Chapter 7/8:

The Clairvoyant Immortal


During those two years that I returned to live in Peking, my life was so replete with peace and happiness that I rarely thought about the political situation in China.  At that time, Peking had not yet recovered its pre-war grandeur, and the vestiges of the Japanese military occupation still remained.  The furnishings in most residential houses and government buildings were  dilapidated, and all items of value had been stolen by the enemy and their Chinese collaborators, or else sold off by their owners.  The restaurant, shops, tea houses, and other structures were all old and ramshackle.  Nevertheless, Peking still had infinite charm and beauty, and in my mind no place else on earth could compare with it.  Despite the adverse conditions, the city's ancient flavor still delighted my heart.


At that time I never dreamed that soon I would be compelled to leave the adopted homeland that I loved so deeply;  on the contrary, I was very eager to find a longterm residence there.  Oh, alas!  Before long I began to hear frequent reports of relentless attacks on central government forces by the red army.  Although the newspapers usually reported red army victories as "defeats,"  everyone knew that the power of the Communist Party was growing, and that the situation was becoming more critical by the day.  Even I, as a foreigner, could no longer close my eyes to this predicament, for it was clear that the crisis was pressing close.


In those years, my own life there was very interesting.  My work as a teacher at the university was pleasant and satisfying.  At the same time, my research work also provided me with deep fulfillment, and was begining to show success.  My translations of two important volumes of Buddhist teachings by Tang Dynasty Zen masters were in the midst of being printed by a publisher in England.  One was The Zen Teaching of Huang Po and the other was the Zen master Hui Hai's The Zen Teaching of Hui Hai:  On Sudden Enlightenment.   In addition, in my spare time, I also translated Lao Shi's novel Memoirs of Cat City into English.  (I don't know why, but those two Tang Dynasty works proved to have broad popular appeal and were continuously reprinted, and they still remain in print to this day.  But that short novel by Lao Shi, with all its heart-rending sarcasm, was turned down by several English publishers.)


In 1948, on the night before the Lantern Festival,
 I unexpectedly encountered a very peculiar event.  That day I had heard about a "living immortal" who was staying in the western quarter of the city, and this came as strange news to me.  Although I was not certain that there existed such a thing,  I really wanted to go meet this so-called "immortal."  Because I'd heard that this "living immortal" would soon be going to the south, and I might therefore miss my opportunity, I decided then and there to immediately go pay him a visit.  My servant Old Dzan called a motor car, and as the weather was extremely cold, the open car had a quilt inside to block the wind.  The passenger rode as though tucked inside of a Mongolian tent, but the stench was really hard to bear.


It took over an hour to reach the "immortal's" residence.  A note on the gate informed visitors that the "immortal" was in the midst of meditation, and no one was permitted to enter.  I was freezing to death, and needed to warm myself by a fire.  Using this as an excuse, I mustered my courage and went resolutely inside.  The gatekeeper told me that it was forbidden to enter, but he didn't dare raise his arm to block me and just stood there agitated, so he did not stop me from walking up to the front door and knocking.  A servant opened the door and led me into the parlor to warm myself by the fire. And there before my eyes sat the "immortal."  He was sitting cross-legged on a mat meditating.  He sat with his back to the door and did not notice that someone had entered the room, and for a long time he just sat there like a lifeless statue.


When he finally stood up, turned around, and noticed me, he did not seem the least bit surprised, and said casually,  "Good, good! Mr. Pu, you have arrived."  Struck with wonder and curiosity by his prescience, I asked myself how he could possibly know that my name was Pu.  Until the moment that I told my servant to find me a cab, even I did not know that today I would be going to visit this complete stranger.  After arriving at his residence, I hadn't mentioned my name to anyone there.  So the moment I heard him address me as "Mr. Pu," I stood there wide-eyed and slack-jawed with wonder, and felt very astonished.


He called for tea, and invited me to sit down.  We sat facing one another, with a small tea table between us.  I bowed to pay my respects, then said politely,  "It's a great honor to meet you, esteemed immortal, and please forgive me for disturbing you.  Do you have a few minutes to spare?  Otherwise, I could. . ."


It was obvious that he was not pleased to hear me address him as "immortal," and so he riposted with the question,  "Is it possible that there exists such a thing as an immortal in this world?   And if ineed there really are such  strange creatures, by no means should you  mistake me as one of them.  In my humble opinion, immortals are characters fabricated by human beings.  Regretrably, my humble self is sometimes praised by others as being an  immortal.  How on earth could there possibly be such a thing?  Please, sir, address me as  Taoist Dzeng."  This white-haired Taoist wasn't wearing Taoist robes.  He wore a long padded tunic of blue satin and felt boots.  His hair was cut short, like most elderly men in contemporary China.  It was clear that he felt great disdain for charlatans posing as immortals.  I said,  "Although the venerable Mr. Dzeng is not an immortal, you certainly are endowed with great spiritual power. Otherwise, how could you foretell that my name is Pu?"  He poured me a cup of tea before replying,  "My humble self may perhaps have a small measure of obscure clairvoyant ability.  That's a very common result of practicing meditation."


"May I inquire, sir, what business brings you here, that you would risk the cold to come to my residence?"  At this moment,  Taoist Dzeng's expression seemed to carry a tinge of sarcasm.  With a straight face I replied,  "My humble self has for a long time wished to meet a Taoist adept who is highly accomplished in the mystical arts, and to ask him for guidance regarding which type of practices are most effective for restoring youth and prolonging life."  The venerable old  Dzeng smiled and said,  " 'If you don't believe in the teaching, you cannot obtain its benefits.'  How can I possible explain this in words?  Ha ha, Mr. Pu has climbed famous mountains, and has received teachings from many great Buddhist monks and Taoist adepts, so why would you find it worthwhile to ask for guidance from my humble self?  I daresay, sir, that you must be familiar with some words of advice from the  Tao Teh Ching.  The general meaning of this advice is that visiting famous mountains and traveling afar to seek teachings about the Tao is not nearly as useful as staying home, shutting the door, and examining  your own mind."  When he finished speaking, he gazed steadily into my eyes, as though concentrating  the full power of his attention on making me understand.


At that moment, a very peculiar sensation suddenly arose within me.  All of a sudden, he, I, and everything in the space between us, while still retaining their external appearance, seemed to condense into an inseparable singularity, as though we had suddenly dissolved into one amorphous entity.  This dimension of existence gave me a feeling a great joy.  For a short while, my mind was mesmerized and my spirit was lost, but at the same time, I knew that this condition was definitely not a distorted fantasy.  The strange thing was that although I felt very happy and at ease in that state, I also felt that I could not withstand this man's spiritual power much longer, and that if I did not soon break free of his gaze,  I might never return to the normal world, and so I quickly lowered my eyes and terminated that mysterious sensation.


Just then, a group of visitors arrived to see him.  They seemed to have come by previous appointment.  Therefore, I did not wish to disturb him any longer, bade him farewell, and took my leave.  A few days later I heard that the venerable Dzeng had already departed by train for the south.  I had missed the opportunity to inquire in detail about several strange matters.  For example, how had he known my surname?  How had he known that I visited many famous mountains, and that I'd sought teachings about Buddhist doctrine and Taoist mysteries from numerous renowned masters?  Relatively speaking, these few matters were not very important.  Before we'd met, it was possible that the old man had casually heard that there was a Westerner named Pu living in Peking who had a strong interest in Taoism, and possibly he'd heard people discussing my appearance and other things about me.  Although this was only a slight possibility, it was also not impossible.  But Old Dzeng had definitely caused me to experience the phenomenon known as  "myriad objects uniting into one whole," and for a very short time I had entered into this mysterious dimension.


I'd like to discuss in more detail the meaning of this so-called "uniting as one whole" phenomenon, both from the perspective of Taoist teaching as well as modern science. When Old Dzeng fixed his penetrating gaze on me, I definitely and very clearly perceived the inseparable and boundless nature of all phemonena.  That is to say, my perception at the time was that even though all objects had their own separate relative  identity, at the same time they were also all completely unified as one primordial entity.  That of course defies logic, and is a principle that lies beyond rational debate.  I had long ago learned from my Buddhist and Taoist studies about the relative nature of reality, and that only through a higher level of wisdom could one really understand the true nature of phenomena.  And yet, in only a few fleeting moments,  Old Dzeng had given me a direct experiential perception of the fundamental nature of reality.


Regrarding this matter, there is a passage in the Tao Teh Ching which states:


We look but we don't see it


and call it indistinct


We listen but don't hear it


and call it faint


We reach but don't grasp it


and call it ethereal


Three failed means of knowledge


I weave into one


with no light above


with no shade below


too fine to be named


returning to nothing. . .


and discover the ancient maiden


This is the thread of the Way

The words "weave into one" in this passage refers to the essential, indivisible unity of all phenomena.  The last sentence states that we must clearly understand that all phenomena arise from the same formless, invisible source, the infinite ocean of primordial energy, which Lao Tze refers to here as "the ancient maiden,"  the "mother of all things."


Modern science can now provide evidence for this idea of the primordial unity of all manifest form thoughout the universe.  It has been demonstrated by science that matter (form) and energy (formless) are interchangeable and that they both share the same essential vibrational nature.   Einsten's famous equation E=mc2 defined the dynamic commutability between these two dimensions of existence.  Furthermore the advanced science of quantum physics now agrees with the fundamental hypothesis of ancient Eastern cosmology that the entire manifest universe is formed and shaped by consciousness, and that nothing whatsoever exists beyond the infinite luminous field of primordial awareness.  After my meeting with the old Taoist Dzeng, I never again had the opportunity to communicate with another genuine Taoist master in China.  That was the last time I received the benefit of direct personal guidance from a traditional Chinese master regarding the ancient teachings of the Great Tao.
�   The 15th day of the first month in the traditional Chinese new year, based on the old lunar calendar.  It celebrates the first full moon of the new year and usually falls in late February or early March.


�   Translation by Red Pine (Bill Porter) in Lao Tze's Taoteching, Mercury House,


San Francisco, 1996.





