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

DING LAN
LECTURED BY THE VENERABLE MASTER HUA ON JULY 15, 1988
ENGLISH TRANSLATED BY NANCY CHU

Essay:
He lived during the time of the Han Dynasty. Even in his youth, he
was extremely filial by nature. Unfortunately, both his parents passed
away early, and he yearned for his parents day and night. It was impossible to fulfill his filial intentions. It has been said, “The children
want to care for their parents, but the parents are gone.” So he carved
out images of his parents, placed them in the hall; and bowed to
them in the morning and night as if they were still living.
When he married, he told his wife, “You should make offerings to
your in-laws and perform your filial duties as a daughter-in-law.” At
length, his wife grew tired of this routine. She secretly pricked the
wooden statues to show her resentment. When Ding Lan returned
home and bowed to the wooden images, he saw the wooden statues
shedding tears and could not understand why. So he asked his wife,
“Why are there tears trickling down from the image? Did you do anything unfilial?” His wife began to feel deep shame and remorse, and
honestly admitted that she had used a needle to prick the statues.
Ding Lan said indignantly, “For such unfiliality, I should drive you
out of the house. But, since you feel regret, I will forgive you. If you
commit this kind of wrong again, I will not excuse you anymore.”
Ding Lan’s filial heart moved his wife to honor the wooden images and she never dared to slight or ridicule them again. Utmost
sincerity can influence inanimate objects and transform and guide
the minds of people. He served as a model for generations to come,
and was a representative of those who came before. Great is this
form of filiality.
Commentary:
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The ancients said, “With sincerity and concentration, one can make
metal and stone crack.” In whatever we do, we must sincerely
do our best. Now we are talking about Ding Lan, a paragon of
sincerity, who had a response because of his sincerity.
Ding Lan was a man from the Han Dynasty. He was naturally sincere and filial. He valued his parents very much because
he was filial. Unfortunately, “The tree wants to be still but the
wind continues to blow; the son wants to care for his parents
but they can’t wait any longer and are gone.” His parents passed
away early, and he missed them all the time. He missed them so
much that he could no longer taste his food, feel warmth from
his clothes, or sleep. As it is said, “You don’t sleep peacefully or
eat well.” After a long time, he decided that he couldn’t go on
like this and needed to find a way to solve this problem of
missing his parents.
He thought and thought but couldn’t think of a good
solution. In the Han Dynasty there weren’t cameras to take
photographs, and few paintings. So he recalled the likenesses of
his parents and carved two figures out of wood, one of his
father and one of his mother. He then placed them on the altar
in his home and made offerings to them. He bowed day and
night to his parents, lit incense and made offerings to alleviate his
sorrow about his parents’ absence.
When he married, he handed this responsibility over to his
wife and told her, “These are the images of my parents in our
house that I make offerings to, you should bow and make offerings to them in my stead with sincerity.” At that time his wife
agreed, but after a while she began to dislike it. They were just
wooden figures, and she thought that it was meaningless to bow
and pay respect to them every day. So she took a needle and
secretly pierced these wooden figures as a way to vent her anger.
She hadn’t thought that these wooden figures would tell on her,
but tears came out of the eyes of the wooden figures.
When Ding Lan came home and was bowing to the wooden
figures, he saw that the figures were shedding tears. These weren’t
just one or two drops, the tears were like strands of pearls sliding down their faces. So Ding Lan knew that something had to
be wrong and said to his wife, “Why are the wooden figures
crying? It’s probably because you were not filial or disrespectful,
and didn’t bow to them!” It was because his wife had used a
needle to pierce the wooden figures to vent her vexation, not
expecting that the wooden figures would cry. So she knew that
there was an efficacious response, some inconceivable state, and
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When Ding Lan returned home and bowed to the wooden images,
he saw the wooden statues shedding tears and could not under stand
why. So he asked his wife, “Why are there tears trickling down from the
image? Did you do anything unfilial?”

started to repent. She repented and very truthfully told
Ding Lan how she pierced the wood figures with her
needle. After she had finished speaking, Ding Lan told
her that what she had done was very unfilial and originally he should have driven her out of the Ding family.
However, he relented and said that she knew how to
repent and change, and she must not make this kind of
mistake again. So his wife turned over a new leaf and
treated the wooden figures of the parents as if they were
still alive.
Ding Lan dealt with this matter very well and also
moved and transformed his wife. It is an example of
“sincerity affecting objects and teaching and transforming people.” As a representative of the ancients, he was a
model leader for the ancients. So this virtue of filial piety
is a very important one.
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