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REFLECCTIONS IN THE WATER-MIRROR: TURNING THE TIDE OF DESTINY
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Lecture given by the Venerable Master Hua on July 10, 1987

English Translaion by Gwo-Ru Jou
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A Poem Composed in Seven Steps —
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Essay:

His name was Zhi. His style-name was Zijian. He was the fourth son of Cao
Cao. At the age of ten, he could write essays. His compositions were ingenious,
skillful and fast, without need of revision. He was hailed as a great writer of
his generation. When Zhi was young, he accompanied his mother to chant the
sutras. Over time, he came to realize the wonderful principles and believed in
Buddhism. On one occasion in early spring, he led an assembly to tour the
scenic spots of Fish Mountain. Suddenly, everyone heard the Brahma music
from space. It was tranquil, graceful and pleasing to the ear. Zhi comprehended
its wonder and was overwhelmed with inspiration. He then used the seven
music notes to compose the Buddhist hymns of Fish Mountain. Today his
tunes are still used in Buddhist monasteries for chants and praises.

While Zhi was endowed with remarkable literary talents with a literary style
that was like a bold and unrestrained heavenly steed soaring across the skies,
his elder brother Cao Pi (Emperor Wen of Wei) was jealous of him. He forced
Zhi to compose a poem in the time it takes to walk seven steps or else be killed.

Without a second thought, Zhi quickly came up with a quatrain:

Boiled over a beanstalk fire, the beans weep in the cauldron.
Originally both are grown from the same root; why such eagerness to

torment one another?

Cao Pi was moved by his poem so he banished Cao Zhi to a far-off place instead.
Zhi died of grief at the age of forty-one. His masterworks include ‘Ode to the
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Bronze Bird Terrace,” ‘Ode to the Goddess of the Luo River’ and others that

were widely circulated.

Commentary:

Cao Zijian was a genius. However, most geniuses are bereft of blessings. A
genius is often characterized by a kind of insane wisdom. Because of this insane
wisdom, many are dissolute and unrestrained in conduct. The so-called liberals are
the carefree and easy type that like to roam the mountains and play in the waters.
It can also be said that they have not done any proper or respectable things.

Cao Zijian had inherited a bit of his father’s petty cleverness. Cao Cao had
ghostly cleverness, not the genuine cleverness of a deity. A person with ghostly
cleverness has a lot of evil ideas and specializes in harming people. On one occasion,
when Cao Cao was fleeing from a calamity, he took refuge in the home of the
Meng family. Mr. Meng went to the street to buy wine and food. He had planned
to kill a chicken to serve Cao Cao after he returned home. However, when Cao
Cao heard him said the words “must kill” he was immediately suspicious: “Oh!
He definitely wants to kill me for a reward.” Therefore he slew the whole family.

From this kind of behavior, we know that there was a ghost hidden in his
mind. What kind of ghost was this? He failed to know when people were good to
him. Instead, he thought that they were harming him. Because of this, a person
with ghostly cleverness will also encounter others with ghostly cleverness. Hence,
Cao Cao’s sons also inherited his temperament. In addition to having his same
kind of blood, flesh, and bones, they were also very crafty with ghostly cleverness.
Between the brothers, they always schemed and plotted against one another, and
distrusted and harmed one another. Although Cao Zijian was very smart, it was
still useless. He only left some writings in the culture of his time. He had no
other achievements. His writings were elegant but without substance. They were
impressive merely in appearance as one read them. They were pleasant to hear but
had no bones, just a charge of energy in them.

His family name was Cao; his name was Zhi; his style-name was Zijian.
He was very intelligent. He could write literary essays at the age of ten. His
writings were brilliant and ingeniously skillful, and his essays agreed with the
thoughts and likings of the people at the time. They were mostly flowery diction
of the licentious type that would cause people to indulge in wishful thinking and
improper thoughts. He could describe what others were incapable of describing.
His essays had no need for revision. There was no need to use punctuation in his
writing, either. They could be read fluently and were pleasing to hear.

He was the fourth son of Cao Cao. Cao Cao had twenty-six sons. The eldest
son Cao Ang was assassinated. His second son was Cao Pi. Cao Zhi, who was
extremely intelligent, was Cao Cao’s fourth son. Although his brothers were all
very clever, Cao Zhi was the smartest of all. What kind of people were they?
Perhaps in the past, they always schemed and plotted against one another. In this
lifetime, when they became brothers, they still schemed and plotted against one
another and were jealous and obstructed one another. They were unable to resolve
their resentment.

s To be continued
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