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REFLECTIONS IN THE WATER-MIRROR: TURNING THE TIDE OF DESTINY
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A Failed Reformation—
Wang Anshi (continued)
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Where does Wang Anshi’s treachery show? From the question he
posed to Chan Master Fohui.

One day, he asked Chan Master Fohui, “Which sutra does
the phrase ‘Holding the flower to show the assembly’ come from?”
He knew the answer, however, he intentionally wanted to test and
embarrass the Master Fohui. If he was not a treacherous and cunning
person, he would not have done that.

He could have said, “While I was in the Imperial Academy, I
saw a sutra called 7he Great Brahma Kings Questions to the Buddha
Jfor Resolving Doubt, which recorded the story of the Buddha holding
out a flower and smiling at the assembly. Was this record accurate or
genuine? Why was this sutra not included in the Tripitaka?”

Instead, Wang Anshi’s attitude while speaking to Chan Master
Fohui was very arrogant, and he decided to give the Dharma Master
a hard time, thinking: “Let’s see if this Chan Master knows anything.
Your knowledge probably can’t even hold a candle to mine!”

After Chan Master Fohui replied, “As far as I know, it is not very
clear,” which was basically saying “I don’t know,” Wang Anshi was
triumphantly proud of himself and thought, “I got you!” If he was
not so treacherous, he would not have gone around showing off his

knowledge and embarrassing other people to show that he was better
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than anyone else. We can see that this man’s conduct was neither noble
nor forthright. Wang Anshi (Anshi, translated literally is “stable stone”)
was truly like a stone, a stone that could kill on impact. This rock was not
safe because it was not place properly. What do you think?

Duringhisattempted reformation, Wang Anshi completely overlooked
the condition of the country. He failed to take into consideration whether
he had capable people to do the job, whether he had enough supporters,
or how his plans might bring harm to the people if they did not work. He
only cared about achieving his goals, acted with undue haste, and never
thought anything over before doing it: not something an experienced and
prudent person would do. Even if you have a plan for reform, you should
implement it gradually and step by step, progressing when possible and
doing it later if it does not work. Why implement it so radically, putting
the people in such poverty that they could “neither eat nor sleep well?”
Not only were his policies unfit for the situation of the country, they only
made life harder for the people. Political policies should conform with
the condition of the country, as well as the knowledge and mindset of the
people.

The Song Dynasty was plunged into chaos because of him. When
Wang Anshi was a prime minister, he singlehandedly destroyed the
politics of the Song Dynasty, and at one point the people lived in utter
misery. Thus, Wang Anshi was forced to retire to reflect on his faults and
failures. Nonetheless, he did not recognize his faults and was still stuck in
his dreams, thinking: “Why don’t these people have any blessings at all?
Why won’t they accept my solution to their problems?” This still baffled
him. He had yet to wake up from his dreams.

After he resigned, he was bored and depressed, and had no place to
vent his frustrations and complaints. “I set the highest ambitions to save
my country and people. Why did my plans not work?” He could not
understand why he had failed, and was unable to reconcile his failure.
In the hopes of finding some wondrous solution that would make his
reformations work, he sought the counsel of Chan Master Kewen.

They discussed the Buddhadharma as well as the sutras. The Master
probably explained such principles in the Buddhadharma as the law of
cause and effect and karmic retribution. Wang Anshi then had a sudden
and great realization and donated one of his houses, which later became
Baoning Monastery, and asked Chan Master Kewen to be the first abbot.
He comforted himself, thinking: “Although my political reform did not
work, I hope that the merit from building Baoning Monastery will enable
the people to have peaceful lives. See, I have done my best!”

After Emperor Zhezong succeeded the throne, Sima Guang became
the Prime Minister again, and he gradually eliminated all of the reforms
that were founded on naiveté and wishful thinking, and were totally

incompatible with the condition of the people of the time.
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