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REFLECTIONS IN THE WATER-MIRROR: TURNING THE TIDE OF DESTINY
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Smashing A Water Vat to

Save a Drowning Friend—

Sima Guang

Fib bk AN 1987F6A 1218
B]E - REAE

Lectured by the Venerable Master Hsuan Hua on June 12, 1987
English translation by Miguel Gracia and Min Zhang
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Sima Guang’s given name was Guang and his courtesy name was Junshi. He lived
during the Northern Song dynasty and was from the county of Xia, Henan Province.
When he was young, he smashed a large clay urn to save a peer who was drowning.
This is just one indicator of the many aspects of his noble character, including loyalty,
filial respect, frugality, and integrity. Later he was appointed as the prime minster
during the reign of Emperor Renzong. He was devoted to the country and loyal to the
emperor, always honoring the traditions, and was awarded the Duke of the State of
Wen. During the reign of Emperor Shenzong, he compiled The Comprehensive Mirror
to Aid in Government in Luoyang. Including only political affairs, this book takes
the ebb and flow of past dynasties for current rulers to study and mirror. He was as
famous as Sima Qian (the famous grand historian of the Han dynasty). Two of them,

Sima Qian and Sima Guang, were so revered that people called them “the Two Simas.”

During emperor Zhezong’s reign, Sima Guang again became the prime minister,
and eliminated all the harmful policies left by the previous prime minister Wang
Anshi’s Reforms. He served in this post for eight months and, unfortunately, passed
away in office. He was awarded the posthumous title of Wenzhen. All through his life
he was an absolutely honest man. In private, he never held anything back from his
family; in office, he never deceived the emperor. “Above, he never deceived Heaven,
and below, he never deluded the earth.” He was a true gentleman. Every year on the
fifteenth of the tenth lunar month, he would offer meals to the monks and join them

in reciting sutras on behalf of his ancestors. As it was said, “Let there be a careful
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attention to perform the funeral rites to parents, and let them be followed when long
gone with the ceremonies of sacrifice - then the virtue of the people will resume its

proper excellence.”

Commentary:

Sima Guang was an able and virtuous prime minister and an incorruptible official
in Song Dynasty. Sima was his compound surname. His given name was Guang, and
his courtesy name Junshi. He lived during the Northern Song dynasty and was from
the county of Xia, Henan Province. Throughout his whole life he was filial and loyal,
and possessed many other virtues, such as benign, upright, courteous, temperate, and
complaisant. Towards others he was always respectful, moderate, patient and yielding,
while remaining upright, living a frugal life, and studying assiduously.

He was the prime minister during the reign of Emperor Renzong. He was loyal to the
country, always painstakingly seeking the principles of government that can bring order
to the kingdom. He was always respectful, extremely prudent, cautious in fulfilling his
duties, and never casual or careless. From the time he was appointed by Emperor Yingzong
as the lead historian to direct the government’s history-writing until the final completion
of Comprehensive Mirror to Aid in Government (Zizhi Tong Jian) in Luoyang, it took
nineteen years and was already during Emperor Shenzong’s reign. “Zi” means “to provide
historic reference.” “Zhi” means “political”. “Tong Jian” means a mirror which spans from
the past to the present.

What kind of mirror is this? It is a mirror for the politics of a country as well as a
mirror for being a good government official. The purpose of this book concerns how to
learn from the past the upright and wise ways of governing and managing the country.
You could say that it is the compilation of policies, strategies, and regulations which could
lead to effective government. Including only political affairs, this book takes the ebb and
flow of past dynasties for current rulers to study and mirror. Sima Guang devoted all his
life to this vast work that can match Record of History by Sima Qian of Han dynasty. He
became an equal to the grand historian Sima Qian. Two of them, Sima Qian and Sima
Guang, were so revered that people called them “the Two Simas.”

During emperor Zhezong’s reign again he became the prime minister, which was
right after Wang Anshi’s new laws had wrought havoc and plunged the whole nation into
misery. Sima Guang got rid of all those impractical and whimsical laws and rejuvenated the
nation. He rejuvenates the politics in Song Dynasty, which is better than previous time.
Unfortunately he only lasted eight months in the post before he died of sickness. When
he was alive the noble position of Duke of Wenguo (the State of Wen) was conferred upon
him. After he died the posthumous title of a Wenzheng was conferred upon him, which
acknowledged both his political achievements and his uprightness.

Every fifteenth of the tenth lunar month, he would personally offer meals to the
monks and joined them in reciting Sutras to ferry over the souls of his ancestors. This
represented a tradition of “be circumspect in funeral services and continue sacrifices to
the distant ancestors,” so people wouldn't forget their roots and their ancestral lineages.
“Be circumspect in funeral services” means being very careful when attending to one’s

dying parents and their funeral services. One must use extreme care and show the utmost
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