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REFLECTIONS IN THE WATER-MIRROR: TURNING THE TIDE OF DESTINY
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Killing His Father
and Losing the Country—
Emperor Yang of Sui
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Lectured by the Venerable Master Hsuan Hua on October 19, 1987
English translation by Chak Choy Pink
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Emperor Yang of Sui (581-618) was from the city of Huayin in the Province of Shanxi.
His last name was Yang and his first name was Guang. He was the second son of
Emperor Wen of the Sui Dynasty. Emperor Wen had the previous emperor assassinated
to usurp the throne. The previous emperor was Emperor Jing of the Northern Zhou
Dynasty, who was Emperor Wen’s grandson.

Yang Guang instigated his father to demote his older brother so that he could
become the crown prince. Later on, in order to ascend to the throne sooner, he murdered
his father and then ordered the execution of his older brother.

After his enthronement, craving for fame and greatness, he constructed numerous
large-scale buildings, expanded the Great Wall and built outlying royal palaces. He was
also totally self-indulgent and engaged in wanton sexual practices.

To be able to admire and appreciate the wild Chinese viburnum flowers, he
constructed the Grand Canal, and built dragon-boats to carry beautiful women and
tour the city of Yangzhou. He enjoyed himself so much that he was reluctant to go
home. Having wasted so much manpower and natural resources due to his extravagant
exploits, cries of discontent rose from every corner of the empire, plunging the country
into an abyss of misery. Eventually, he was killed by Yuwen Huaji .

Consequently, warlords, rebels, and heroes rose up in rebellion, each proclaiming
himself to be the emperor or king of the part of the empire they had conquered. The
empire disintegrated into chaos and war, and commoners suffered extreme distress and
agony, as if being burnt alive, or drowned in water. Many lost their homes. It was
around that time that Li Yuan led a rebellion which started in the city of Taiyuan and
captured Chang’an, the capital. This marked the demise of the Sui Dynasty. Thereafter,
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every warlord and rebel was brought under his control, and the Tang

Empire was established; it held an unprecedented expanse of territories.

Commentary:

Whenever we are chanting the Buddha’s name here, be it in the early
morning, at noon or in the evening, we must follow while circumambulating.
The space is limited here. You therefore must close up the gaps to either the
person in front of or the one behind you, otherwise it doesn’t accord with
the Dharma. If the person in front observes that the person behind is slow,
then it is proper to slow down to accommodate the speed of the person
behind; if the person behind thinks the person in front walks too fast, then
one could speed up a little bit to concord. It doesn’t accord with the Dharma
if two people keep miles away from each other during circumambulation in
such a small space.

This is to understand that Dharma is not about self-will, but one needs
to be considerate and take care of other people. Today, the Shramanerika
should not have walked out ahead of the person who was in front of her.
What about the person in front then? One should also take care of the
person behind. If the person behind you is too far away, when you go out,
he or she may not even notice it. This is an example of a kind of behavior
that doesn’t accord with Dharma. We should do everything according to the
rules since we are learning Dharma here. Without a compass and square,
one cannot form squares and circles. Similarly, one must always follow the
rules and should not overstep and be dictatorial. This is what I teach you
today. After hearing this, you should not make the same mistake any more.
If you make this mistake again, that means you want to make trouble in
this Way place, making too much trouble and not accord with the Dharma.

Emperor Yang of Sui was a person who was disrespectful of the rules.
He disregarded human feelings, disobeyed the law, and did not accord
with the laws of nature and the laws of the country. That is why he was
doomed to lose his life and kingdom. If he had adhered to the proper way
of running a country, by ruling in accordance with its laws and codes, and
had not gone against Heaven’s principle of compassion for living beings,
he would not have suffered such a fate. His demise had nothing to do with
Heaven, Earth, or other people; rather, it was he who pushed himself down
the ruinous path of no-return. He not only caused his own death, but also
the death of many others.

As for ruling a country, it follows that “with virtue, one can rule;
without virtue, one loses power.” A ruler who is virtuous will reign for a
long time, whereas a ruler without virtue will quickly lose his position, even
if he is successful when acquiring power. After all, whether in ancient times
or today, whether in China or elsewhere, every person can serve as a mirror
for us. We should use this mirror to reflect on ourselves and see whether our
appearance is upright or ugly, whether our mind is pure or defiled. Then
everything will be revealed in the mirror, without exception--nothing can
escape it.

s0To be continued
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