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REFLECTIONS IN THE WATER-MIRROR: TURNING THE TIDE OF DESTINY
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Reforming People’s Norms

— Ximen Bao
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Lectured by Venerable Master Hsuan Hua on May 13, 1988
English translation by MTT (Malaysian Translation Team)
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Ximen Bao was from the vassal state of Wei (403-225 B.C.E.) and lived during the
Warring States period; his family name was Ximen and his given name was Bao.
Ximen was an honest and upright government official who cared for the people
as if they were his own children. When he started his career as a magistrate in the
county of Ye (an ancient city in Hebei Province), he dressed as a commoner to
interact with the locals to check on them and understand their concerns. He met
an elder who told him, “We have been distressed by the need to find wives for the

river spirit.”

Why must you do that?” asked Ximen.

“If we do not, the spirit will cause a flood and drown us all,” the elder responded.
Ximen recognized that this was actually a shaman’s scheme to accumulate wealth
through cheating others and these gullible people took the shaman’s words to be
true. After hearing this, Ximen considered it his responsibility as a magistrate to
help the people rid themselves of the evil. So, he told the elder to inform him when
it was time for the river spirit to marry.

On the day of the wedding, Ximen went to the river bank and saw that an old
female shaman was presiding over the ceremony. He asked, “How pretty is the
bride?” He then walked over to take a closer look at the bride, and remarked, “She
is not pretty at all! Could you please go and inform the river spirit that we need
to delay the wedding until we can find a more beautiful bride for him:”He then
ordered the old female shaman be thrown into the river and she was immediately
swept away by the current. When she failed to return after a long wait, Ximen said:
“Since that woman was incapable of such a task, let’s send a male shaman to report
to the spirit!” The male head shaman was so frightened that he knelt down, begged
for his life, and swore never to cheat or harm people again. Thereafter, the bad
custom stopped. With this superstitious practice eliminated, Ximen strove to bring
greater happiness to the people. He implemented a project of digging twelve canals
for irrigation. With farm fields well-irrigated, harvests abounded, and the people

felt deep gratitude for Ximen’s beneficial service.
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Commentary:

His name, Ximen Bao, may sound fearsome because a leopard is a fierce
animal. Despite his name, Ximen was actually a fair and incorruptible government
official. “Ximen” is a compound Chinese family name. Chinese family names
include Ximen, Dongmen (Eastern Gate), Nangong (Southern Palace), and
Beigong (Northern Palace), which are all examples of compound family names.
In the Four Books, there are names such as Nangong Kuo and Beigong You, as
well as surnames such as Dongfang (the East), Xiahou (Marquis Xia), and other
compound family names. A compound name consists of two or more characters
to form a surname. Ximen Bao (which literally means Western Gate Leopard)
‘There

could also be a leopard at the eastern gate, at the southern gate, or at the northern

does not necessarily mean that there is a leopard at the “Western Gate.”

gate. It is important to be flexible, not rigid!

He was from the vassal state of Wei during the Warring States period. He once
served as a magistrate in Ye County. He was an honest and upright government
official, and was greatly concerned with the suffering of the common people. He
often visited the rural areas anonymously dressed as a commoner.

One day, he encountered an elder who was sighing in despair, so Ximen
asked, “Why are you sighing?” “Our current misery is very difficult to express,”
“What is the problem?” asked Ximen. The elder responded,

“Every year we have to offer a maiden to the river spirit to be his wife. Otherwise,

replied the elder.

the people will be drowned by floods. Those shamans said we should send a
young maiden to the river spirit every year.”

Once Ximen heard of this, he realized it was the shaman’s scheme to collect
money. So Ximen told the elder, “Please inform me when the time comes for
the maiden to be offered to the river spirit in marriage this year.” When the
time came, the elder informed Ximen. Ximen brought along a large entourage
to attend the grandiose ritual of offering the maiden. When the female shaman
presiding over the ceremony saw [the county officials] approaching, she assumed
that they were there to attend the ritual; wanting to put on airs, she arrogantly
asked those conducting the ritual, “Is the bride for the river spirit here yet?” They
answered, “Yes, she is.”

Then Magistrate Ximen said, “Wait a minute! Do not send her down to
the river yet. Let me see whether she is qualified. Someone who is to be married
to the river spirit must be beautiful; those who are ordinary looking are not
qualified!” Ximen walked closer to check the girl.

He told the shaman, “She is not pretty enough. You cannot send her. Go
pick a prettier one instead. The river spirit's wedding must be postponed until
a later date. Others do not know the river spirit; you as a shaman must have
contact with the spirit, so go report to him about the change of date; on the
new date we will send him his new wife.” Unconcerned with whether or not the
shaman was willing to obey the command, Ximen ordered the shaman to be

seized and thrown into the river; she was then carried away by the rapid currents,

bobbing up and down in the waves.

s> To be continued





