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LIVES OF THE PATRIARCHS

THE VENERABLE ELDER BAO ZHI
OF THE LIANG DYNASTY
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Lectured by the Venerable Master Hua on September 26, 1985
3 3% Translated into English by Tiffany Lee

In Nanjing a woman named Zhu heard the sound of a small child’s
cries coming from an eagle’s nest and went to get him out. Upon
turning seven he became a monk. Later he traveled back and forth
between Mount Wan and Jianshui (“sword water”), which is a treach-
erous area. Popularly known as “The Noble Zhi,” he had a square-
shaped face which shone like a mirror. His hands and feet resembled
bird’s claws. He ate minced fish and afterwards spat the fish meat
back into the water where it would once again become living fish.
Emperor Wu instructed Seng Yao to paint the Master’s portrait. The
Venerable One scratched open his face with his fingernails, and from
the gashes the twelve faces of Avalokitesvara Bodhisattva emerged
one after another. So magnificent was beauty of these faces that it was
impossible to paint them.

In the 13th year of the reign of Tianjian (ca. 515 C.E.), the Master
visited the Emperor in order to say his final farewells. Alarmed, the
Emperor asked, “How long will I live?” The Master, saying nothing,
simply slid his finger across his throat and left. Upon returning to his
temple, he lit a single candle and gave it to his secretary, Wu Qing.
Qing brought news of this to the Emperor who lamented, “No lon-
ger will the Great Master remain! Inform me of his funeral arrange-
ments.” After the Noble Zhi passed away, the Emperor sponsored the
construction of a five-story stupa. On the day of his burial the Master
was seen standing among the clouds.

Commentary:

Most people refer to him as “The Noble Zhi,” but some mistakenly call
him “The Noble Ji.” He was a venerable elder whose last name was Zhu
and who lived in Nanjing. He was probably the ancestor of the Ming
Emperor Zhu Hong Wu. However, at that time, the Zhu family did not
have any emperors. Anyway, there was this woman who heard the cries of
a child coming from an eagle’s nest perched on a tree. Hearing the child’s
cries, she figured out a way to climb into the eagle’s nest and retrieve the

child. This child was born from an eagle’s egg. Ah! The eagle laid an egg
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from which a child emerged rather than an eagle. How do we prove that
the child was born under an eagle’s care? Just look at his fingernails and
toenails: they resemble an eagle’s. Ah! He probably knows falcon kung fu!
Practicing this art he must have developed very tough fingers.

Upon turning seven he left home and became a monk. He wasn't able
to fly, only to walk. He traveled back and forth between Mount Wan and
Jianshui. Mount Wan is probably located in Jiangbei. Jianshui (“sword
water”) is in the Sichuan province. In that area there is a site called Jiangge.
He grew up in the San Shia (“The Three Gorges”) region of Sichuan,
which is close to Nanjing, Anhui, Hunan and Hubei. He was commonly
known as the Noble Zhi, because common people only knew him by that
name; they did not know him by his formal name: the Dhyana Master
Bao Zhi.

His face was square-shaped and shone like a mirror, as if it were reflect-
ing the people standing in front of him. When you stand in front of him,
you will see yourself reflected in his face. On account of the fact that his
hands and feet resembled bird’s claws, we know that he was an eagle. He
was born from an eagle’s egg, so the eagle didn’t know that he was a “per-
son” either. The eagle probably didn’t know how to feed him and left him
crying. This woman whose last name was Zhu heard his cries and went to
get him. Whether or not the eagle attacked the woman when she retrieved
the child we don’t know--only those present at this incident would be able
to tell us. He often ate minced fish and when he spat the fish meat he had
eaten back into the water, the fish would return to life. Some said that he
also ate pigeons. A while ago Instructor Zhou said that Zhao Zhou ate
pigeons, and the same has been said of the Noble Zhi.

Emperor Wu instructed Seng Yao to paint the Master’s portrait, and so
the monk did. The Venerable One scratched open his face with his fin-
gernails: since he had fingernails like that of an eagle, it was easy for him
to scratch open his own face. If he were to get into a fight with someone,
he could scratch open his face with his talons; but in this case he is not
fighting with anyone but instead scratching open his own face. From the
gashes the twelve faces of Avalokitesvara Bodhisattva emerged one after
another. And the Bodhisattva had twelve heads as well. Each of the faces
was extremely unique, beautiful, and wonderful, and so Seng Yao found it
impossible to paint them.

In the 13th year of the reign of Tianjian, during the Liang dynasty, the
Noble Zhi made a sudden visit to the Emperor Wu to say his final fare-
wells. Emperor Wu was very surprised and also very anxious. Because he
wanted to live a long life, he asked the Noble Zhi: “How long will T live?”
How long will I be able to rule as emperor? The emperor did not ask what
would happen in the future but how long he would live. We can see from
this that Emperor Wu was very afraid of death. Why? Because deep down
he knew that in the future he would die of hunger.

The Noble Zhi did not answer but only pointed to the back and to
the front, hinting to Emperor Wu that he would not be able to eat in the
future. The emperor would have nothing to eat. Afterwards, the Noble
Zhi returned to the mountain where he lived and lit a candle and gave it

NoveEMBER 2010 VaJra BopHi Sea 13



