Gratitude Towards Parents

The subject of today’s talk is the debt of gratitude we have to our parents. It was asked about by one of the listeners today. 

The Buddha says in the Dhammapada (v.332) ‘Blessed it is to serve one’s mother; blessed it is to serve one’s father’.  And one of the blessings He gives in the ‘Mangala Sutta’ is, ‘M(t(pitu upa((h(na(’.  M(t(pitu means mother and father, and upa((h(na( means aid.  Thus, says The Buddha, one of the blessings in life is, ‘Aid to mother and father’.  This is explained in the ancient texts as providing one’s mother and father with the four requisites of life (clothes, food, dwelling and medicine), as well as washing their feet, massaging them, anointing them, and bathing them.  It is explained that this is because the mother and father have been very helpful to their children, because they desire their children’s welfare and sympathize with their children.  So much so that when they see their little children who have been playing outside come in with their bodies covered with dirt, they show their affection by cleaning off the dirt, stroking their heads and kissing them all over.  The ancient texts also describe the mother and father as providers, and as educators and and instructors about this world.

Elsewhere The Buddha says, ‘O monks, it is an immemorial custom with the wise to support their parents’.  It is thus an ancient and eternal law, and does not require the wisdom of a Fully Enlightened Buddha to understand.  Respect for and gratitude towards parents has been an ancient practice all over the world, not only among Buddhists.  Long before The Bodhisatta Prince Siddhatta was even reborn, good people knew that parents should be revered and respected.  

It does, however, take the wisdom of a Fully Enlightened Buddha, a Fully Enlightened Buddha’s understanding and explanation of the law of kamma to understand why it is parents should be thus revered.  Keeping the law of kamma in mind, we can examine our fundamental state – our state of having been reborn as human beings. We need namely to understand what it means to be possessed of a human life.  

A human life is precious, because it is the best state of existence in which to develop wisdom and other kusala kamma.  A Buddha is reborn in the human realm, and it is there we can best find the Dhamma, and there we may best understand the Dhamma.  Why?  Because when we are reborn in one of the hells, or as ghosts, we suffer too much to be able to understand anything except that we are suffering: we have no opportunity in the hells to make kusala kamma.  In the heavens, the life span is so long, and life so free of troubles, that we tend to forget that there is such a thing as impermanence, rebirth and suffering: we have little inclination in the heavens to make kusala kamma.  As human beings, however, there is sufficient comfort and happiness for the opportunity to make kusala kamma, and there is sufficient suffering for the inclination to make kusala kamma. Having now understood the immeasurable value of having been born as human beings, we may look at what part our parents have played in that process.  

The Buddha explains that conception of a human embryo takes place through the union of three things: when the father and mother unite, when it is the mother’s season, and when there is a being who by the force of kamma is ready to reborn at that time.  The third factor has to do with our own kamma, the first two depend on our parents, particularly our mother.  The Buddha explains further how the mother carries the embryo in her womb for nine or ten months with much anxiety, as a heavy burden.  When the child is born, the mother nourishes it, He says, with her own blood, for He calls breast-milk the mother’s blood. This is how The Buddha explains the normal course of a human birth.  But He does not say a human birth is a normal occurrence – on the contrary.  

Once The Buddha took up a little bit of sand on the tip of his fingernail.  Imagine how little that is, just some grains of sand on the tip of His fingernail.  He then asked the monks: ‘Which is greater, monks, the little sand on the tip of my fingernail, or the great earth?’  The monks replied: ‘Lord, there can be no comparison.  The sand on the tip of the Lord’s fingernail cannot be called even a fraction of the great earth.’  The Buddha then said: ‘Even so, monks, are fewer beings reborn as human beings than are reborn elsewhere’.  

All we need to do to understand this, it to look out into the world.  Just walk in the hills here around Balik Pulau.  What do we see?  Do we see thousands and millions, even billions of human beings walking about happily?  No, we see thousands and millions, even billions of ants, flies, bugs, gnats, mosquitoes, spiders, butterflies, and other such beings suffering the hell of rebirth as an animal.  How much kusala kamma do they make?  Please study them, and see that they never ever make kusala kamma.  It is impossible for an insect to make kusala kamma.  If we look up into the sky we see birds, and if we look down into the ground we see rats, worms and insects who live in complete darkness.  How much kusala kamma do they make?  And all the rats, the mice, the lizards and snakes, and the millions and millions of fish and other creatures in the sea?  When we look into the sea, we look into a world that is greater than the world of dry land, and it is teeming with beings suffering the hell of rebirth as an animal.  It teems with beings suffering the hell of rebirth as an animal, not only in the forest, but also in the city.  How many human beings live in Kuala Lumpur compared to all the mosquitoes, cockroaches, spiders, flies, lizards and rats who live there?  How many human beings live in Malaysia alone, compared to all the non-human beings?  And in the world?  As the monks said to The Buddha, there is no comparison.     


We may by reflecting on this alone understand that our debt to our parents is without measure.  But that is not enough.  For not only have they given us human life, they have also looked after us, and helped us grow into independent, thinking and knowing human beings, able to function in the world.  Even though we as babies and children maybe kept them awake at night, dirtied our linen again and again, demanded this and that and the other, day in and day out, were fussy about our food, threw it on the floor, made complete pigs of ourselves, always demanded attention, and behaved in fact like animals, they did not throw us out into the street.  They may have lost their patience sometimes, they may even have spoken harshly to us, or perhaps have beaten us, but they did not abandon us. They saw to it that we had the four requisites, clothes, food, shelter, and medicine.  Before we were able to walk, and before we were able to walk far, they carried us around, and they drove us to and from school, to this place and that place for our pleasure and happiness. They comforted us, gave us presents, more than we needed, they taught us how to speak, how to walk, how to eat, how to go to the lavatory, how to get dressed, and how to behave in society.  Even if they did not do all this themselves, they employed a nanny to do it for them.  Our parents saw to it that we received at least a basic education so as to be able to function in society.  In some cases they even saw to it that we received higher education, went to university.  Whatever the case may be, our parents were our first teachers, and they taught us how to become human beings.  Without parents to teach us that, we would be only animals.  There are authenticated cases of children having been found in the wilderness, who had been raised by wolves.  They were not like human beings; they were like animals.  We do not become like human beings simply by taking a human birth, we need to be reared as human beings, and that is what our parents do for us.

When we reflect upon these facts we may better understand what The Buddha means when he says [AN III, 4, §31] our mother and father should be worshipped as Brahm(, that they should be ranked with the ancient teachers, and that they are worthy of offerings.  Indeed, The Buddha says:

         ‘Brahm(’, monks, is a term for mother and father.  

         ‘Ancient teachers’, monks, is a term for mother and father.  

        ‘Worthy of offerings’, monks, is a term for mother and father.  

Why so?  Because mother and father do much for children, they bring them up,    nourish and introduce them to the world’.

And The Buddha gives a summary:


‘Parents are called ‘Brahm(’, ‘teachers of old’,


Worthy of gifts are they, compassionate


Unto their tribe of children.  Thus the wise


Should worship their parents and pay them due honour,


Serve them with food and drink, clothing and beds,


Anoint their bodies, bathe and wash their feet.


For service such as this to parents given


In this life sages praise a man, and he


Hereafter has reward of joy in heaven’.

Thus, when we treat our parents the proper way, we are rewarded with rebirth in heaven.  This is simply the law of kamma in operation.  It has nothing to do with The Buddha, nothing to do with whether we call ourselves Buddhists, Muslims, Christians, Hindus or whatever; it is simply kamma-vip(ka.  The Buddha saw with his Buddha-power that the law of kamma is a natural and impersonal law, and that it operates automatically just as the law of gravity operates.  Our parents have given and given and given and given, and we should, for our own good more than anyone else’s, try to give back, give back, give back with gratitude and respect. 

In the ‘Sigalaka Sutta’, The Buddha lists five ways in which we should regard our parents: ‘There are five ways in which a son should minister to his mother and father . . .. [He should think:] “Having been supported by them, I will support them.  I will perform their duties for them.  I will keep up the family tradition.  I will be worthy of my heritage.  After my parents’ death, I will distribute gifts on their behalf.”’

Should we behave towards our parents as advised by The Buddha, we will have no remorse at their death, and we will gain happiness in this life and in the future.  Should we neglect our parents, speak to them unkindly, and not be of help to them, we will at their death suffer remorse, and we will gain unhappiness in this life and in the future.

One way by which we may understand that the law of kamma operates this way, is in recalling that the first two of the five garuka kammas (the weighty kammas which bring us straight to the hottest hell) are the murdering of mother and the murdering of father.  To kill one’s mother or father is to take away the life of those who gave us life: it is ingratitude and wickedness without measure.

An example of the result of this extreme evil is found in the case of the Venerable Mah(moggallana’s violent death: he was beaten to death by bandits.  The Buddha explained [J(taka, 10, 7] that the Venerable Mah(moggallana’s violent death was such because he had killed his own parents in a past life.  In that life, his parents were blind, and instigated by his wife, Mah(moggallana beat them to death, pretending to be a bandit. The Buddha explained that because of that deed, Mah(moggallana had suffered torment in Hell for innumerable hundreds of thousands of years, and in a hundred successive lives he was beaten to death.  But when he died as the Venerable arahant Mah(moggallana, it was the last time, because he went into Parinibb(na afterwards.  

By reflecting on the garuka kammas, and the case of the Venerable Mah(moggallana, we may better understand the position that our parents hold in our lives.  They gave us the gift of life, which is an inviolable and sacred gift.  Without our parents we would simply not be here.  How we treat those who gave us the gift of life determines the quality of our future for a long time.  

We may then ask, ‘How about when parents do not teach their children the Dhamma, do not keep the five precepts, and do not teach their children to keep the five precepts?  Are their children still indebted to them?’ or  ‘Are the parents not to blame for all the things they did not teach their children?’ 

Here again, we must look at the law of kamma.  What does The Buddha say we must remember?  

I am the owner of my kamma.



I am the heir of my kamma.



I am born of my kamma.



I am bound to my kamma.



My kamma is my refuge.



Whatever kamma I do, good or bad, of that shall I be heir.

This means that our kamma is not our parents’ kamma; it is our kamma.  They gave us the gift of life, they helped us become human beings; what we do with that gift is our kamma.  Even if our parents teach us to do evil, or do not teach us to do good, our kamma is still our kamma.  The law of kamma does not care whom we listen to, for only the act of listening is kamma.  We are the ones who listen to bad advice, no one else.  If we listen to good advice and live our life skilfully, it is our kamma; if we listen to bad advice and live our life unskilfully, it is our kamma.  

This can be explained further by referring to what The Buddha says happens when we ill-treat those who should be treated well.  Once again, the first two he mentions are our mother and father.  This is not something The Buddha has decided, it is simply the way it is; it is what The Buddha saw with His Buddha power.  The Buddha explains that when the wardens seize the ill-conducted man, they take him the king of the hells, King Yama.  They say to King Yama: ‘Sire, this man has ill-treated his mother, ill-treated his father, ill-treated monks, ill-treated priests, he has no respect for the elders of his clan.  Let the king order his punishment.’

King Yama then asks the man whether he ever stopped to think about rebirth, about ageing, about sickness, and about the suffering which evil men suffer hereafter.  In all cases the man says, ‘No, Venerable Sir, I was negligent.’  King Yama then says: ‘Good man, through negligence have you failed to do good by body, speech and mind.  Certainly the wardens of hell will deal with you according to your negligence.  But’, he says, and this is about responsibility, ‘this evil action of yours was not done by your mother or your father, or by your brother or your sister, or by your friends and companions, or by your kinsmen and relatives, or by recluses and Brahmins, or by gods: this evil action was done by you yourself, and you yourself will experience its result.’  King Yama does not say, ‘If your parents taught you to do evil, or neglected to teach you to do good, it is OK for you to do evil, because it is not your fault that you are so stupid.  So you need not go to hell, you can go straight to heaven.’  King Yama does not say this because King Yama is himself a manifestation of the law of kamma – he cannot put somebody in hell who does not deserve to go there. 

Thus, what we do with the gift of life we have been given by our parents is ultimately our own responsibility.  As The Buddha says also in the Dhammapada [v.380]:  ‘One is truly one’s own protector.  Who else could the protector be?’

And He says [v.165]: ‘By oneself is evil done, by oneself is one defiled.  

 


   By oneself is evil left undone, by oneself is one purified.  

Purity and impurity depend on oneself – no one can purify                                      another.’

Should we have been reborn with parents who are without wisdom, and who are negligent, it is because of our own past kamma.  The only way to deal with such a situation is to counter-act the bad past kamma with new good kamma, that is, to cultivate s(la, sam(dhi and pa((a.  That way we may change the course of our wandering in sa(s(ra.  The fact that we are able to do so at all is, of course, once again, because our parents have given us the gift of life, which means we still owe them an immeasurable debt.

The position our parents hold in our life can be seen also in The Buddha’s instructions to monks.  Monks are not allowed to give to lay-people the requisites they have been offered by the faithful.  This is considered wasting the offerings.  But if a monk’s parents are in need, the monk is allowed to support them with the requisites he has received.  There are several cases in the Tipitaka where The Buddha praises a monk who supports his poor parents with the four requisites of life.  Even so, says The Buddha, the debt cannot be cleared by us.  Only insofar as we pay it back by establishing our mother and father in the Dhamma.  

He explains this in the ‘Samacitta Sutta’ of the Anguttura Nik(ya.  First, He explains the difference between worthy and unworthy persons:

[§1] ‘Monks, the unworthy person is ungrateful, and forgetful of benefits.  Ingratitude and forgetfulness is congenial to mean people.  Ingratitude and forgetfulness of benefits is altogether a feature of unworthy people.

But, monks, the worthy person is grateful and mindful of benefits done.  Gratitude and mindfulness is congenial to the best people.  Gratitude and mindfulness of benefits is altogether a feature of the best people.’

The Buddha then explains how the gratitude we should have to our parents, and the debt we owe them is without measure:

[§2] ‘Monks, one can never repay two persons, I declare.  What two? Mother and father.

Even if one should carry one’s mother about on one shoulder and one’s father on the other, and should do that for a hundred years; and if one should support them, anointing them with oils, massaging, bathing and rubbing their limbs, and they meanwhile should even void their excrement upon one – even so could one not repay one’s parents.  

Moreover, monks, if one should establish one’s parents in supreme authority, in the absolute rule over this might earth abounding in the seven treasures – not even thus could one repay one’s parents.  What is the cause of that?  Monks, parents do much for their children: they bring them up, they nourish them, and they introduce them to this world’.  

Here we see how The Buddha illustrates to us the law of kamma in operation.  Our father and mother carried us around for years and years; they supported us, anointed us with creams and oils, bathed us and rubbed our limbs, even as we passed excrement onto them, but even though we should do the same to them, the debt remains unpaid.  Why?  Because they gave us life.  But, says The Buddha, the debt can be repaid by doing more than what they did, namely by establishing them in the Dhamma.  He says: 

. . . whoever encourages his unbelieving parents, settles and establishes them in the Dhamma; whoever encourages his immoral parents, settles and establishes them in morality; whoso encourages his stingy parents, settles and establishes them in generosity; whoever encourages his foolish parents, settles and establishes them in wisdom – such an one, just by so doing, does repay, does more than repay what is due to his parents.’

What is the difference between paying back our parents by establishing them in the Dhamma, and paying them back by doing all the worldly duties?  The difference is that the Dhamma is the highest gift of all.  There is no gift at all which can be even compared to the Dhamma.  Material wealth and comfort is not even fractionally as valuable as the Dhamma; it is nothing at all when compared to the Dhamma.

On that note, I shall end this talk by relating another sutta from the Anguttara Nik(ya.

Once some youths were discussing the five treasures that are rare in the world: the treasures of the elephant, the horse, the jewel, the woman and the treasurer.  Then they asked The Buddha, who had gone on pindap(ta, if He could please come and talk with them.  The Buddha accepted, and then asked them what they had been discussing.  When they told Him, He said:

‘Truly talk between you is aimed only at material things!  

Five are the treasures that appear rarely in the world.  What five?

Rare in the world is the appearance of the Tath(gata, arahant, fully enlightened;

Rare in the world is a person who is able to teach the Vinaya and Dhamma as taught by the Tath(gata;

Rare in the world is a person who is able to understand the Dhamma;

Rare in the world is a person who walks the way of the Dhamma, understanding the Dhamma and Vinaya as taught by the Tath(gata;

Rare in the world is a person who is grateful and thankful.’

Thank-you.
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