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REFLECTIONS IN THE WATER-MIRROR: TURNING THE TIDE OF DESTINY

LAYMAN PANG YUN
LECTURED BY THE VENERABLE MASTER HUA ON DECEMBER 13, 1986
ENGLISH TRANSLATED BY PEI LING OOI

Layman Pang (born soon after the year 785 C.E.) was named Yun, alias
Dao Yuan. He was a person from Heng Yang in the Tang Dynasty. One
day he visited Ma Zu and asked, “Who does not get along with the myriad
dharmas as a companion?” Ma Zu answered, “If you could finish drinking all waters of the Western River that shows the moon’s reflection, I
will tell you the answer.” Upon hearing these words, Pang became
enlightened. After this incident, he threw all of his precious jewels into
the Lake Dongting, turned his own home into a monastery and wove
bamboo vessels to make a living. Soon all four of his family members
became enlightened. Layman Pang said, “I have a son but I will not take
a daughter-in-law; I have a daughter yet I will not marry her off. We together as a whole family speak of Non-Arising.” Occasionally they discussed the dhyana states. Layman Pang said, “Oh! Difficult indeed! Difficult indeed! It is like trying to place ten loads of sesame, one seed next
to another, on a tree.” His wife said, “Easy indeed! Easy indeed! It is as if
the subtleties of dhyana are on the tip of each blade of grass.” Their
daughter said, “It’s neither difficult nor easy. One eats when one is hungry and sleeps when one feels drowsy.” Before he passed away, he told
his daughter, “Ling Zhao! Inform me when it is noontime!” His daughter
later returned to the house, saying, “The sun is right in the middle of the
sky, but there is a solar eclipse.” Layman Pang went out to take a lookthere was no solar eclipse. When he returned to the house, he saw that his
daughter had left the world in the sitting position. He smiled, saying, “I
said it first but it turned out that I have to do it after you.” Seven days
later, he passed away as he lay in repose. His son departed in a standing
position. His wife said, “There is nothing extraordinary about dying in
the sitting or standing position. Neither is as good as Old Woman Pang’s
letting go and vanishing. Using my hands to cleave a rock that has no
crevice, I will not leave a trace behind me to let anyone know.” After
that, no one knew where she went.
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Commentary:
Many laypeople come today--probably because they heard that I
would speak about a layperson. The most wonderful one is Wang
Zhi En whose entire family of three came. Another Wong, Wong
Guo Jun, whose family consists of five also came. If these two
families were combined, they would form a big family of eight.
Layman Pang was an enlightened layman in Chinese Buddhism.
He was truly at ease--he came and left the world as he pleased. This
kind of person is very rare to encounter. Therefore, each of you the
laypeople must not follow such a layperson who neither married
off his daughter nor wanted a daughter-in-law! You laypeople, usually,
by all means try to find a daughter-in-law if you have a son, or
marry off your daughter if you have one. If you don’t marry off
your daughter, you fear that others will gossip about you. If your
son doesn’t take a wife, you worry that you would not have offspring.
Layman Pang was named Yun, which means being latent and
hidden, alias Dao Yuan. This layperson was a native of Hengyang
who lived in the Tang Dynasty. Hengyang is in Hunan Province.
Being from Hunan, he spoke indistinctly just like Mao Zedong did.
Even as a layperson, he did not have any ignorance or confusion
since birth. I mentioned earlier that he probably had renounced the
home life previously, either in his past life or in his present life. He
probably could not bear the hardship after he did that. He probably
wanted to make a fortune and so he accumulated many precious
jewels. Since he owned so much jewelry, he decided to resume the
secular life. His wife believed in Buddhism as well. So they practiced
Buddhism and fell in love with each other at the same time. They got
married and gave birth to a baby boy and then a baby girl. After
that, he felt that there was not much meaning to all this. Most people
live most of their life by giving birth to and bringing up children,
and before they realize it they have already come to the end of their
life. What is death all about after all? It is abstruse and bewildering.
Accordingly, the Layman Pang went to many places to seek the Spiritual Path and visit good and wise advisors. He met the stone-like
Monk Xi Qian in Nanjing, and many other greatly virtuous ones of
that time. What did he ask when he met these virtuous ones? He
asked about anything he did not understand. He went everywhere to
visit friends walking on the same Path and to also seek understanding.
In this manner of traveling from place to place, he heard that
Dhyana Master Ma Zu was propagating the Buddha Dharma and
expounding on the dhyana principles in the province of Jiangxi. So
he went there to ask Master Ma Zu a question-which could also be
summed up to be his meditation topic. He said, “Who does not get
along with the myriad dharmas as a companion?” Upon hearing his
question, Master Ma Zu said, “I will wait till you finish drinking all
the waters of the Western River in one mouthful before I will tell
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you the answer!” The meaning is that there is actually no such thing
as “not being a companion of the myriad dharmas”; no one can
stay away from being a companion of the myriad dharmas. Even
if you are a Buddha, you are not apart from the myriad dharmas.
Layman Pang actually asked the question to make things difficult
for others; the question he went around to ask was just a cliche.
Master Ma Zu was a witty old hand with much experience. And so
he said, “Well, since you asked me this question, I will tell you the
answer when you finish drinking all waters of the Western River in
a mouthful!” He probably shouted loudly at Layman Pang, such
that his bellow scared away all the wandering thoughts arising from
the conscious mind of Layman Pang, who consequently also became enlightened.
After Layman Pang became enlightened, he saw that everything was false and empty. Accordingly he donated his own dwelling to the monks to turn it into a monastery. He loaded all his
accumulated jewelry--that ordinary people would be head over heels
for and were most attached to-onto a boat, and dumped it into the
middle of the Lake Dongting. He said that such things were virulent and false; he did not want them to remain in the world to
confuse people. Just now Layman Wang said, “He was quite foolish!
He should have put his wealth to good use and offered his jewelry
to build a temple--wouldn’t that be much more meaningful?” Since
Layman Pang perceived the vanity of his wealth, he did not want
to take the false as genuine, or use it to further confuse and bring
trouble to people. Even if you want to give your jewelry away to
the temple, the monks of the temple might not even want it. What
do you think the monks should do then? They probably want to
turn down your offer but feel shy to do so. If the monks are
greedy, then they would accept your offering. But then if they do
not have a place to store the jewelry or hide it from the bandits, the
bandits might loot the temple and set fire to it. In the end, the
bandits might seize the sack of jewelry and burn the temple down.
Then the monks make a report to the police, who then arrest and
shoot the bandits. You can see that many troubles might arise from
the act of offering valuables to the temple.
Layman Pang did not want such things to remain in the world
to create trouble, so he dumped everything into the lake. From his
act you can see that he could truly give it up and did not have the
slightest attachment to it. Therefore it is said, “Seeing through the
vanity of and putting down worldly things, he attained to great
ease.” Since he was not burdened by his jewelries, he neither put on
any jewelry nor left any at home. He simply emptied everything!
Subsequently he wove bamboo vessels to eke out a living. He used
strips of bamboo to weave baskets, chairs and the like. In short, he
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made whatever he could from bamboo that did not look too
vulgar, and sold them for little money to make a living. This is
called self-sustaining. In this way, his family of four was enlightened to the Path.
After they were enlightened, they probably wanted to seek
some publicity. Hence Layman Pang said, “I have a son but I
will not take a daughter-in-law; I have a daughter yet I will not
marry her off. We together as a whole family speak of NonArising.” Usually if people have a son, they would want to take
a daughter-in-law; likewise if they have a daughter, they would
want to marry her off. Layman Pang did not follow the normal
human feelings. He married off neither his son nor his daughter.
Both of his children stayed at home and the family remained intact.
What did the family do when they got together? They spoke of
Non-Arising. What does speaking of Non-Arising mean? That
means they investigated how to practice and go forward together
on the Path. They learned ways to put an end to birth and death so
that they would no longer undergo birth and death.
They probably turned their house into a Chan hall and practiced vigorously. In the day, they tilled the fields. At night, they sat
in meditation and investigate Chan. In this way they cultivated
persistently until all of them were enlightened. After Layman
Pang was enlightened, he wanted to show off his state. He sighed,
saying, “Oh! Difficult indeed! Difficult indeed! It is like trying to
place ten loads of sesame, one seed next to another, on a tree.”
He meant to say that to cultivate is not easy; it is in fact extremely
difficult! How difficult is it? It is as difficult as placing ten loads
of sesame on a tree. You see that a sesame seed is very tiny. If
you were to place each sesame seed on the tree, one next to
another, when can you ever finish? You do not simply place
handfuls of sesame seeds on the tree; you have to place one seed
on the tree at a time. What does that mean? Let me tell you all! It
means getting rid of desires. To get rid of desires is like placing
ten loads of sesame, one seed after another, on the tree. Ponder
that!
His wife then said, “Easy indeed! Easy indeed! It is as if the
subtleties of dhyana are on the tip of each blade of grass.” What
did she mean? She was referring to “love”. If one could cut off
love, it is as if the subtleties of Chan are revealed on the tip of
each blade of grass. Layman Pang alluded to “getting rid of
desires” whereas Laywoman Pang referred to “cutting off love”.
When the daughter saw that her parents were showing off, she
did not want to be left out. She also wanted to show off. What
did she say? She said, “It’s neither difficult nor easy. One eats
when one is hungry and sleeps when one feels drowsy.” She
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refuted the two sentences by her parents! To her it was neither
difficult nor easy. She was not married and was referring to “love”.
When she felt hungry she ate, and when she felt drowsy she simply slept. This was a puerile and vivacious state, without any thought
of desire. She meant that if one gets rid of love and desire, all
these are not a problem at all. When one is hungry one knows to
get some food; when one feels drowsy one simply goes to bed.
Everything is very simple; there is no need for affectation. Since
she practiced the spiritual Path as a virgin, she did not give a thought
to whether it was easy or difficult. She did not have that experience.
Her father said that to get rid of desires was extremely difficult;
whereas her mother said to cut off love was rather easy. Both the
parents were going back and forth in this way. Just now someone
asked about “On the tip of each blade of grass there is meaning
of the patriarchs.” The meaning of the patriarchs is simply the
subtlety of Chan, which is that everything is empty. You do not
have any thought of love. What is the problem anyways? There is
no problem at all. Therefore she said, “Easy indeed! Easy indeed!
” There is no difficulty at all. Is this all about getting rid of desires
and severing love, or even being heartless? Is this what it is all
about? You all should not learn from me. If you can explain it
correctly, I have to learn from you!
Before Pang Yun died, he probably told his family, “On such
a day at such time I am going to leave the world! I am going to
return to my native hometown!” When the day came, he told his
daughter, “Please let me know when it is noontime.” At that time
there was no clock or watch, neither was there any copper hourglass--only the government office had such things. A common
person like him, a poor cultivator, definitely would not have such
things. Therefore he had to observe the position of the sun. When
the sun is in the middle, then it is noon. The daughter of Layman
Pang wanted to show off and attract attention; she was unwilling
to see her father leave before she did. Just now Laywoman Zhi
Zhen accused Layman Pang’s daughter of being mischievous;
indeed, she even lied to her parents before she died! You all should
empathize with her. She probably did not have enough samadhi.
If she saw her father die first, she would probably have cried.
Therefore she said, “Well, I will go ahead and leave you all behind!”
Therefore she needed to lie to her parents. When she came in
from the outside she told her father, “Now it’s probably noontime.
Yet I don’t see the sun because there is a solar eclipse.” Her father
said, “Oh really? Let me see. I know about solar eclipses.” But
when he went out to take a look, there was no solar eclipse at all.
When he returned to the house, he saw that his daughter, seated in
full lotus position, had entered the stillness. She was already gone!
To be continued
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