

8 A o ‘ Q134 Haog



B #i ot ‘ BobHi FIELD

that you feel are positive?

Doug: Yeah.

Same student continues: What about when they do something
that you consider to be negative?

Doug: I usually would say nothing. I really think you want to
support the positive things and not do anything about the negative.
I do not think you want to negatively reinforce the negative. I do not
suggest you positively enforce something that you see is negative. But
you don’t have to say anything. For example, they might be getting
drunk every Friday night. You're sitting there and theyre getting
drunk. It is not your place to get involved in their personal stuff at
that level. But you don’t necessarily have to say, “Oh, this is really great
that youre drunk.” You do not want to give your support to things
that you don't support, but you don’t have to be negative about them.

A student asks: What if you observe someone saying something
whereby he is undermining someone else, not you. What can you do?

Doug: You have to be SUPER careful to engage in correcting
anything. Hopefully, as a cultivator, when you look at a situation
like what you are talking about, when you see somebody mistreating
somebody else, youre taking a few deep breaths and looking really
carefully at what you could constructively do. You don’t react
emotionally at all and have no personal judgment or interpretation
that’s playing into it, because any personal thing is going to create more
problems than there were before. Any emotion will probably make the
situation worse. So, as a cultivator facing something like that, you
take a bunch of deep breaths, you observe really closely whether there’s
something you could actually do constructively, and you're strategic.
You're neither emotional nor do you make it into something personal.
Neither your own personal reaction nor emotion enters, because if it
does, you'll increase the fire from what it was before. It’s not going
to necessarily resolve anything. Now, even if all those things are in
place, I would still say that it is very important to be strategic. You ask
yourself, Can I really engage in this? How would I do it? How would
I do it the best? Could I take one person aside, not get into the thing
between them at all but get support for the person who’s getting the
criticism, either right at the moment or little bit afterwards? Could I
resolve it later in another context? But, the key thing as a cultivator is
that you use the same principles over and over again: you don’t engage
emotion, you don’t engage view, youre just engaged tactically. So,
youd have to look at the situation and see whether you can make a
positive difference or whether you're just going to blow something up
into another level of conflict.

From the audience: Wow;, that is not easy!

Doug: Well, if it were easy we wouldn’t be all fighting each other,
right? &
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