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Drink Water, Think of Source(Part 1)

When I was a sophomore in high school, I became
convinced that Asians and Americans were too
different. I also thought that perhaps true understanding
between the two was beyond the realm of possibility.

What started me in this direction of thought was
a class on world religions. An elderly Catholic priest
taught this class, and while he certainly knew a great
deal about Catholicism, it quickly became clear that
he was not as knowledgeable about other religions.
Because of my bicultural background, his lack of
understanding was especially jarring whenever he
spoke of Asian faiths and beliefs.

My ears perked up when we discussed the Chinese
practice of ancestor worship. Most of the class was
non-Asian and found this concept perplexing. One
classmate raised the question: What was the rationale
or reason to compel the Chinese to worship their
ancestors? The priest shrugged, professed ignorance,
and then speculated that the Chinese were fearful of the
spirits of their ancestors. Maybe the ritual was meant
to placate them, so that these spirits would not punish
their descendants with some sort of curse.

This was so far off the mark that I became
instantly incensed. I jumped to my feet and spoke
up to contradict the teacher. In retrospect, I think I
probably caused quite a scene. At that moment in
time, almost two decades ago, the reckless impetus of
youth possessed me, and I didn't even consider a more
diplomatic approach.

From this incident I learned that many, many
people in America did not have the first clue on what
ancestor worship meant to the Chinese. They regarded
this essential cornerstone of Chinese spirituality as a
quaint, exotic ritual, with all the trappings of primitive
superstitions.

Later I also learned that the elderly Catholic priest's
opinion was a rather prevalent one among the Christian
clergy. A fundamentalist Christian position held that
all prayers not directed at God/Jesus went to Satan.
Accordingly, many missionaries in Taiwan and other
Asian countries drilled into their converts the idea that
ancestor worship was equivalent to devil worship.
It's incredible how this ancient tradition, in reality
a thing of noble beauty, could be so misunderstood,
misrepresented and twisted.

by Derek Lin

So what would happen when, for instance, some
Taiwanese Christians visit their relatives who still
practice ancestor worship? Many would refuse to
go near the shrine, hold the incense sticks, or even
touch the food being offered. They believe everything
associated with the ritual is tainted by the touch of
Satan. This level of ignorance, in individuals who
have every reason to know better, is the height of
contemptible tragedy.

Some time ago, I came across another item that
reinforced the negative stereotype of ancestor worship
even further, but this time from a secular angle. Prior
to his untimely passing, celebrated author and scientist
Carl Sagan penned his last book, The Demon-Haunted
World. In that book, Sagan spoke against the spread
of irrational beliefs in the world. To illustrate the
decline of scientific thinking in China, he pointed to
the resurgence of "ancient Chinese practices" such as I
Ching fortune telling and ancestor worship (page 17).

There it was again: the casual equating of ancestor
worship with primitive, out-dated superstitious
beliefs. Apparently it is not just the average people
or fundamentalist Christians in America who do not
understand this aspect of Chinese culture, but noted
intellectuals as well.

Let's set the record straight once and for all:
ancestor worship springs not from fear or superstitions,
but from gratitude and respect - possibly the highest
echelon of all human emotions.

"Drink water, think of source" is the phrase that
the Chinese associate most often with the concept of
ancestor worship. The idea is to never take anything
for granted. As you quench your thirst, don't forget the
spring or well where the water comes from. Without
that source you would not be drinking deeply.

In just the same way, one should never, ever
take one's own existence for granted. Without your
ancestors you would not be here. If they hadn't lived,
loved, struggled, fought, and survived, you would
not exist. Just as you cherish your own life, it makes
perfect sense that you should also cherish your
forebears, for they are the ones who paved the way for
you.

For more discussions on the Tao, please visit
www. TrueTao.org!
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