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The Layman Wujin——

Zhang Shang Ying (continued)
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Lecture given by the Venerable Master Hua on June 27, 1987
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REFLECCTIONS IN THE WATER-MIRROR: TURNING THE TIDE OF DESTINY

After the prayers, it rained abundantly over several provinces. The withering
crops turned green. Having witnessed extraordinary causes and conditions,
such as the divine lights, Zhang Shangying’s faith in the Buddhadharma grew
immensely. For this reason he named himself Layman Wujin (‘Endless’).

Zhang Shangying was intelligent from a very young age. As a child, he
could memorize up to ten thousand characters a day. He grew up endowed
with a dashing appearance and shining noble qualities, prolific talent,
intelligence, and a dauntless spirit. At the age of 19, on his way to the capital
city for the imperial examination, Zhang Shangying passed by the house of
a Mr. Xiang. The night before Zhang Shangying arrived, Mr. Xiang heard a
deity foretell in a dream, “Your son-in-law will come tomorrow. Treat him
well.”

Zhang Shangying indeed arrived the following day. Mr. Xiang was very
surprised. He inquired into Zhang’s family, and wished him to marry his
daughter. Zhang Shangying humbly declined the offer many times because
he had not yet succeeded in the imperial examination, even though Mr.
Xiang desired this marriage regardless of the result. He married Mr. Xiang’s
daughter after he had obtained a high rank in the exam.

Zhang Shangying originally did not know anything about the
Buddhadharma. One day, when he was visiting a Buddhist monastery, he saw
that the cover of the Tripitaka housed in the Tripitaka cabinet was covered
with powerfully and neatly written calligraphy in golden ink. It was truly
magnificent and fine. However, he had always considered himself a warrior

in defense of Confucianism and said angrily, “These barbarians’ books are
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Blocrasies
adorned so magnificently! The books of our ancient sages, Confucius and
Mencius, are not as highly esteemed as those teachings!” In his anger he
decided to copy Han Yu and Ouyang Xiu by arguing against the existence
of the Buddhas.

He sat in his study all night long, chewing on the handle of the writing
brush and grinding the ink, thinking hard, shouting at and muttering to his
paper—yet he could not write a single sentence. Mrs. Zhang said, “Dear
husband, it is so late. Why don’t you go to bed? What are you writing?”
Zhang Shangying described his predicament. Laughing, Mrs. Zhang replied,
“If there is no Buddha, what is there to write about? If you wish to criticize
Buddhism, you must argue that the Buddha exists!” After these words, a
lingering doubt crept into Zhang Shangying’s own mind.

Later, seeing a sutra in front of the Buddha shrine at a friend’s house,
he asked what it was. The friend informed him that it was the Vimalakirti
Sutra. Zhang Shangying picked up the book and began to read at random. A
sentence caught his attention in the chapter “Manjushri Bodhisattva Visits
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the Patient”: “This illness is neither associated with the earth element nor is
it apart from the earth element.” He exclaimed, “I did not expect that the
barbarians’ insight into the principle of life would be so profound and vast!”
and borrowed the Vimalakirti Sutra to read it at home. The more he read,
the more wonderful and extraordinary its principles seemed to him.

Mrs. Zhang noticed his concentration and asked what he was reading.
He answered, “I am reading the Vimalakirti Sutra” His wife said, “Good.
After you are well-versed in the sutra and understand its meaning, you can
write your argument on the nonexistence of the Buddha.” Mrs. Zhang
made a casual remark, but Zhang Shangying was startled. He suddenly
realized that his previous views were all wrong and, feeling a great sense of
shame, repented and vowed, “Till the end of my life, I shall propagate the
Buddhadharma.” He composed an essay to this end titled, “On Protecting
the Dharma,” in which he argued in favor of the Buddhadharma and gave
constructive suggestions to Buddhism, based on his reflections on history.
“On Protecting the Dharma” was later added to the Tripitaka.

Zhang Shangying became Prime Minister under Emperor Hui of the
Song Dynasty. Because the Emperor was an incapable and fatuous ruler
who appointed villains and cared only for his own pleasures over the welfare
of his people, Zhang Shangying admonished him and was subsequently
dismissed.

He was a Prime Minister with a Bodhisattva’s mind in the body of a
layman—kind-hearted, benevolent, and proficient in the use of expedient
means, never refusing help when it was requested. He advanced the study
of the Vajra Sutra. He wrote elegant and refined essays. He inscribed with
respect the title of “The Preface to the Pictographic Anthology in Praise of
Sudhana’s Journey to the Fifty-three Wise Teachers.” The inscription in his

own hand can still be seen today.

£>To be continued
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