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The Role of Emotions
in a Lifetime of Practice
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The great contemporary Chan master, Venerable
Master Xuyun, revived Chinese Buddhism during a
time of great turmoil and difficulty. Even at a young
age, he was strict in self-discipline, austere in practice,
and displayed an unwavering resolve. The pictures of
him show a composed Buddhist monk completely
at peace and in control of his senses. But his
autobiography shows us another side of him. It shows
us a person with very human emotional responses:
shame, admiration, profound gratitude, joy, and at
times even distress to the point of tears.

These responses raise a question: How did his
emotions make sense given the Buddhist teachings
that to become free of the cycle of birth and death,
one must let go of emotions, often expressed in
a four character Chinese phrase, duan yix qi ai (
Bk Z<%), literally translated as “cut off desire
and cast out love”? Are Venerable Master Xuyun’s
experiences inconsistent with the Buddha’s teachings?
I will explore this question by investigating: (1) the
Buddhist concepts of desire, love, and emotion, (2)
the emotional relationships Venerable Master Xuyun
left behind when he ran away from home to become
a monk, and (3) his later transformation of these
relationships—especially his relationship with his

parents—through spiritual practice.
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Defining Desire, Love, and Emotions

The first layer of misunderstanding around emotions in Buddhism can be
addressed by clarifying the definition of the terms yz, “desire,” and 47, “love.””
In English, these words have a large range of meanings. For instance, the word
“desire” can be used when speaking of a desire to seck material gain but might
also be used to speak of an aspiration for awakening and goodness. The word
“love” can be used to mean a form of lust or universal care for all.

Moreover, “emotion” comes from the Latin emovere where e (out) +
movere (move) (Online Etymology Dictionary). Therefore, emotion has
the sense of “moving out,” “agitation,” or an internal stirring that is often
in contrast to reason and the intellect. In everyday usage, emotions include
everything along the spectrum from sorrow and grief to joy and happiness.
Hence, all three words point to a broad range of potential meanings.

To address this vagueness, a better translation of yi and 4 might be
“craving” and “lust,” which reflects their Sanskrit equivalents, trsna and
raga more accurately. Trsna literally means “thirst” and is introduced by the
Buddha in the Dbhammacakkappavattana Sutta as being the origin of dukkha,
“suffering,” the experience of never being satisfied. He continues to explain
that trsna takes on three forms: craving for sensual pleasure (kima), existence
(bhava), or non-existence (vibhava) (In the Buddha’s Words 75-78). The
first form of craving will be addressed in the discussion on raga later. The
second form, craving for existence, feeds the cycle of birth and death as living
beings crave for renewed existence in samsara. The last form, craving for non-
existence, is a wish for annihilation that rejects existence.?

Raga, translated as “lust,” is similar to the first trsna, “craving sensual
pleasure.” At the coarsest level it manifests as sexual desire; at a more subtle
level, it refers to an “underlying tendency to lust for pleasurable feeling” (In the
Buddha’s Words 31-32). In the Dart Sutta, the Buddha compares an ordinary
person of the world with a trained noble disciple. After an ordinary person is
struck by the first dart (physical pain), he experiences the second dart, (mental

suffering and anguish). The noble disciple, on the other hand, although he too
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1.In fact, the Chinese words themselves can also be misleading as well. #i(%), similar to “love,” ranges from emotional attachment,

to a mother’s care for a child, to unconditional care for humanity. Possibly a reason for the misunderstanding of the term in English

coming from the Chinese is because it is already vague in the Chinese.
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2. The Buddha’s teaching that “craving for non-existence” is a cause for suffering is more evidence that he is not teaching that

human feeling should be rejected or “cut off.” Instead, he is offering a methodology that leads to freedom that comes from constant

mindfulness of internal feelings guided by wisdom.
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experiences pain, does not react. According to the
Buddha, what makes the noble disciple different is
that he experiences the first dart of physical pain
without being averse to pain or seeking pleasure
and is then not hit by the second dart, the mental
afflictions. The real work of cultivation is in the
letting go of the underlying tendency of lust.
Speaking of emotions generally, Buddhism
broadly categorizes them into two groups:
liberating emotions and entangling emotions.
For instance, three skillful mental qualities given
in Yogacara clearly have an emotional dimension,
such as trust (§raddha), conscience (hri), and sense
of shame (apatrapya). The sense of shame that
arises when one does harm produces an internal
stirring; however, this feeling, although potentially
unsettling, is useful feedback and should be heeded
and developed. On the other hand, Yogacara also
lists many unskillful mental qualities which are
obstacles to spiritual growth, such as lust (raga),
hatred (pratigha), pride (mana), and jealousy
(irasya). These qualities also stir the heart in a way
that entangles it in more confusion. Because of this,
Yogacara masters encourage us to let go of them. In
Buddhism, then, emotions are to be reflected on
with wisdom and cultivated appropriately. General
statements such as “all emotions are bad” or, even
worse, “all emotions need to be cut off” can lead a
practitioner astray thinking that they are supposed

to not feel anything.

Renouncing the Family

Leaving the family life to enter the monastic
Sangha seems to be the most drastic act of
“cutting off” emotions and human relationships.
Fundamental relationships, such as those with
parents and with spouses and children are torn
asunder. Parents grieve; wives lament; children cry.
To his family, the aspiring monastic seems cold and
heartless. He seems to be abandoning his family
to pursue his or her own aspirations. Venerable
Master Xuyun is a case in point. At nineteen, he
ran away from two wives, a stepmother, and a
father, all of whom were deeply attached to him.

From Chinese society’s perspective, Venerable

Master Xuyun’s decision to leave home is unfilial
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and irresponsible. He did not fulfill his responsibilities as a son, especially

that of carrying on the family line. He did not care for the emotional
needs of his wives, but left them at a very young age without bearing them
any children—he had no intimate relationships with them, but remained
completely celibate (Empty Cloud: The Autobiography of the Chinese Zen
Master, Hsu Yun 22). At nineteen, Venerable Master Xuyun was completely
provided for by his family and displayed all the external signs of worldly
success. He was smart and intelligent, belonged to a wealthy household, and
had two wives of good family, but he left it all to become a monk. He clearly
had a different set of values. These values can be seen in Venerable Master
Xuyun’s poem for his wives when he left them at nineteen:

Once there is birth, death then will follow; everyone knows this.

Why moan and gripe?

For wives and riches,

for heir and fortune, you ruin your future.

1It5 all due to anger and greed.

For what sort of profit,

for what kind of fame have I wasted nineteen springs?  [...]

Much more should we, in the Dharma’s demise,

Fraught with anguish and difficulties,

Now strive to be like those of old

in search of our enlightenment.

(Song of the Skin Bag BT'TS Translation)
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The above passages show the motivations for his
departure: 1) a recognition of the impermanence of life;
2) a feeling that worldly success (wealth, fame, marriage)
was meaningless; and 3) a wish to emulate the ancient
sages and inspire others to do likewise. He was not leaving
the household in order to reject his wives or family, but
instead, saw the fleeting and unsatisfactory nature of
worldly existence and wanted to find a way out. In a
way, he was looking out for their ultimate well-being.
Separation is a fact of life; where there is birth, there is
death. But he wanted to find a way out, and he left a
poem for his wives hoping that they will seek liberation
as well.

Oftentimes a different cultural perspective sheds light
on some hidden assumptions within another cultural
framework. Compared to traditional Chinese society,
modern America values give children much more freedom
and independence in choosing their path in life. The
expectation that kids will live out their parents’ dreams
and carry on the “family line” is much less. Deborah
Metcalf, the mother of an American Buddhist monk, Rev.
Heng Sure, writes in an article about her son: “I know

he will never marry or give me grandchildren, which is
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disappointing, but he is influencing many more children than he ever would
as a father. It makes him happier than anyone I know, and I can honestly say I
am proud that my son is a Buddhist (“Letter from a Proud Mother”).” She has
come to accept her son’s chosen path in life and can also accept that he will not
be having children. She would like grandchildren but is not terribly grieved—
there is a sense that she has let go of that expectation and transformed it
into secing the influence Rev. Heng Sure has had on other children and the
happiness it brings him. In the end, the real spirit of leaving home does not

negate filial duty, but elevates and enlarges it.

Transforming Emotion through Spiritual Practice

After leaving home, Venerable Master Xuyun lived and practiced on his
own in the mountains for a number of years. In order to hide from his father’s
scouts, he spent three years in hiding practicing repentance (23). He was then
told to come out and serve in the monastery, but after four years of service, he
felt that the work was hindering his practice, and he decided to strike out on
his own again to practice in seclusion in the mountains (24). His inspiration
came from his admiration of Dharma Master Xuanzang who went through
great “austerities to reach his goal,” and Venerable Master Xuyun reflected:
“Who am I that I should not follow his example?” (26).

Venerable Master Xuyun, modeling himself on the great masters of old,
wanted to let go of all physical comforts and attachments and follow an
ascetic way of life. However, his understanding of what he was doing was
transformed unexpectedly. At thirty-one, he meets a Chan monk who praises
him and requests the Dharma from him. Venerable Master Xuyun has an
emotional response to this. In his autobiography he says, “I felt very ashamed
at this and replied, ‘My knowledge is shallow, for as yet I have had no chance
to call on learned Masters (27).”

As discussed before, a sense of shame is a skillful mental quality that can
guide one on the path. Here Venerable Master Xuyun’s sense of shame causes
him to reflect on his own understanding and realize that although he is living
a peaceful existence as an ascetic, he has no Dharma to share. He is possibly
embarrassed by the praise from the monk because he knows that it is not
warranted. It is noteworthy that Venerable Master Xuyun did not respond
with negative emotions such as greed, pride, deceit, and shamelessness. He
was not greedy for praise or prideful of his accomplishments. He also did not
pretend to understand the Dharma or repress his conscience. Any of these
could have made this moment of turning into a moment of hardening,.

Venerable Master Xuyun could have responded: “Yes, I'm quite
accomplished, and have a great deal to teach. Have you heard of the poem I
wrote at nineteen, Song of the Skin Bag?” Instead, his response comes from a
place of humility and openness. He may have developed these traits through
his practice of repentance and reform—a practice which can help us recognize

our faults and become more attuned to our conscience.

5 To be continued
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