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A Pure Land Lecture
Number Four in a Series
By Kendo Sensei
The Obon celebration originates with the story of the Arhat Maha Moudgalyayana. He is considered the foremost in psychic powers of Shakyamuni’s many disciples. As such, he was able to visit many different realms including heaven and hell.

A short while after his mother died Maha Maudgalyayana went into meditation and began searching for his mother's rebirth. He was shocked to find her reborn in hell. Eventually, he seeks Shakyamuni’s advice. He tells him to hold a celebration for the departed, or Obon. Maha Maudgalyayana does this and his mother is freed from hell and reborn in heaven.

On a conventional level, we can see in this story, a teaching on how a child should show filial respect to a parent even after their departure from the human life. However, there is more to obon if we investigate it.

This celebration allows us to transcend time itself. Just as in the past, great masters disciples, emperors and empresses, wives, husbands and children have all joined in this festive occasion, we too are now joining. Thus, we link the past with the present. So too, in the future, filial children will celebrate Obon and hold their festival remembering their departed and all the departed. Thus, we are linked with the future. So by our actions of today the past, present, and future are all connected. If you understand the teachings of shunyata then you will realize that time is illusionary.

Further, as the departed in hell and the gods of heaven all join in on this festival, space too is transcended. All the realms are united at this moment.

So, you have entered into a magical moment where normal modes of experience are not universal. As we turn our thoughts to the departed, how can we not remember the great teaching in the Mahayana that all beings were at one time our parents? How could we not think about the overwhelming causes and conditions that have allowed us to be here? Most importantly, how can we not think of the Pure Land and Amitabha's compassion?

Everything we have, everything we accomplish, everything we acquire, is due to our parents. Even our ability to follow the wonderful and profound Dharma of the Buddha is only possible because of our parents. This is why Shakyamuni repeatedly taught that children should be respectful to their parents and remember them always.
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