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This Shore Is the Practice Hall

One evening, a man almost started an argument at the dinner table.

He could no longer remember what had been said.

Only the feeling remained—that familiar irritation that rises so easily among people who know each other too well.

He was about to reply sharply.

Then his eyes fell on the hands across from him.

Those hands were gripping a bowl.

Tightly.

Like a drowning person clutching a piece of driftwood.

Something in him paused.

And a quiet question surfaced:

What am I really angry about?

Is it truly what he just said?

Or is it something much older—

something that has been repeating itself for years?

And if so,

is it his pattern...

or mine?

The rest of the meal passed in silence.

Not the silence of resentment,

but the silence that comes when you suddenly realize

you no longer know how to continue the scene.

The ancient Chinese sage Laozi once wrote:

“To know the constant is to be tolerant;

to be tolerant is to be impartial.”

That evening, the man felt as if he had brushed against that constant.

He began to suspect something simple and unsettling:

Arguments at the dinner table are rarely about today.

They are about tears that were never fully cried decades ago.

Lessons we never received from our parents.

Thorns we never removed from our own hearts.

From that day on, his spiritual practice began at the dinner table.

No meditation cushion.

No scriptures.

No teacher.

Only three meals a day,

the people sitting across from him,

and himself.

Later he encountered the writings of Zhuangzi, the great philosopher of classical Daoism.

Zhuangzi once wrote:

“One does not see oneself reflected in flowing water,

but in still water.”

Why the dinner table?

Because the water there is still enough.

The same people.

The same small gestures.

The same conversations that circle back again and again.

In that stillness, reactions become visible.

What irritates you.

What wounds you.

What words you reach for when you want to strike back.

At the dinner table, nothing stays hidden for long.

Everything rises quietly to the surface.

This book grows out of the landscape of Asian family life.

Some situations described here—especially the closeness between generations, the weight of filial expectations, and the importance of the shared meal—may feel unfamiliar to Western readers.

Yet the emotions beneath them are universal.

Every family, everywhere, contains the same strange mixture of love and frustration, loyalty and misunderstanding.

The ancient Chinese classic I Ching describes reality in a simple way:

“One yin and one yang—this is the Dao.”

Family is precisely where those forces intertwine.

Where there is love, there is resentment.

Where there is intimacy, there is irritation.

Where there is care, there is expectation.

Where there is closeness, there is hurt.

None of this is unusual.

It is simply the way life appears when people remain close to one another for a long time.

The chapters of this book explore ten landscapes within family life.


The Mirror.

The Debt.

The Partner.

The Child.

The Weakness.

The Difference.

The Filial Bond.

The Word.

The Regret.

The Food.



Each chapter begins with an ordinary scene.

Because the Dao never appears in distant mountains first.

It appears exactly where we are most tired of looking—

in the habits, the arguments, and the small frictions of daily life.

From time to time, words from Laozi, Zhuangzi, and the I Ching will appear in these pages.

Not to display knowledge.

But because those words are very old—

so old that they can still illuminate what is happening today.

The troubles people faced at the dinner table two thousand years ago

are not very different from the ones we face now.

The people in these stories carry their own burdens.


Someone cannot bear her mother-in-law’s habits.

Someone feels forever indebted to her parents.

Someone has lived in a quiet cold war with a partner for fifteen years.

Someone no longer knows how to speak to his children.

Someone never allows himself to fall apart in front of family.

Someone has carried a single sentence from his father for decades.

Someone feels suffocated by the word filial.

Someone ruins a meal with one careless remark.

Someone has not dared go home for years.



Their stories may resemble yours.

Or perhaps they will not.

But there will likely be moments when something feels familiar—


a glance,

a sentence,

a silence that presses gently on the chest.



This book does not offer fixed answers.

Family life rarely allows them.

Instead, it tries to do something simpler:


to illuminate.



To take apart certain patterns.

To place a small lamp beside each difficulty.

The lamp is not bright.

But it may be enough

to see the next step.

If you wish, you might try a small experiment while reading.

Read when you are quiet.

But do not read for too long.

Read a chapter.

Then close the book and go eat.

Look at the person sitting across from you.

Notice the way they hold their bowl.

Then notice yourself.

Watch what begins to move inside your own heart.

This book is called Kinship on This Shore.

“This Shore” suggests that spiritual practice does not require a distant monastery, a retreat center, or a new life somewhere else.

You are already standing on this shore.

In this home.

At this table.

Within these relationships that bring both warmth and difficulty.

To live through the karmic ties of this life is not a grand mission.

Sometimes it is simply remembering to look into your child’s eyes when the soup spills.

Sometimes it is noticing those tightly clenched hands before the argument begins.

Sometimes it is realizing, as the meal ends and the chopsticks are set down—

that even an ordinary dinner

can be part of the path.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 1: The Mirror — Everything That Annoys You Is Yourself
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“He who knows others is wise; he who knows himself is enlightened.”

—Laozi

What you can’t stand in others is often the part of yourself you haven’t learned to accept.

【The World of Mortals】

[image: 一張含有 寫生, 圖畫, 兒童藝術, 設計 的圖片

AI 產生的內容可能不正確。]

She hadn’t been able to stand her mother-in-law for a long time.

It wasn’t anything major.

It was just that every time her mother-in-law came over, she would rearrange the bowls and chopsticks.

The chopsticks had to be on the right side, the bowl three fingers’ width from the edge of the table, the handles of the spoons all facing the same direction.

What she had set, the mother-in-law would silently adjust.

Without a word, just adjusting.

She stood at the kitchen door, watching, her chest feeling like it was stuffed with a ball of water-soaked cotton.

“Mom, I’ve already set it.”

The mother-in-law looked up and smiled.

“I know.

I’m just used to it this way.”

She said no more, turned around, went into the bedroom, and closed the door.

When her husband came home that night, she finally exploded.

“What on earth does your mom mean?

If she thinks I set it badly, she can just say so! She’s always like this, treating me like I’m invisible!”

Her husband sighed.

“That’s just her habit.

She’s like that with everyone.

Don’t overthink it.”

“I shouldn’t overthink it.

That’s my home! My dining table!”

Her husband didn’t reply.

She felt like she had punched a ball of cotton.

At dinner, she watched as her mother-in-law moved the plate of vegetables she had specially garnished to the side, and pushed the soy sauce dish forward two centimeters.

The mother-in-law’s movements were light, as if afraid of startling something.

She lowered her head and ate, not saying a word.

She couldn’t sleep that night.

It wasn’t anger, but an indescribable stuffiness.

She remembered her own childhood.

Her mother was the same—

Always redoing what she had arranged, always saying, “I’m used to it this way,” always making her feel that nothing she did was right.

She thought she had escaped after getting married.

She didn’t expect her mother-in-law to arrive.

【Illumination】

“He who knows others is wise; he who knows himself is enlightened.”

—Laozi

Knowing others is easy.

Knowing oneself is too difficult.

We can always see others’ problems at a glance, but we find it hard to see that those problems are actually mirrors—

Reflecting what we ourselves have not yet learned.

She couldn’t stand her mother-in-law’s habit because that habit touched an old wound.

The wound was not on the mother-in-law.

It was in her own heart.

【The Truth of This Shore】

Annoyance is never just annoyance.

The person who makes your heart clench, the person who makes you think, “How can he be like this?”

is often just lighting a fuse that was already there.

You brought the gunpowder yourself.

This woman only discovered after getting married that her mother-in-law and her mother were the same kind of person—

Both loved to rearrange the bowls and chopsticks according to their own standards, both never said it outright, both made her feel that she was not good enough.

She thought that by escaping her mother, she had escaped that feeling.

But the mother-in-law came, and the feeling came with her.

She wasn’t angry at her mother-in-law.

She was angry at the self that was never “right.”

It’s often like this.

The family member who annoys you the most is often just an actor playing a role in your inner drama.

You wrote the script, the lines are ones you’ve been used to hearing since childhood, and your reactions are well-rehearsed.

The mother-in-law just gently pushed the soy sauce dish, but what she heard was her mother’s sigh from thirty years ago.

That’s why it hurt so much.

It wasn’t the pain of the two-centimeter displacement.

It was the pain that the sigh was still there.

Laozi said, 

“He who knows himself is enlightened”

—The truly difficult part is not seeing what the mother-in-law is doing, but seeing why you are triggered by this matter.

The mother-in-law’s setting of the bowls and chopsticks is her business.

Your heart clenching is your business.

These two things were originally separate.

But they live under the same roof, in the same woman’s body.

That ball of water-soaked cotton began absorbing water thirty years ago.

The mother-in-law just happened to squeeze it when she came.

【The Turning Point】

The first step is not to change others, but to see yourself.

Next time that cotton ball starts absorbing water, you can try this:


First, don’t speak.



Look at the action that makes you uncomfortable, but pull your attention back to yourself—
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