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416. The Great Sage, Heaven’s Equal
Xu Sheng was from Yan. He’d gone with his elder brother, a successful
merchant, to Fujian, but their merchandise wasn’t bringing them much
income. Travelers told them that there was a great sage who’d been putting
his power on display, and they were just about to go his temple to pray for
support. Xu Sheng didn’t know what god this great sage was supposed to be,
so he went with his elder brother to see.
They came to a temple that was connected to a magnificent pavilion. As
they entered the temple and looked up at an effigy, they saw that the god had a
monkey’s head and a human body, made in the image of the “great sage,
heaven’s equal,” Sun Wukong. All the visitors there reverently paid their
respects, as no one dared to appear insincere.
Xu Sheng, who was always honest and outspoken, laughed up his sleeve
as they performed their customary obeisance to this monkey sage. The group
of supplicants burnt paper offerings and incense, kowtowing and offering
their prayers, while Sheng just quietly slipped out.
_________
Yan: Modern Yanzhou, in Shandong province.
The “great sage, heaven’s equal,” Sun Wukong: The name given to the trickster protagonist of the
classic Journey to the West (xiyou ji) by Subhūti, one of the disciples of the Buddha. Sun Wukong is
best known by his own self-imposed title: the “handsome monkey king” (mei houwang).

After they returned home, his elder brother scolded him for his
rudeness. “Since Sun Wukong is just a legend made up by Old Man Qiu,”
replied Sheng, “why treat him with so much respect like this? If this sage was

really some kind of god, he’d respond to me with spears or thunderbolts, and
then I’d suffer!”
When their innkeeper heard him calling out the great sage’s name, his
hands began to shake and his face paled, for fear that the great sage might
have heard him. Sheng observed his reaction and began making his
complaints even more boisterously; when the innkeeper and others heard this,
they covered their ears and ran out.
In consequence, Xu Sheng fell ill that night with a violent headache.
When someone advised him to pay a visit to the great sage’s temple and
apologize for his words, Sheng wouldn’t listen. In a little while, his head
began to feel better, but then his leg started to ache, till in the course of the
night, a large, deep-rooted ulcer formed on it, followed finally by painful
swelling of his feet, so he was completely unable to eat or sleep.
His elder brother went to pray for him, but to no effect. Somebody
suggested that the god was punishing him until he took back his words. But
Sheng refused to believe that the great sage was responsible for his suffering.
A month passed and the sore on his leg gradually seemed to be diminishing,
but then another ulcer formed, tripling his torments.
A doctor came and took a knife to cut out the necrotic flesh, while the
resulting blood filled a bowl to overflowing; he was afraid that the god was
punishing him for what he’d said, so he just tried enduring the pain without
groaning. Another month passed, and he began to return to normal. However,
his elder brother then fell gravely ill.
_________
Made up . . . Old Man Qiu: A Shandong native, Qiu Chuji (1148-1227), whose courtesy name was
Tongmi, and whose Daoist name was Chang Chunzi, was instrumental in developing the Longmen
(Dragon Gate) division of the Quanzhen Daoist sect (see Zhu 3:1442n4). Xu Sheng mistakes him here
for the author of The Journey to the West because of the title’s similarity to Qiu’s own travelogue
account of his travels to the west, which included his meeting with Genghis Khan.

“What do you think about that!” exclaimed Sheng. “You show respect
for the god and then this happens; you’re just as sick as I was, so it must not
be because of Sun Wukong.” When his brother heard these words, he became
very angry with Sheng, declaring that the god would vent his anger on him
rather than on his younger brother and demanding that Sheng go in his place

and pray for him. Sheng replied, “We’re still brothers. The day before
yesterday, my body was a wreck, but I didn’t pray for recovery; now it’s my
brother who’s ill, so why shouldn’t I do my duty for him?”
And while he did send for a doctor who gave his brother some
medicine, Sheng didn’t follow through and pray for him. After taking the
medicine, Sheng’s brother suddenly died.
Grieving so painfully that his chest and stomach felt like they were in
knots, Xu Sheng purchased a coffin and laid his brother in it, then went to the
temple of the great sage, shook his finger several times at the god’s effigy,
and cried, “When my elder brother fell ill, he said it was because you were
punishing him in place of me, but I can’t let that happen. If you’re a god, use
your power over death and bring him back to life. Do this, and I’ll pay
homage to you as a follower, no longer daring to utter a dissenting word to
you; otherwise, I’ll employ your own sanctified method of dealing with
things by returning here to reveal the truth about how you cheated my brother
and put him in his grave.”
That night, he dreamt that a man beckoned for him to come along as they
entered the great sage’s temple, where an angry Sun Wukong rebuked Sheng,
“Since you were so ill-mannered, I took my Buddhist sword and skewered
your leg; yet you still refused to repent your disrespect and kept up your
contentious chatter. At first, I figured that you ought to have your tongue
pulled out for your words, but then I thought that a scholar is sometimes
outspoken, so I’d give you a more serious matter to consider, then I could
pardon you. Your brother fell ill, but instead of relenting, you called in some
quack to treat him—so if he died younger than he should have, whose fault is
that? And now that my sentence has been fully carried out, you’re still making
excuses for your presumptuous demands instead of learning your lesson.”
Then he sent one of his servants to deliver a plea on the elder brother’s
behalf to the Hell King. The servant replied, “The spirits of the dead are
reported in the register of heaven’s court three days after their demise, so I’m
afraid it’ll be tough to do anything about it now.” Sun Wukong picked up a
wood block, ordered a brush to be brought, and with no idea of what he was
writing on it, had the servant take it afterward and leave.

A long while later, the servant returned with Sheng’s brother. He’d
successfully fulfilled his task and knelt before the great sage. “What took you
so long?” he demanded.
The servant explained, “The Hell King didn’t dare do anything on his
own authority, thus he took the great sage’s decree and proceeded to consult
the northern and southern stars, and that’s why I’m returning so late.” Xu
Sheng hurriedly knelt to offer his formal thanks for the god’s benevolence.
“Now you’ve proven worthy, so you can leave together,” replied Sun
Wukong. “If you can dedicate yourselves to doing good works, that should
guarantee good fortune for you.” The Xu brothers felt their sorrow mix with
joy as they left to return home together. Then Xu Sheng woke up, thinking it
all very strange.
He quickly got up, opened his brother’s coffin, and discovered that his
brother was just reviving, so he helped him climb out, feeling quite moved by
the great sage’s exercise of power. Sheng thereafter was convinced of Sun
Wukong’s deity, believing even more fervently than was common locally. But
where the brothers’ finances were concerned, costs associated with the elder
brother’s illness had already consumed half of what they owned; what’s
more, the elder brother wasn’t all that healthy, so he remained, relatively
speaking, rather sad.
One day, Xu Sheng happened to be wandering out in the countryside
when suddenly a man dressed in cheap clothing came up to him and cried,
“Master, what’s troubling you?” Sheng was preoccupied with his family’s
hardships, so he decided to tell the man everything, summarizing all that had
happened to the brothers. “There’s a scenic spot we can go take a look at,”
the poorly-dressed man told him, “and it might be enough to break through
your depression.”
“What spot?” asked Sheng.
The man replied, “It’s not far.” Thus Sheng went with him.
They walked about half a li past the city walls, at which point the man
announced, “I have a little magic, so we can be there in just a moment.”
Accordingly, the man directed Xu Sheng to grab him by the waist, and then
with a nod of his head, clouds settled beneath their feet and they soared into

the sky, though Sheng couldn’t tell whether they’d traveled ten li or a
hundred.
Sheng was so very frightened that he shut his eyes and didn’t dare open
them even a little. Instants later, the man declared, “We’ve arrived.”
Suddenly Sheng saw a glasslike world around them, gleaming with a
strange-colored light, so in amazement he asked, “What is this place?”
“It’s the temple of heaven,” replied the man.
They began wandering around, each step taking them higher and higher.
When they saw an old man approaching in the distance, Sheng’s companion
happily cried, “Meeting up with this old fellow by chance will surely mean
your good fortune!” They raised their clasped hands together and bowed in
greeting.
The old man invited them to accompany him to his place, where he
made some tea and offered it to his guests: after only two small cups, Sheng
could tell that it was special, superior to all other tea. His fellow visitor
explained to the old man, “This is my disciple, a merchant who’s traveled a
thousand li to pay his respects to the celestials at their temple, so I’d like to
beg a little gift for him.”
_________
Li: A distance equal to 1/3 mile.

The old man then ordered a boy servant to bring out a dish of white
stones that were shaped like sparrow eggs, sparkling and as crystal-clear as
ice, then told Sheng to take some. Sheng thought that he might carry a few
home with him to commemorate the number of cups of tea that he’d enjoyed,
so he picked out six of them. His companion thought that Sheng was just
being politely restrained, so he picked up another six of the stones and
handed them to Sheng to put in a bag.
Urging him to keep the bag secured to his waist, the man put his hands
together in respectful salute and told Sheng, “That should be enough.” They
then took their leave of the old man and departed, once again feeling
themselves transported through the air by something underneath them, till in
moments they were back on the ground.

Kowtowing to his companion, Sheng proceeded to ask him what his
celestial conveyance was called. Smiling, the man replied, “I happen to call
it my cloud somersault.” Sheng suddenly realized that his companion had
been the great sage himself, so he begged for his protection. “Since you’ve
been granted a bit of wealth,” he observed, “represented by the profits you’ll
receive from those twelve stones you were given, there’s no need for you to
beg protection.”
Sheng then prostrated himself in obeisance, but by the time he got up
again, the man was already gone.
After he returned home, he gleefully told his elder brother about the
stones. But when they untied the bag in order to look at its contents, they
discovered that the stones had all melted. Once the merchant brothers
finished selling off their merchandise and returned home, they realized that
their profits for the trip were several times greater than what they’d
anticipated.
_________
Cloud somersault: Clouds become the mode of transport favored by Sun Wukong, the handsome
monkey king, in Journey to the West.

From then on, they frequently made trips back to Fujian and were
always sure to offer their prayers at the temple of the great sage. Other
people would offer prayers there, but there weren’t always responses to
them; whenever Xu Sheng prayed there, however, his prayers invariably
were answered.
The collector of these strange tales remarks, “Once upon a time, a
scholar who was passing a temple went in and painted a pipa on one wall,
then left; when he checked on it later, its spiritual power was considered so
outstanding that people had joined together there to burn incense to it. A god
certainly doesn’t have to exist in order to be considered powerful in this
world; if people believe it to be divine, it will be so for them. What’s the
reason for this? When people who share the same beliefs gather together,
they’ll choose some creature figure to represent those beliefs. It’s right that
an outspoken man like Sheng should be blessed by the god; who else could
believe for real that he’s protected by someone who keeps an embroidery

needle inside his ear, who he can transform one of his hairs into a writing
brush, or who ascends via cloud-somersault into the cerulean sky! In the end,
Sheng’s mind must have deluded him, for what he saw simply couldn’t be
true.”
_________
Pipa: A lute-like musical instrument.
An embroidery needle . . . cloud-somersault: All of these talents are attributed to Sun Wukong in
Journey to the West.
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