





















































































































































































































































Our Debt of Gratitude to Our Parents

Dr. Susunaga Weeraperuma

UR parents are instrumental in

bringing about many improve-

ments in our lives. We owe our very ex-

istence to them, and so we will always

be in debt to them. Is it possible to re-
lease oneself from this debt ?

Numerous indeed are parents’ acts of
self-sacrifice. They sacrifice their time, en-
ergy and money so that their children
have the advantage of a good education;
they provide the basic necessities such as
. food, clothing and shelter, and much
more, in order that their offspring can
live in comfort; when there are outbreaks
of epidemics they minister to their sick
children; they love to cheer up their sons
and daughters who are in low spirits;
they constantly counsel children with
psychological problems; wealthy and
thoughtful parents sometimes build spe-
cial vacation homes for their children.
The best type of parents, the conscien-
tious ones, introduce their children to
spiritual literature and thereby stimulate
their interest in leading lives that are
morally right and good.

Modern parents have to dissuade
young persons from becoming addicted
to hallucinogenic drugs, tobacco and al-
cohol. The younger generation should be

taught to avoid gambling, like the
plague. Parents would be failing in their
duty if they do not explain to their kids
that promiscuous behaviour is detrimen-
tal to health; it is also contrary to tradi-
tional moral values. We often hear the
expression ‘becoming proud parents’ as
if the mere act of mothering or fathering
a child were a great achievement! Any
raging beast who sleeps around can be-
come a father many times over. Whereas
any fellow who behaves irresponsibly can
produce progeny and thereafter neglect
to exercise due care. Only parents with a
great sense of responsibility would play
a major role in introducing a spiritual di-
mension to the lives of children under
their charge.

We are living in a pleasure-orientated
world wherein the institution of mar-
riage seems to be falling into decline.
Because of matrimonial difficulties and
other reasons the divorce rate is increas-
ing, which in turn results in one-parent
families or single-parent families. In such
families, provided the roles of father and
mother are rolled into one, a child’s sense
of deprivation can be somewhat lessened.
Similarly, a child without biological par-
ents is not necessarily filled with a sense
of loss so long as a boy or girl in this
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situation is showered with affection and
unfailing support. In our so-called highly
civilised societies there are also, alas,
thousands of children who were or-
phaned in various wars. These pitiable
children are an eloquent testimony to our
love of violence and our basic barbarism.
It is proof that we are anything but gen-
tle and loving human beings.

It is not by choice that one is born into
a particular family. We cannot select our
parents or our family members. We do
not know the karmic reasons why some
have biological parents, whereas others
have adoptive ones. It says a lot about
the workings of the law of karma that we
have had no say whatsoever in these
matters. It is possible that we were closely
associated with our parents in previous
lives, either as our nearest relations or as
our closest friends. It is well known that
strong attachments to people formed in
past lives can continue in the present and
future ones.

We have considered the question of the
role of parents in acting in the best inter-
ests of their children. Equally important
is the following issue: What is the most
excellent way to do one’s duty when car-
ing for ageing parents? Incidentally, the
expression ‘acting out of duty’ is often
used but unfortunately it is suggestive of
a certain lack of warm feelings. There-
fore it is necessary to pose the question:
Do I’care’ for my parents, only because I
feel duty-bound, or am I genuinely con-
cerned about my parents out of deep af-
fection for them? In other words, do 1
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force myself ‘to care’ for my parents just
to avoid the emergence of a conscience-
stricken emotional state as a result of
treating them with total indifference ?

Once | made the acquaintance of a
very successful lawyer in late middle age
who used to refer rudely to his parents
as ‘that old woman’ and ‘that old man’.
After he had quarrelled with them he ran
away from home during his adolescence.
When his parents were separated, he re-
ally hit the bottle. The lawyer treated his
parents with contempt and avoided
meeting them even in times of crisis.
When his poor father suffered a severe
heart attack he refused to visit him in
hospital. He could at least have offered a
tew words of comfort to his ailing father.
When I strongly advised the lawyer to
overlook all the past failings of his par-
ents and stressed the importance of be-
ing a dutiful son, he became very
argumentative as though he were ad-
dressing a court. Finally he asked me to
mind my own business! Never must one
bear resentment towards the parents, of
all people, even if their state is one of ut-
ter moral degeneration.

Buddha taught that parents should al-
ways be treated with the respect that they
deserve:

Those families, O monks, dwell with
Brahma where at home the parents are
respected by their children. Those
families dwell with the ancient teach-
ers where at home the parents are res-
pected by their children. Those fami-
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lies dwell with the ancient deities
where at home the parents are res-
pected by the children. Those families
dwell with those worthy of worship
where at home the parents are re-
spected by their children.

“Brahma”, monks, is a term for father
and mother. “The early teachers” isa
term for father and mother. “The early ;

deities” is a term for father and
mother. “Those worthy of worship” is
a term for father and mother. And
why? Parents are of great help to their
children, they bring them up, feed
them and show them the world.

The Venerable Moggallana and the
Venerable Sariputta were the two chief
disciples of Buddha. Moggallana is best
remembered for his extraordinary psy-
chic powers; he excelled all other monks
in this field. The karmic reason for
Moggallana’s tragic demise is traceable
to his past patricidal and matricidal
deeds.

In one of his former lives Moggallana

had a young wife who was unfortunately |

hellbent on getting rid of her old and
blind parents-in-law (i.e. Moggallana’s
own parents). Legend has it that she was
very jealous of the fact that all her hus-
band’s attention was being given to his
sick and elderly parents instead of her-
self. When she commanded her husband
to kill his parents, he hesitated at first
but later agreed to do it. One morning
he secretly took his parents in a cart into
a forest and left it there. After some time
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he returned to the scene and started mim-
icking the sounds and voices of a gang
of robbers. Next while beating his par-
ents he tried to create the impression that
all these violent deeds were being perpe-
trated by robbers. He thereby deceived
his unsuspecting parents. Being blind,
they believed that their son had all the
time been present with them.

‘Son, flee now, flee,” they shouted out,
cautioning him to protect himself from
robbers. How they loved Moggallana!
How paradoxical that he was clubbing
his parents to death while, at the same
time, they were trying to preserve his life!

Despite his exalted spiritual status as
an Arhat, Moggallana had to pay dearly
for murdering his parents in a life of a
bygone era. As a general rule, parents
are much loved and revered by their chil-
dren in most civilised parts of the world.
It is inconceivable that he had carefully
planned and executed such a heinous
crime.

Several times some thugs surrounded
the house where Moggallana was stay-
ing but on account of his supernatural
abilities he managed to escape through
the keyhole. However, they caught him
on a later occasion and beat him severely.
He was on the verge of death. But before
dying he visited Buddha for the last time.

Buddha spoke of parents in glowing
terms and reminded us of our enormous
debt of gratitude to them:

' Anguttara Nikaya, IV. 63.
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I declare, O monks, that there are two
persons one can never repay. Who are
the two? One’s mother and father.

Even if one should carry about one’s
mother on one shoulder and one’s fa-
ther on the other, and while doing so
should live a hundred years, reach the
age of a hundred years; and if one
should attend to them by anointing
them with salves, by massaging, bath-
ing and rubbing their limbs, and they
should even void their excrements
there — even by that would one not
do enough for one’s parents, one
would not repay them. Even if one
were to establish one’s parents as the
supreme lords and rulers over this
earth so rich in the seven treasures,
one would not do enough for them,
one would not repay them.

But, O monks, one who encourages
his unbelieving parents, settles and
establishes them in faith; who encour-
ages his immoral parents, settles and
establishes them in virtue; who en-
courages his stingy parents, settles
and establishes them in generosity;
who encourages his ignorant parents,
settles and establishes them in wis-
dom — such a one, O monks, does
enough for his parents: he repays
them and more than repays them for
what they have done.?

Parents on account of infirmities of
old age, or other reasons, may become
unsteady and be in need of help
themselves. In such circumstances, the
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children can exert a beneficial influence
on the parents!

There is a famous Buddhist maxim
that the gift of the Dhamma exceeds all
other gifts. There is no greater favour that
one can do our parents than that of intro-
ducing them to the teachings of the En-
lightened One. They should be presented
with spiritual literature and taken to lec-
tures, meetings and various societies
where religious matters are discussed.
Elderly persons may lack the incentive
for studying serious subjects or for visit-
ing temples for the purpose of convers-
ing with monks. However, they can be
informed about stimulating forums for
religious debate and sermons on the ra-
dio. Many are the methods of educating
them on the spiritual life.

The spiritual advice that sons and
daughters proffer to parents may fall on
deaf ears. Some parents find it difficult
to regard their adult offspring as grown-
ups. In such a situation it is best to teach
by example rather than by precept. Par-
ents might want to become keen follow-
ers of their sons and daughters who are
paragons of virtue — one never knows.

If the parents get into the habit of
grumbling about their health or com-
plaining about people who are annoying,
one should of course give them a hear-
ing, but it is also necessary to tell them
that suffering is part and parcel of samsara.
If the parents are stingy and excessively

* Anguttara Nikaya, IL IV, 2.
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attached to their possessions, one can
advise them that the wealth one acquires
in life is not for storing selfishly but for
sharing with the needy. They will learn
a lot about the virtue of generosity when
they see their children giving alms to the
poor, to ascetics and bhikkus. They can be
shown the sheer joy of being helpful to
homeless people and refugees from war
zones. When parents observe that their
sons and daughters have achieved true
happiness, by leading chaste lives, they
will start pondering over their past mis-
takes. As a general rule it is the parents
who preach to their progeny the virtues
of abstaining from sex, but there are
times when children can convincingly
demonstrate to their parents that moral
purity ensures one’s own peace of mind.
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Their memory should live on after be-
loved parents have passed away; never
must they be relegated to the limbo of for-
gotten things. It is a long established prac-
tice in Buddhist lands to remember them
regularly. In their name people make do-
nations to charity, or there are alms
givings; food is lavishly served to monks,
nuns, friends, relations and animals; the
merit accumulated from such deeds are
then transferred to those loved ones who
are no longer with us. When such merito-
rious deeds are being performed for the
benefit of deceased parents, with all one’s
heart and mind one solemnly says, ‘May
my dear departed mother and my dear
departed father be well and happy! Wher-
ever they may be at present, may they be
full of joy! May they attain Nirvana!

thoughts. How am I to do it?

of all thoughts.

object ‘horse’, but that is all.

ues while other things come and go.

THE SOURCE OF THOUGHTS

Visitor: I am told that according to your school I must find out the source of my
Bhagavan: I have no school. However it is true that one should trace the source

Visitor: Suppose I have the thought ‘horse’ and try to trace its source; I find that
it is due to memory and the memory in its turn is due to prior perception of the

Bhagavan: Who asked you to think about all that? All those are also thoughts.
What good will it do you to go on thinking about memory and perception? It will
be endless, like the old dispute — which came first, the tree, or the seed. Ask who
has this perception and memory. That ‘I’ that has the perception and memory, whence
does it arise? Find out that. Because perception or memory or any other experience
only comes to that ‘I". You don’t have such experiences during sleep, and yet you say
that you existed during sleep. And you exist now too. That shows that the ‘I’ contin-

— Day by Day with Bhagavan, entry for 3-7-46.




