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REFLECTIONS IN THE WATER-MIRROR: TURNING THE TIDE OF DESTINY
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The Six-One Layman—
Ouyang Xiu
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Lectured by the Venerable Master Hsuan Hua on June 6, 1987
English translation by Frank Liu
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His surname was Ouyang, and his courtesy name was Yongshu. He lived during the
Northern Song Dynasty in the county of Ji’an, Jiangxi Province. Ouyang Xiu lost his father
during his childhood, and therefore his family was left in poverty. However, his mother was
resourceful and taught him to read and write using a stick in the sand. He read extensively
and was very knowledgeable, which allowed him to pass the national exams and win the top
class. His writings were renowned throughout the Kingdom, and his poems were superb.

He looked up to and followed the teachings of Mencius and Confucius, admired and
revered Han Yu, all the while slandering Buddhism, considering it to be heretical and a
harm to the Kingdom. Emperor Renzong demoted him to Xuzhou as a low-ranking official.
Nevertheless, he won the reputation of being upright with high integrity, caring for the
people as if they were his children.

Later, he visited Chan Master Yuantong, receiving his kind and compassionate
instructions on the Dharma. He was humbled and totally awed. In his later years, he
started believing in Buddhism, calling himself the Six-One Layman: one collection of ten
thousand scrolls of books, one anthology of a thousand scrolls of ancient writings, one gin
(an ancient Chinese music instrument), one game of chess, one gourd of wine, and one old
man.

At the time of his death, he was still reading the Flower Adornment Sutra. When
reading the Eighth Scroll, the Chapter of the Worlds of the Flower Treasury, he passed away
peacefully, at the age of 65. He earned a posthumous title of a man of ‘literary elegance and
loyalty’, and his works, namely the New Tang Annals and the Five Periods Annals, were left

to spread around the world.
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Commentary:

Ouyang Xiu was a great scholar; his calligraphy, knowledge and essays
were all excellent and superb. He was very fond of the scholar Han Yu, and
had a similar path in life. Han Yu was demoted by the emperor to be the
provincial governor of Chaozhou after remonstrating with his Memorandum
against Welcoming the Buddhas Sharira. In the same manner, Ouyang Xiu
was demoted by Emperor Renzong of Song to be the provincial governor
of Xuzhou after slandering Buddhism. Likely shocked and frustrated by his
demotion, Ouyang Xiu later decided to confront Chan Master Yuantong
in Mount Lu. He received Master Yuantong’s kind and compassionate
instructions on the Dharma. That’s what started his path towards Buddhism.

Ouyang Xiu’s surname was Ouyang, a compound name composed of
two characters, and his first name was Xiu. His courtesy name was Yongshu.
He lived during the Northern Song Dynasty in the Ji'an county of Jiangxi
province. Ouyang Xiu was still young when his father died, leaving him
with no siblings. Although his family was very poor, he was fortunate to
have an aspiring mother who upheld her character. She never re-married.
Being a virtuous widow and a loving mother, she raised Ouyang Xiu and
taught him well. Due to the poverty, they couldn’t afford a mere piece of
paper, ink or a brush, so his mother used reeds and taught him to read
and write on the sand, day after day, methodically and with great patience.
Consequently, he was very filial to his mother and studied hard, and when
he tested for the imperial exams at the capital, he was one of the best.

Because he was very brilliant and knowledgeable, he was slightly
arrogant. He emulated Han Yu’s style and recommended his teachings.
He also advocated Confucianism, believing in its principles. On the other
hand, he slandered Buddhism. Considering it to be extremist, he stated:
“Those who only study extremities and heresy will only hurt themselves and
the country.” Song Emperor Renzong, being a Buddhist, therefore demoted
Ouyang to Xuzhou upon hearing this. As a Xuzhou official, he remained a
man of the highest integrity, free of corruption. He never accepted bribes,
loving the people as if they were his own children.

He once went to Mount Lu to visit Chan Master Yuantong. The master,
being kind and compassionate, taught him the principles of the Buddha,
filling his heart with awe and respect. In his later life, Ouyang Xiu started
practicing the teachings of the Buddha, calling himself the Six-One Layman.
The name, “Six-one Layman” refers to a man with six things: a collection of
ten thousand scrolls of books, an anthology of a thousand scrolls of ancient
writings, a qin (an ancient Chinese music instrument), a game of chess, a jug
of wine, and himself, an old man at the time. This “Six-One Layman” was
very humorous. One jug of wine did not bring drunkenness, one game of
chess went on forever, one old man was not dead yet, one string instrument
still worked, and he still owned all those books when they should have been
in alibrary. Since he couldn’t let go of these six things, he called himself Six-
One Layman. Actually he should not have attached himself to any single

one of those things. s0To be continued





