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Thus have I heard: Once, the Buddha was in the Garden of the Benefactor of 
Orphans and the Solitary, in Jeta Grove, in Shravasti, the capital of Kosala 
kingdom of ancient India with a grand assembly of thirty eight thousand Bhikshus, 
Bodhisattvas and Mahasattvas in all. At that time, the World-Honored One, leading 
a great assembly, walked directly toward the south and saw a pile of bones gathered 
on the side of the road. At that time, the Tathagata threw the five parts of his body 
to the ground in reverential obeisance to the withered bones. At this, Ananda was 
startled and addressed the Buddha saying, “World-Honored One, you are the great 
teacher of the triple realm, the compassionate father of the four kinds of birth, and 
the one whom the masses of people turn to in reverence. Under what causes and 
conditions do you pay reverential obeisance to these dried up bones?”

The Buddha told Ananda, “Although you and others are my chief disciples, having 
renounced the family life a long time ago, yet your knowledge of things is not 
comprehensive. This pile of withered bones could be the ancestors of my previous 
life or my parents of many past rebirths. It is under these causes and conditions 
that I now pay reverential obeisance.” (from the Sutra on the Profound Kindness of 
Parents)

Can’t you feel a moving thrill in your heart? Whenever I read the first part of this 
Sutra, especially the foremost part of this passage, I am moved to such an extent 
that I cannot express myself. Just imagine that the Buddha, the greatest One in 
the whole universe, the merciful Father of four kinds of life (i.e. egg-born, womb-
born, wetness-born, or born of transformation), should pay homage with his utmost 
sincerity to the withered bones by the wayside! Like Ananda, all the people will 
react with surprise wondering why.

All the People 
in the World Are 
My Mother and My Father
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Reprimanding Ananda’s narrow view, the Buddha said that the pile of bones might 
be the one of his old ancestors and parents of his previous lives. Eventually, it is 
as much as to say that there is nobody in the world who were not our parents and 
brothers in our previous lives. 

We continue the cycle of birth and death. Through the cycle of countless birth and 
rebirth we encounter innumerable people. But the people we meet were surely our 
mother, father, brother, and sister in our certain former life. If we know this nature 
of transmigration, we should believe that all the living beings in the world were 
once our parents and brothers. So if we believe that all the people we meet were 
once our parents, how could we treat indiscreetly and unduly all those people we 
meet, how could we bother them, and how could we do harm to them?

At times some people say that Buddhism is far from the filial piety because monks 
enter the priesthood by leaving behind his family including parents and brothers and 
sisters. But if you have some knowledge of Buddhism, Buddhism must be the very 
religion that most emphasizes the filial piety. 
Among the most important teachings the Buddha said on the filial piety are 
included the followings: 

“Even if they are your enemy, see them like your parents.”(from the Sutra of 
Complete Enlightenment) 
“The reason Bodhisattvas see all the living beings equally like his only son is to 
make them all get the highest comfort.”(from the Avatamsaka Sutra)
“Even if you live a thousand years carrying your father on your right shoulder 
and your mother on your left shoulder giving them all the comforts, it is still short 
of repaying your parents for their favors.”(from the Sutra on the Difficulty in 
Repaying the Profound Kindness of Parents) 
“Worshipping all the gods in the world is far less than being devoted to your 
parents. Your parents are really the highest god.”(from the Sutra in Forty-Two 
Sections)

In addition, the Buddha himself said that thanks to his filial piety he attained his 
Enlightenment. In relation to this, I will introduce a tale on the Buddha’s former life 
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in the Sutra of the Repository of Sundry(Zabaozang Jing).

Once upon a time, there lived a parrot in the Himalayas. Since the parrot’s parents 
are both blind, the parrot served his parents from his early childhood. Every time 
he got appetizing fruits, he took them to his blind parents. One day when he was 
passing by a field, he saw the landowner sowing the seeds, praying to himself: 
“I will share all the crops produced in this field with living beings.” Hearing the 
prayer, the parrot took the crops of the field to his parents without constraint. But 
a little later, the landowner got angry at the parrot because he saw the parrot taking 
away the crops destroying the field. Finally he set a net and caught the parrot alive. 
The parrot asked the landowner why he caught him alive because he had heard 
him praying that he would share the crops with living beings. Hearing the parrot's 
story, the landowner asked back, “To whom did you take the crops?” “Because my 
parents are blind, I am always serving them with food,” replied the parrot. At this 
the owner of the field sighed exclaiming, “Even animals are devoting themselves to 
such an extent to their parents. But what about the humans? From now on you may 
take these crops anytime!”
The Buddha said to the Bhikshus, “The parrot was me Tathagata, the landowner 
was Sariputra, and the blind parents were King Shuddhodana and Queen 
Mahamaya. Due to the merit I had gained by serving my parents with my whole 
heart when I was born a parrot long ago, I attained my Enlightenment in this life.” 
As shown above, the filial piety Buddhism emphasizes is quite different from 
that of other religions as well as the general ethical moral filial piety. The filial 
piety can lead you to Enlightenment. In fact the filial piety is to realize our innate 
Buddhahood. Therefore we should practice our filial piety not only to our present 
and past parents but also to our future parents. In other words, it is the teaching of 
Buddhism that we should serve all the people we meet in this world like our parents 
and repay our debts to them. 

If we do practice our filial piety to our parents with such Buddha’s teaching in 
mind, we can lead a life worthy of man. It will be a respected life, a successful life, 
and a happy life. Furthermore, we can be a Buddha and can lead a true life as a 
great free man enjoying the eternal liberation.
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