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REFLECTIONS IN THE WATER-MIRROR: TURNING THE TIDE OF DESTINY
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Dharma Master
An Shigao
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Composed by the Venerable Master Hua at Gold Mountain
Monastery, Febuary 20,1987

English Translated by the International Institute for the
Translation of Buddhist Texts (II'TBT)

Master An Qing (%1F anqing), known as An Shigao (%15 an shigao), was
a crown prince of Persia (ancient Parthia, a region of north-eastern Iran.)
He was knowledgeable, well-learned, and highly skilled in many arts and
sciences, such as being able to interpret birdsong and the languages of more
than twenty nations.

Once, he accidently came across a sutra; he gained some insight while
reading it, and there sprouted within him the resolve to renounce the
wearisome, mundane world and leave home. He waited until his father
passed away, and then abdicated the throne to his uncle.

After having become a monastic, he mastered the entire Tripitaka, the
Three Baskets of Buddhist Canon, and then traveled to other kingdoms
to propagate the Dharma. At the end of the Eastern (Later) Han (%han)
Dynasty, he arrived at Luoyang (i%F5Ludyang), (the capital) at that time,
via the Silk Road. Before long, he mastered Chinese and started translating
sutras. He explained the meaning of the contents of the sutras, and his
fellow translators wrote them down. The Sutras he translated were clear
in meaning and structure and proper in wording. Master An Shigao spent
over three decades in China and translated more than twenty Theravada
sutras, including the Sutra on the Eight Awakenings of a Great Person, the
Eightfold Path Sutra, and Sutras on Dhyana —a total of more than twenty
different sutras. Later, because of social upheaval in the Guanzhong Plain,
he relocated to the area of south of the Yangtze River to spread the Dharma,
where countless miraculous stories about him arose describing his spiritual
powers. A succession of Indian monks, followed in his footsteps, coming
to China to propagate the Dharma and benefit beings. During that time,

Master Lokaksema was translating Mahayana Sutras and Astasahasrika
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Prajiiaparamita Sitra was then in circulation.

Master Shigao’s name was Qing (last name, An), and he was the
crown prince of the Parthia (current day Iran). Life after life, he had
been a cultivator of the Way. However, like many other cultivators,
sometimes he was on the right path, practicing correctly, and
sometimes he strayed and was confused about cause and effect, and
therefore he had been unsuccessful in breaking free from samsara,
revolving in the Six Paths. That being said, he was still able to know
his past lives and devoted every life to Buddhist practice as a monastic.
Just as we save money from our salaries, An Shigao accumulated
virtuous deeds and wisdom. But due to his occasional mistakes and
confusion in cause-and-effect, he lived and died again and again,
never escaping from samsara.

Master An Shigao was wise because he had recited a lot of sutras in
the past. He probably was once reborn as a bird, so he even understood
the birds as they sang. He practiced a Bodhisattva’s Four Dharmas
of Attraction: giving, kind words, beneficial acts, and cooperation.
A Bodhisattva may sometimes be reborn as a bird to learn how they
sing and then return to the path of humans without forgetting it.
(He learned birdsong when he reincarnated as a bird, which he still
remembered when he was later reborn as a human.) It is similar to
how a parrot can communicate with humans. Probably, in the past,
Master An Shigao at one time or another was reborn in over twenty
different nations, which would explain his mastery of more than
twenty languages. Nonetheless he was trapped in samsara like a caged
bird.

Towards the end of the Eastern Han Dynasty, Master An Shigao
travelled the Silk Road to China, arriving at Luoyang first. It was not
long before he mastered Chinese Mandarin speech, except for written
Chinese perhaps. He did the Buddhist translation by first (speaking
and) explaining the meaning of the sutras that he had brought from
India, and then having the Chinese scribes write the translations
down. He translated more than twenty Theravada Sutras, including
the Sutra on the Eight Awakenings of a Great Person, the Eightfold Path,
and Sutras on Dhyana (Zen Sutra.)

He spent over three decades in China. Due to social upheaval
in the interior region of the Guanzhong Plain including the Yellow
Turban Rebellion and Dong Zhuo’s revolt. Therefore, Master An
Shigao relocated to Jiangnan (south of the lower reaches of the Yangtze
River) to introduce Buddhism to that region. This was the beginning
of the widespread propagation of Buddhism in China.

s To be continued
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