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The Role of Emotions
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The Chan monk sends him to Dharma Master Rongjing who skillfully
helps Venerable Master Xuyun widen the scope of his aspirations. Knowing
that Venerable Master Xuyun is trying to emulate the ancients, Dharma
Master Rongjing asks: “You know that the ancients disciplined their
bodies, but do you know they also disciplined their minds?” (28). Adeptly,
Dharma Master Rongjing is helping Venerable Master Xuyun clarify and
expand the scope of his vows. Dharma Master Rongjing does not tell him
to renounce his vows to be like the ancients; instead, he asks Venerable
Master Xuyun to reflect more carefully on the practices of the ancients and
to follow them more truly, presenting to him as worthy of emulation both
their external austerities and their internal attitude towards cultivation.
The great masters of the past realized enlightenment not by fleeing the
world but by teaching and transforming living beings in the world (28).
This instruction seems to be a turning point for Venerable Master
Xuyun, particularly in the transformative effect it has on his emotions
and his attitude towards his family. Repaying the debt of gratitude to his
parents becomes one of his primary motivations in cultivation. At forty-
three, he vows to go on a bowing pilgrimage to Mount Putuo and then to
Mount Wutai so as to dedicate the merit to his parents. This begins a three-
year journey during which he endures a great deal of hardship and almost
loses his life twice (35-49). At one point, a beggar, Wenji, urges him to
renounce his vow to go on pilgrimage to Mount Wutai. Venerable Master

Xuyun’s response is quite moving.

When | was born | did not see my mother, who died in childbirth.
| was my father’s only son but | fled from him and because of that, he
resigned his post and this shortened his life. As my parents’ love for
me was as boundless as heaven is vast, | have been unhappy about
this business for several decades. Thus, | vowed to go on pilgrimage
to Mount Wu-tai to pray for Manjusri Bodhisattva to protect them and
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We can see from this that awakening
to the Way does not mean cutting
off emotional relationships. What
awakening does is transform these
relationships, so that, ceasing to be
karmic impediments, they become
a source of inspiration for Dharma

practice .
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deliver them from suffering so
that they can secure birth in the
Pure Land as soon as possible.
However many difficulties there
are to face, | must reach the holy
site for it would be better to die
than to fail in fulfilling my vow
(41-42).

Venerable

clearly feels deep sadness for

Master  Xuyun

having caused his parents
suffering. He acknowledges his
responsibility in his father’s short
life and also recognizes that he
has not repaid his parents’ love
and care for him. Venerable

Master Xuyun clearly has a deep

concern for his parents’ welfare. Venerable Master Xuyun’s chosen method

of practice is a bowing pilgrimage, but this is just the external form. In his

heart he is dedicating merit to his parents and praying for their deliverance.

Even after, at fifty-six, Venerable Master Xuyun awakens at a Chan

session at Gaomin Monastery, he does not forget about his parents, but

maintains his aspiration to repay the kindness of his mother (67-69). At

fifty-eight, he reflects:

When | was born, I lost my mother whom | never saw. | only saw her

picture at home and each time | thought of her, my heart broke. Previously

| had taken a vow to go to Ashoka (A Yu Wang) Monastery in order to

revere the Buddha’s relics and to burn off a finger there as an offering to

the Buddha for the liberation of my affectionate mother (69).
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Venerable Master Xuyun does not cut his emotional ties with his mother even
after his profound awakening experience. While at Ashoka Monastery sitting in
Chan meditation, he has a vision of himself flying on a dragon, from which he
can see his mother below, in a beautiful palace. He tells her to ride the dragon to
the Western Pure Land (69). He comments, “This was the only time in my life
that I saw my mother (70).” Later, Venerable Master Xuyun falls ill, and the chief
monk then tries to discourage Venerable Master Xuyun from offering his finger. At
this point, Venerable Master Xuyun bursts into tears and says, “Who can escape
from death? I want to repay my debt of gratitude to my mother and have taken a
vow to burn off a finger. Why should I live if I have to cancel my decision at this
point? I am ready to die (71).” Venerable Master Xuyun does not fit the common
misconception that an awakened Chan master has exterminated all feelings and
desires and is cold and aloof. His austere demeanor hides an inner sensitivity that
seems deeply connected to his human roots. We can see from this that awakening
to the Way does not mean cutting off emotional relationships. What awakening
does is transform these relationships, so that, ceasing to be karmic impediments,
they become a source of inspiration for Dharma practice.

Even at the age of 120, Venerable Master Xuyun’s grief for his mother is still

present. Here is his response to his disciples who hope to celebrate his birthday:

| am like a candle in the wind and have achieved nothing; when | think
of this | am ashamed of my empty reputation. A century of worldly troubles is
like a dream and an illusion and is not worth any attachment. Moreover, since
birth leads to death, a wise man should be on the alert and set his mind on the
Dao, like one who loses no time to save his burning head. How can | indulge
in following a worldly custom? | thank you for your kindness from the bottom
of my heart but sincerely regret that | am unable to accept your present. | still
grieve over the untimely death of my mother and would request that you stop
this unprofitable plan to celebrate my birthday in order not to aggravate my sins
(276-277).

For Venerable Master Xuyun, his birthday is not a day of celebration of his
accomplishments, but rather a reminder that his coming into life brought about
his mother’s death. He uses his grief over his mother’s death as an opportunity to
teach filiality and impermanence to his disciples.

He dismisses his own life achievements, possibly

again as a teaching in non-attachment. At the  Be on the alert

same time, his response is very respectful and ~ @nd set his mind

compassionate: he thanks them for their kind 07 the Dao,

thoughts, but ultimately does not accept their  /like one who loses no time to

offer to celebrate his birthday. Venerable Master ~ save his burning head.

Xuyun gently asks his disciples to redirect their
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them as a means towards liberation for all. In
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essence, if his disciples truly want to celebrate his
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birthday, each of them should “be on the alert and set his mind on the
Dao, like one who loses no time to save his burning head.” His response
is reminiscent of the Buddha’s final instructions in the Maha-parinibbana

Sutta:

Yet it is not thus [making offerings of flowers and music], Ananda,
that the Tathagata is respected,
venerated, esteemed, worshipped,
and honored in the highest degree.
But, Ananda, whatever bhikkhu or
bhikkhuni,
abides by the Dhamma,

layman or laywoman,
lives
uprightly in the Dhamma, walks
in the way of the Dhamma, it is by
such a one that the Tathagata is
respected, venerated, esteemed,
worshipped, and honored in
the highest degree. Therefore,
Ananda, thus should you train
“We shall abide by

the Dhamma, live uprightly in the

yourselves:

Dhamma, walk in the way of the
Dhamma.”

The
Master

Buddha and Venerable
Xuyun both seem to
be using emotional feeling as a

skillful
disciples. They have transformed

teaching-tool for their
the emotions in themselves into
conditions to support awakening,

and now they are leading others to

do the same for themselves.

Venerable Master Xuyun’s lifetime of practice shows that emotions
play a role in the path of awakening. As the Autobiography describes that
he has many emotional responses: admiration for the ancient masters,
gratitude towards his parents, shame at his own shortcomings, sorrow for
the pain he caused his parents, care for the ultimate well-being of others,
and courage to live by his vows even when faced with death. However, he
does renounce the emotions that are not conducive to awakening such
as craving (trsna) and lust (raga), which are the causes for continual
existence in the cycle of birth and death. Emotions, then, are not bad in
and of themselves. They must be examined carefully to see where they
lead. When directed towards the proper goal, they can be useful.

How then should a practitioner deal with his or her emotions? There
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are a number of possible lessons that come from Venerable Master
Xuyun’s life story. (1) Emotions first must be identified as liberating or as
entangling. (2) We should not blindly follow the expectations of society,
culture, and family as they often reinforce emotional entanglement. (3)
Walking the path does not mean ignoring our feelings—in fact, our
conscience and sense of shame are guides on the path. (4) Recognizing
the kindness of others, especially parents, is a source of inspiration for
spiritual growth. And finally, (5) emotions are not to be “cut off,” but
rather used to teach and transform living beings, both internal ones
(our afflictions) and external ones (those whom we have affinities with).

Venerable Master Xuyun’s life serves as an example to guide us. He
devoted his life to following the example of ancient sages, and we now
can follow him, or better yet, we can follow the Dharma that his life

points to. &
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