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REFLECTIONS IN THE WATER-MIRROR: TURNING THE TIDE OF DESTINY
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Diving into the River
To Look For the Father—

Cao E
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Lectured by the Venerable Master Hsuan Hua on August 22, 1987

English translation by Guo Ru Jou
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Cao E was born during the reign of Emperor An of the Eastern Han dynasty.
She was a native of Shangyu County in Zhejiang Province. Her mother died
during her early years. She lived with her father who was talented in music
and good at singing and dancing. When Cao E was fourteen years old, there
was a Dragon Boat Festival and a celebration to welcome the Wu Jun deity.
Her father had boarded a boat in a ritual to welcome this deity. Suddenly a
strong gale came, and he was unfortunately drowned amidst the frightful
billows and raging waves.

Losing her beloved father whom she depended on, Cao E was overwhelmed
with grief. Every day she would stroll along the river bank and weep bitterly
for her father in the hope that he would come back to life. After seventeen
days, there was still no sight of her father’s body. Cao E then prayed to heaven
for direction to locate him. She took off her robe and threw it into the river at
the spot where her father drowned. Her robe flowed along with the current
until it stopped and sank. Cao E jumped into the river there. After five days,
she emerged holding onto her father’s body. Though dead, her face appeared
as if she was alive. The county magistrate then ordered a monument erected
and a temple built to commend the filial daughter’s admirable conduct. He
also named the river Cao E River. Her village that was located east of Ningbo

was also named Cao E village.
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Commentary:

Let us investigate the transcendental dharma and the mundane dharma
together. The purpose of this ‘Reflections in the Water-Mirror: Turning the Tide
of Destiny” is to give praise and condemnation, and to differentiate between
good and evil. When people worthy of admiration and respect are cited, we
want to emulate them. To people who should be banished and condemned, we
want to strictly avoid imitating their misconduct.

Now we are cultivating the Buddhadharma every day. Guo Mo is the best
student. She is also the best role model. Why? Even though she doesn’t know
Chinese or recognize the Chinese characters, she still has the courage to come
up and speak. If everyone had this spiri, it is certain that everyone would make
some progress. From now on I hope all of you can break through this false
appearance and fully develop your potential together. If you know, you can
make an offering of the dharma. Those who don’t know can use this opportunity
as a dharma training exercise. By doing so, you all will definitely make progress.

Now we will speak of Cao E. Originally, she was just an ordinary, common
girl. Her behavior, however, moved heaven and earth. She earned people’s
commemoration by her filial conduct. An ancient one said: “Exemplary people
attend to the foundation. When the foundation is established, the Way comes
forth. Filial piety and fraternal love are the foundation of being a human.”
Because she was mindful of being filial, she could evoke a response from heaven
and earth. In the end, even in death, she still managed to find her father’s body.
You can say that it was a response as a result of her utmost sincerity.

Cao E was a native of Shangyu County in Zhejiang Province during the
reign of Emperor An of the Eastern Han dynasty. Her mother had died in her
early years. Her father was talented in music. He was fond of music and hence
he was also good at singing and dancing. Cao E and her father relied upon
each other for life. Then one year, there was a joyous Dragon Boat Festival and
everyone was celebrating the ritual of welcoming a deity called Wu Zixu. On
this occasion, Cao E’s father boarded a boat to welcome him. Unexpectedly, not
only did he fail to welcome the deity, he ended up being picked up by the deity
and drowned in the river.

Perhaps Wu Zixu was too lonely. No one was attending upon him, so he
probably wanted a person who was good at singing and dancing to entertain
him. Sure enough, he manifests his power, a strong gale swooped up and capsized
Cao E’s father’s boat, drowning him in the river.

Cao E’s mother had died when she was young. At the age of fourteen, her
father was also unexpectedly taken away from her by the deity. This deity was
not a heavenly lord; he was Wu Zixu. After that incident, she no longer wished
to live any more. She strolled along the bank of the river and cried, hoping that
her sincerity could bring about a response of reviving her father.

After she wept for seventeen days, still nothing happened. Her father had
turned a deaf ear to her and failed to return, so she prayed to heaven to reveal
the location of his body. She threw her clothes to the spot where her father was
drowned. It floated with the current until at one point it stopped and sank into

the river. s0To be continued
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