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One of the recurring phrases in the Changes is “beneficial to see the great person.” In my case, Morton Marcus was the great person who provided encouragement, guidance, and tutoring. He is a loyal and compassionate man, a devoted husband and father, and a man who has earned his views through hard experience as a poet, Air Force veteran, college professor, union leader, film critic, radio host, and promoter of the arts. He has made a serious study of poetry from around the world, with particular emphasis on classical Chinese poetry. As a college student, he told Professor Yi-Pao Mei that he wanted to study the Chinese poets. The professor began the traditional way, by having him copy poems repeatedly—stroke by stroke with brush and ink.
 
I met Mort just as I was looking for the courage to write this book. I had been a guest speaker in a college class on Chinese history and poetry that he was coteaching. He gave me a several books of his poetry, and I recognized one of them, The Santa Cruz Mountain Poems, which I had read in a library more than a quarter-century before. As we talked informally, I told him about my planned book, saying off-handedly that I might write it once I had retired. I thought I was being modest with such a grandiose idea. After all, Confucius supposedly did not consider himself mature enough to study the Changes until he was past fifty.
 
“You cannot wait. Not if you’re a creative person,” he told me. “Being a father is fine. Being a businessman is fine. But if you are a writer, you write because you must. You write because it keeps you sane. Waiting to retire before you write this book is too—Confucian.”
 
It was a remark as abrupt as that of any Chinese teacher, but it also signaled support. Mort read many drafts as the book took form. I could not have continued without his tutelage and, in many cases, his hand pulling me back from precipices as I groped for the right approach. Sometimes he would telephone me and say, “Stop writing like this!” or “I hate those rhymes!” Unlike the traditional Chinese teacher, though, he was also encouraging, and he could demonstrate what he was suggesting by improvising lines.
 
Our friendship is about the magic of poetry, and how poems can live in a person for years after just a few readings. We have pulled our families into our friendship, and together we have indulged our love of food. It is therefore with the greatest respect and affection that I dedicate this book to Mort.
 
This book also benefited from discussions with Mark Salzwedel, who was my editor for a number of previous books. Before there was even a manuscript, we discussed my ideas, and he instantly understood what I was attempting. I am fortunate that he lent his critiques to this project.
 
I must also extend my appreciation to Pearl Weng Liang Huang, who helped me translate several passages (especially the lengthy extracts in the appendixes) and who discussed words and phrases particularly difficult to understand. Our discussions affirmed how challenging translation is, and how important it is to look beyond meanings to understanding.

My thanks also go to Eric Brandt, my editor, who took a great deal of time with the work and who helped to shape the book with great sensitivity.
 
Other readers to whom I am most grateful are Moss Roberts, Betty Gee, Alison Jade Ong, Robert Dato, and Ralph Kilmann. I thank them all for their comments and suggestions.
 
Calling this book an act of madness, folly, and vanity would be to elevate it too much. Calling it stupid would be too thin a description. This is not a scholarly book; I am not qualified. Neither is it the work of a master; I have no lofty authority. Since the Changes’ model virtue is humility, let me simply acknowledge this: What I search for is the concern of neither the scholar nor the master. It is a personal search for direct communion with the Changes itself. If the trail leads others to that voice, this folly will have been worthwhile.





Preface

The search for wisdom to shape our lives often takes us through the world’s great books: the Bible, the Quran, the Talmud, the Buddhist and Hindu scriptures, and many others. We can also delve into Greek, Roman, Norse, Mesopotamian, Native American, and Asian myths, explore philosophers from every culture, and look deeply into literature. Sooner or later, our search will lead to China. There we have such important books as the Daodejing, the Zhuangzi, and the Analects of Confucius.
 
The wisdom of China flows in three main streams: Buddhism, Confucianism, and Taoism. Usually, these schools hold themselves distinct, but there is one remarkable book that predates them all, has been accepted by them all, and yet stands apart from them in its own right. That book is the I Ching.*
 
I, pronounced “yi,” means “change.” Ching, pronounced “jing,” means “canon.” For simplicity and clarity, we will refer to the I Ching simply as the Changes. The Changes is a compilation of texts and commentaries from as early as the 12th century B.C.E. It has been used as a source of wisdom and as a book of divination. It is mainly built around sixty-four hexagrams (groups of six lines). Each hexagram has a Statement, attributed to the Zhou dynasty founder King Wen; comments about each of the six lines, attributed to the Duke of Zhou (son of King Wen); and an Image, attributed to Confucius. Later editions carry commentaries by other scholars. 

How did this book exist with the three great streams of Chinese thought? The Buddhist version of the Changes was clearly meant to graft Buddhism to the indigenous Chinese wisdom of the Changes. (Buddhism originated in India). Confucianism placed the Changes in a central position for all imperial governments from the Han dynasty (established 206 B.C.E.) to the Qing dynasty (ended 1911 C.E.) by making it one of the Five Classics (or Canons) of Confucianism. These books formed the basis of orthodox Chinese thought for over two thousand years. Finally, since the Changes’ central tenet is that all circumstances result from the interaction of nature’s impersonal forces rather than divine intervention, Taoism found an ancient tradition that blended seamlessly with its own. In turn, various editors added Taoist influences back into the Changes. This strong link between Taoism and the Changes is so important that anyone who wants to understand Tao must also study the Changes.
 
Most people who have heard of the Changes think of it as a book of divination. They are intrigued that a book can be consulted by thinking of a question and then either tossing three coins or counting out yarrow stalks. In that process, one draws a “hexagram,” or a stack of six lines. Depending on the kind of lines one draws, one then looks up one or more entries in the Changes that address one’s question. The advice we receive is hardly the normal kind of language we might expect from “fortune telling.” The Changes never gives “yes” or “no” answers, but instead reveals a picture of the situation, often through poetic images, and then provides guiding philosophy, reassurance—and sometimes pithy reminders of what we should do.
 
If one uses the book over a long period of time, one may well find that it shapes one’s life. But that is not enough. There is a consistent and profound philosophy hidden in the book. In fact, great thinkers throughout Chinese history have insisted that the value of the Changes’ wisdom is far greater than its role as oracle.
 
In order to discover this deeper wisdom, The Living I Ching takes readers through the sometimes abstruse classic in a gradual and progressive way. The goal is to absorb the knowledge directly, even to the point of eschewing the divinatory aspects. Readers can then indeed use the Changes to directly shape their own lives.

If you would rather plunge right in, the Brief Overview that follows will give you a quick orientation. You can try divining right away by following the instructions. If you would like to go slowly and first learn more about the background of the Changes and the goals of this book, you are invited to begin your exploration at the introduction. No matter which choice you make, the Changes will clearly reward a lifetime of study.
 




Brief Overview

When the sun rises, the moon sets.

When the moon sets, the sun rises.

These lines describe life as cyclical movement, and represent one of the fundamental assertions of the Changes.
 
This brief orientation introduces the minimum number of concepts for a basic understanding of the Changes’ underpinnings. More detailed background information and further explanations can be found in the Appendixes.
 


The philosophical basis of the Changes begins with the limitlessness that is our origin.
 


The first movement out of limitlessness is into yin and yang, the world of opposites: light and dark, male and female, hot and cold, hard and soft, and so on. They are symbolized as a straight line, yang [image: image]; and a split line, yin [image: image]. These opposites are not static; their balance is in constant flux.
 


The four possible pairings (22) of these lines represent the initial interaction of yin and yang.
 
[image: image]



If we recombine the four pairs of lines with the primary yin and yang lines, we can express a further level of complexity (23). This set is called the Eight Trigrams. A trigram is a formation of three lines called a gua.
 
[image: image]

Each of the trigrams’ names symbolizes more than its literal meaning. This is clear because the trigram names are esoteric rather than ordinary words. For example, the heaven trigram is named qian instead of the more ordinary tian (sky). In the same way, the water trigram doesn’t use the common word for water, shui, but uses kan, a word that means a pit in the earth.
 


The Eight Trigrams are organized into an octagonal pattern called the bagua (ba means eight, gua means trigram). There are two versions. The first is called the Early Heaven sequence and is sometimes named after Fu Xi, the man credited with its creation.

[image: image]

The trigrams are arranged in polar opposites: heaven-earth, water-fire, wind-thunder, lake-mountain. Each pair’s relationship stands for fundamental principles:
 

	heaven-earth:	creation, nature, the cosmos

	water-fire:	forms of energy

	wind-thunder:	movement, development

	lake-mountain:	consolidation, social interaction.





The Eight Trigrams squared (82) generate the Sixty-Four Hexagrams shown below. A hexagram is a formation of six lines. The Early Heaven hexagram arrangement follows a binary number sequence.
 
The top three lines of each row repeat the trigram order: Heaven, Lake, Fire, Thunder, Wind, Water, Mountain, and Earth. The upper trigrams of each row are identical. If one reads down the lower trigrams in the first column, the same order is repeated.
 
[image: image]



Fu Xi’s sequence of hexagrams was revised by a feudal prince posthumously known as King Wen. In his formation, shown on the following page, the trigrams are arranged in a cyclical progression, read clockwise from the top. The trigrams were also assigned compass directions and seasonal associations:

[image: image]



King Wen arranged his hexagrams in pairs. He changed each odd-numbered hexagram into its opposite to generate the subsequent even-numbered one. Most are an overturning of the six lines. For example Hexagram 11 shows the Earth trigram above the Heaven trigram. Hexagram 12 inverts the lines:
 
[image: image]

Those few hexagrams which would be the same when turned upside down are reversed line for line (substituting a yin line for a yang line, and vice versa). Hexagrams 61 and 62 are an example.
 
[image: image]

Fu Xi’s Eight Trigrams are arranged as opposites, but his hexagrams are arranged in numerical order. King Wen’s Eight Trigrams are arranged cyclically, but his sequence of hexagrams is arranged as pairs of opposites. Overall, King Wen’s order, shown on the following page, begins with all yang (Hexagram 1) and yin (Hexagram 2) lines, and ends with perfect alternation of yin and yang lines (Hexagrams 63 and 64).
 
[image: image]



The sixty-four hexagrams have titles. We do not whether King Wen named them, or whether he was using preexisting names.
 


Each hexagram in the Changes has three core texts; additional commentaries vary according to different editions. The three core texts shown in Circle Seven of this book are:


The Statement: A short text attributed to King Wen, with such repeated phrases as “good fortune,” “no error,” or “misfortune,” combined with poetic images.

The Lines: A poetic comment on each line of each hexagram by King Wen’s fourth son, the Duke of Zhou.

The Image: Advice to a “noble one,” which could mean a ruler or a wise individual. This text is attributed to Confucius.
 


Most editions of the Changes also include a group of appendixes called the Ten Wings, written by Confucius or later scholars.
 


While a complete view of the Changes requires years of study, the following eight points summarize the philosophy of the Changes.
 

	Nature, society, and individuals all act through cyclical change.
 
	Cycles of change are driven by polar opposites named yin and yang.

	A cycle reaching its zenith descends toward its nadir. Likewise, the only path from nadir is ascent.

	A cultivated person and an enlightened society act in accord with these cyclical movements, remaining aware of the numerous cycles they instigate each day. Ethical acts reinforce community and maintain beneficial cycles. Selfish acts increase isolation and generate destructive cycles.
 
	A wise person engages in constant self-cultivation to become more sensitive to change.
 
	Cultivated persons are not sad when misfortune occurs. They use the occasion to seek errors within themselves. By cultivating humility, they fend off further misfortune. They are modest and careful in times of great fortune. They are grateful and reverent. They will also consolidate their gains, search for nascent seeds of misfortune, and prepare for the future.
 
	A person who can discern the cycles of life can learn to utilize them for his or her own ends. The Changes advocate spirituality, humility, reverence, and service to others as the highest standards.
 
	All endings are only transitions.
 






Simple Divining Ritual

The simplest method of divination for the Changes uses three coins:
 
Compose yourself in a quiet and clean room. Let no one disturb you.
 
Place the Changes and three like coins before you. These coins can be either antique or modern but should be reserved only for divination.
 
Consider the question you have, meditate on it, and write it down on a clean piece of paper or in a notebook. Here are some examples of how to phrase the inquiry: “Will this course of action bring success?” or “How can I—?” or “What will happen if—?” Avoid asking either-or questions. The more specific your question, the more specific the answer will be. Concentrate on your question, and concentrate on addressing that question directly to the Changes.
 
Pick up the three coins, shake them in your hands, and then cast them onto a table. One of four combinations will result:
 
[image: image]

Write this first line down. Take up the coins again, and repeat the ritual to draw each of the next five lines from the bottom up. When you have a hexagram of six lines, you have completed the ritual. In order to find your hexagram, refer to the table on the inside back cover.
 
If all the lines are either Young Yin or Young Yang lines (meaning they don’t change), just read the hexagram that they form. If there are Old Yang or Old Yin lines (meaning that they will change), you must derive a second hexagram by substituting the opposite line for each of these “old” lines.
 
Read the material related to the first hexagram, including the comments about each changing line that you drew.
 
Then derive a new hexagram by substituting the old lines for their opposites. Read this new hexagram’s text (but none of its line commentaries).
 
The first hexagram is your situation at the moment. The lines modify that hexagram’s content. The second hexagram is the situation as it might someday become.







Book Format

The Eight Circles of Change

Aside from divination, it’s important to understand the principles of the Changes. The Living I Ching is designed to be read sequentially to allow just such an exploration of the Changes’ underlying meanings.
 
This sequence consists of eight circles, mapped to the mandala on the opposite page. The diagram is read from the inside outward.
 

	Wuji: The open circle at the center has no divisions. It represents the great limitlessness that is our origin.
 
	Yin and Yang: The solid line represents yang, and the broken line represents yin. Yin and yang are the first separation after limitlessness.
 
	The Four Images: Yin and yang take on their first pairings with one another, forming four combinations.
 
	The Early Heaven Eight Trigrams: This is Fu Xi’s arrangement of the Eight Trigrams. The arrangement is read counter clockwise. Opposite trigrams are arranged across from one another.
 
	The Early Heaven Sixty-Four Hexagrams: This arrangement is read from the top and center outward on either side. One begins from heaven (at the “top” of the circle) and meets the other side at the “bottom” on earth. One can begin from heaven, only to find all lines reversing themselves after passing the point marked by earth.

A blank band between the fifth and sixth circle marks King Wen’s revolutionary rearrangement of the Eight Trigrams and the Sixty-Four Hexagrams.


	The Later Heaven Eight Trigrams: King Wen’s Eight Trigrams pattern, expressing the cyclical, seasonal, and directional nature of change. This pattern unites the Five Phases (see appendix 7) and the Eight Trigrams. It is read clockwise.
 
	The Later Heaven Sixty-Four Hexagrams: The sequence is read clockwise. Odd-numbered hexagrams generate the following even-numbered hexagram by reversing their lines in a yin-yang exchange. Thus, every other hexagram is the inverse of the preceding one. In turn, even-numbered hexagrams are linked to subsequent hexagrams. Each hexagram is built from six lines, and these lines symbolize time and position. The lowest line is early in a situation and subordinate in position. The highest line is late in a situation and retiring in position. By the logic of the Changes, that which is late in a cycle changes to its opposite, and generates a new cycle. Thus, each hexagram represents a cycle.
 
	Voice of the Oracle: A consideration of how we can hear the voice of the Changes directly.
 


[image: image]

The presentation of two of the circles is more complicated than the others. Circle Four introduces the Eight Trigrams and attaches both introductions and commentaries to each one.
 
Circle Seven is even more complicated because of all the commentaries and associations that have been attached to the hexagrams. Details on reading Circles Four and Seven follow on the next pages.

Reading Circle Four

The core pages of Circle Four focus on the Eight Trigrams. Each trigram is treated with one set of facing pages. The left page has two columns. The left-hand column shows the trigram, the ideogram, and basic background information about the trigram.

[image: image]

[image: image]

This background information consists of the transliterated form of the title, an explanation about the basic interpretation of the graphic form of the trigram, and the classical symbolism explaining the usual associations with the trigram. It also includes a definition that shows what contemporary dictionaries list as the meanings of the trigram names. The last section shows the pictograph interpretation. Many Chinese words are pictures, and understanding the symbolism of each name can lead to deeper insights.

The right-hand page contains commentary on the trigram. The main purpose of this commentary is to understand the trigram’s meaning and role in the Eight Trigrams. Traditional associations are taken into account but are balanced against the role the trigram plays in the set of Eight Trigrams as a whole.

Reading Circle Seven

The core pages of Circle Seven focus on the Sixty-Four Hexagrams. Each hexagram is treated with two consecutive sets (spreads) of facing pages.

The left page of the first spread has two columns. The left-hand column shows the hexagram, the ideogram, and basic background information about the trigram.

This background information consists of:


	the number of the hexagram in the assigned sequence of sixty-four;

	the two constituent trigrams;

	the traditional interpretations of how the two trigrams interpret basic associations;

	the transliterated form of the title, and dictionary definitions;

	the sequence and the link, which gives an interpretation of how the hexagram fits into the traditional sequence of the hexagrams.



An introductory poem follows to complete the first page of the spread.

Once the basic information has been given, together with the poem to sketch out possible ways in which the hexagram symbols can be illustrated, the right-hand page gives the full core texts of the Changes. These three traditional texts are:

[image: image]
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	the Statement, attributed to King Wen;

	the Lines, attributed to the Duke of Zhou;

	the Image, attributed to Confucius.



The reading of the right-hand page is of particular importance. Since the traditional way to read a hexagram is from the bottom up, the lines are arranged from bottom to top. The sections are arranged on a slant to reinforce this order. Each one of the lines is numbered and shows whether it is a yin or a yang line.

The first spread is followed by a second one that contains two pages of commentary on the hexagram. In this commentary, there is a general essay, together with specific sections regarding the Statement, the Lines, and the Image. These passages are signaled by mentioning the name of that core text of the Changes in semibold italic.

On the right side of the second spread are two hexagrams with ghosted lines. This is a graphic representation of the “ideal” line positions believed by many commentators to be an essential key to understanding the nature of the hexagram lines.

[image: image]

The commentators posited that there was an ideal arrangement of lines. This arrangement is a perfect alternation of yin and yang lines, beginning with a yang line at the bottom and ending in a yin line at the top. Any hexagram is then compared to this ideal line arrangement, and lines that coincide with that arrangement are deemed to be in their “proper place.” The graphic shows which lines are in their right places by showing them completely black. All other lines are ghosted in gray. The example here shows that in Hexagram 32, only lines 3 and 6 are in their proper places.

Reading the two spreads together leads the eye through a subtle sine wave, reinforcing the yin-yang nature of the Changes. By reading Circle Seven in groups of four pages to each hexagram, a reader can consider all that can be interpreted from that hexagram, and then go on to contemplate how each one is linked with the next. In total, then, every part of the commentary, the text, and the graphics links all the hexagrams into the hidden message of the Changes: all change is one circle.





Introduction

Prologue

Many years ago, when I was both younger and more daring, I joined others in buying a piece of country land. The agent told us that the most important factor in buying undeveloped acreage was the water supply. This land had a good well—one so plentiful that a thirty-foot geyser had erupted when the well was first dug. The land had trees, meadows, a good garden for growing food, even a huge outcropping of stone that seemed perfect for building walls and paths.

Before we finalized the purchase, I did something I had not done for many years. I consulted the I Ching.

I should explain why it had been such a long time since I had used this book, even though I valued it so highly. I first stumbled upon the I Ching when I was a teenager. The book was tucked on a shelf in the basement of a neighborhood bookstore. It meant something to me that I found it within walking distance of my home, because I didn’t think one should have to look “outside of one’s own yard” to find needed wisdom. Later, I bought my first set of yarrow stalks (used in the divining process) at a nearby shop.

I wore out the book consulting it over the two problems that most plagued me then—what to do about a career and what to do about love relationships. After about five years, however, I realized that I had become completely dependent on the I Ching. Instead of making decisions as they became necessary, I had to rush home to divine. This was clearly a disadvantage. I even felt it was a weakness.

One day, I took the book down from its high storage place (the I Ching is supposed to be stored above shoulder level), unwrapped the book from its silk sheathing, and put it on a shelf with other books. I can remember feeling strongly that it would be better to absorb the wisdom of the I Ching and make right actions instead of being crippled by dependency on an oracle.

Although I put the book away, I never stopped applying its principles to my life. This led to both mistakes and doubts. Still, I tried all the principles in real life and in many different contexts.

So, decades after putting the book away, I took it out again and consulted it about the purchase of the land. I received a single hexagram—the Well—with no changing lines:


Well. A city may change,

but the well does not.

It does not lose, it does not gain.

In spite of all who come and go from a well,

it remains a well.

But if the rope cannot reach,

or if the well’s vase is upended:

misfortune.



Although I was used to the I Ching, I was still startled. The hexagram seemed eerily appropriate. I did note the warning, “But if the rope cannot reach, or if the well’s vase is upended: misfortune.” In other words, if I could not get to the water or if I spilled the water, it would be bad.

Then everything was going to be fine, I concluded. What could go wrong? The well was strong and certified by a consultant, and the pipes were good. The water was surely reachable. It was not until several years had passed that the statement took on a different meaning.

The property was over a three-hour drive away, and I went there with less frequency. The well was still good—“In spite of all who come and go from a well, it remains a well”—but we simply couldn’t get to the land often enough to maintain it or enjoy it. Then I saw a different meaning in the warning “…if the rope cannot reach…” Eventually, we sold the land without having used it or enjoyed it much.

This experience taught me that the readings of the Changes may take years to manifest themselves. That in turn gave further weight to what the ancients maintained: that it takes many years to understand the Changes. Moreover, it reaffirmed my earlier feelings that it was essential to learn the wisdom of the Changes rather than simply relying upon a book.

Decades have passed since those early experiences with the Changes, and I have studied with many teachers. I have especially concentrated on Taoism. Being interested in the Changes as I am, it would seem natural for me to study the book with every teacher possible. However, I have found difficulties with the established approaches to the Changes.

There are two kinds of teachers of the Changes: the masters and the scholars. Ultimately, I found that neither could reveal all the substance of this great tradition. Let me explain, for I mean no disrespect to either side.

Chinese masters accept the Changes at face value. They accept all aspects of the Changes as fact. When these masters are asked to explain why the Changes exists as it does, they answer that the sages created it—so no more questions should be asked. For anyone trained in Chinese cultural norms, this is familiar. For anyone who thinks critically, such an assertion is unsatisfactory. Meanwhile, the masters maintain that if we only spend some thirty to fifty years reverently and unquestioningly approaching the Changes, we will come to the right understanding on our own. But will we?

By contrast, scholars scrutinize every aspect of the book. They search for truth by deconstructing the text as much as possible. They compare different editions, they debate the origins of the book’s imagery, and they combine their efforts with archaeology and even astronomy. (Current research shows that constellations might have inspired some of the images in the Changes.) What they most pointedly do not do is teach people how to use the Changes to shape their lives, nor do they teach its philosophy for practical applications. In fact, many university professors begin their classes by pointedly warning students that they are not there to answer a student’s religious or spiritual questions.

Moreover, it is easy for both traditional masters and scholars to establish an exclusionary air about the Changes. This may be unintentional, but they effectively discourage any innocent exploration of this great classic. The masters exclude people who don’t know the Chinese language, aren’t faithful enough, or have not spent enough time contemplating the esoteric qualities of the Changes. The scholars exclude anyone who cannot take the time to follow the research, who won’t delve into the debates over the Changes—or who insists that he or she would like to make practical use of the book.

There has to be a different approach to the Changes. There must be a step-by-step way of absorbing the Changes directly. There must be a way to explore the Changes beyond both traditional interpretations and scholarly inquiries. In short, there must be a way to answer these three questions:


What does the Changes mean?

How can it be used?

How can we hear it directly?



Answering these questions is the goal of The Living I Ching. Follow this book through the eight circles. You will discover the wisdom of the Changes that neither masters nor scholars have yet shown us.

Why Eight Circles?

The eight circles form a pilgrimage. There is a reason why this metaphor of a spiritual journey has been used. All pilgrimages have two common features: a circle (one travels with the intention of returning to normal life) and change (one returns with insight and spiritual strength). The Living I Ching is a virtual pilgrimage. We will make a circle and return with insight into what drives all movement in our world.

[image: image]

Zhou yi

The idea of a circular journey was inspired by the original title of the Changes—Zhouyi. Aside from its meaning as the name of the Zhou dynasty, zhou means “circumference,” “circle,” “complete,” “everywhere,” and “provide.” These definitions provide remarkable inspirations for our search. Circumference—to encompass an understanding of all change. Circle—all change occurs in cycles; fortune and misfortune follow one another unendingly. Complete—we must gain a thorough understanding. Everywhere—the process of change is pervasive. Provide—all answers and support will come to us if we act according to the Changes.

The word yi also has multiple meanings. It means “change.” It also means “exchange” and “easy.” “Exchange” reminds us that yin and yang drive all change. “Easy” promises that someone who masters the Changes will find the way eased. The word yi itself is a pictograph of a lizard. A quick lizard and a chameleon changing color both resonate with the idea of change.

Thus, if we contemplate all the meanings of the word zhouyi, we can imagine a lizard running in a circle, its body undulating. For all these reasons, the journey through the Changes has been arranged in circular form.

The aim of walking these eight circles is to find the voice of the Changes itself. The clues that such a voice exists lie in the passages where the Changes speaks in the first person. (See appendix 10 for a complete listing.) There is a voice in the Changes, one that is reverent and strict, holy and yet familiar with sorrow, determined and yet also knowing regret. The Changes is not a supernatural oracle. It is a human one.

This, then, is the reason why the book is conceived as a pilgrimage: we go to hear the Changes speak to us. We go beyond the exclusionary airs of the master and scholars: no one can deny that a person has gone on a pilgrimage. A pilgrimage puts the possibility of spiritual success under our own control. It is a self-propelled journey. No god does it for us. No one can substitute for us. Privilege is no aid; poverty is no disadvantage. We must travel in person. We need no other qualifications, sponsorships, or status. Everyone can benefit by completing their circles. When we return, having heard the voice of the Changes, that will be supreme success.

About the Changes

Why is the Changes important? If we are looking for wisdom upon which to base our lives, it makes sense not to rely on temporary or untested knowledge. The problems of our existence are perennial. They are problems that every generation has faced, and it’s important to find a body of knowledge that transcends the limitations of our times. Besides, we don’t want to revisit or experiment with some of the dreadful disasters of human history—slavery, war, genocide, and natural calamity—but we do want to learn from these past events. Thus, in searching for wisdom, we must search for the deepest traditions.

The great age of the Changes and the fact that it has had many revisions and additions throughout the centuries make it ideal for such a search. Following the Changes back through its texts will lead us to the very roots of human consciousness. The recent history of the Changes in the West is just the surface of this book’s vast history. Two thousand years ago, before our Web sites and offset lithography books, there were older books printed with wooden type on paper. About fifteen hundred years before that, we find books of handwritten bamboo strips tied together with leather thongs. Even earlier still, in the Bronze Age, we find passages scratched onto ox scapulae and turtle shells. By following the Changes back to neolithic times, we can gain access to some of the earliest and deepest levels of human experience. The book’s survival over thirty centuries attests to the power of its words and the necessity of its message. Its images and wisdom are archetypal and tested by generations of people. As a result, the Changes offers a near-universal philosophy.

As a book of divination, the Changes has no obvious mechanism for making its pronouncements. No one claims that there is a god speaking through the book. No one claims that there is anything supernatural about it. The Changes speaks of impersonal forces and utilizes the most impersonal of these forces to activate its own oracular function: chance. When one wants to use the Changes, one uses randomly cast yarrow stalks, coins, or even a computer randomizer to build a series of six lines called a hexagram. One uses this hexagram to find the corresponding passages in the book. The method of arriving at the hexagram may be one of pure chance, and yet a completely individual and personal reading emerges. That puzzle of how the book “knows” makes it all the more intriguing.

It is significant that the Changes is an oracle that needs no intermediary. Other divination methods require an interpreter—meaning that there will be a separation between the inquirer and the source. There are obvious issues of privacy, fallibility, access, and even affordability in all traditions that require an intermediary. The Changes requires none of these prerequisites.

What it does require is that a person be sincere and attuned to the question. A period of meditation prior to asking the question is an integral part of the process. The more one is centered on the question, the more apt the answer is likely to be. In other words, one should be so absorbed during the building of the hexagram that the passages from the Changes will seem like swift enlightenment. It should be as if someone said some words to us as we were struggling with a problem, triggering a sudden perception: “Of course!” we blurt out, and our problem suddenly becomes clear.

The Changes makes no promises. Instead, it exposes the principles behind our inquiry, and it gives advice based on farsighted wisdom, unshakable ethics, and harmony with nature. The Changes has absorbed the experiences of rising and falling kingdoms, of great heroes and scheming villains, of humble sages and demonic demagogues. To the extent that any individual’s life travels—from the heights of exalted heaven to the depths of lonely dilemmas—the Changes will have a wider, deeper, and more lengthy record.

Thus, the book aims to open a reader’s mind to the full nature of change instead of just giving an “answer.” The Changes emphasizes an individual’s mental abilities and moral character as the greatest factors for shaping the future. Most radically—for a book of divination—the Changes asserts that the future is not preordained but is in constant flux and can therefore be influenced by the actions of an enlightened person.

 The Changes places such an enlightened person into an overall cosmic order. The forces that affect us—and which we can affect in turn if we are cultivated enough—are shown to us dispassionately. Heaven, earth, water, fire, wind, thunder, mountain, lake—nature is integral to the Changes’ philosophy. The book itself models what it would have us all do: align ourselves with nature and act in harmony with nature.

Modern living, as refined as it is, does not supply all the answers we need. Even if we follow the most recent trends, read the latest research, and buy new products, we are still unable to find all the guidance we want. When we open the newspaper each day, we are confronted with more disasters. What troubles us most are the questions that have mystified every generation: self-knowledge, the meaning of life, family relationships, marriage, and children, work—followed by the even larger problems of migration, war, famine, torture, and genocide. These issues confront each of us with harsh riddles.

The only reason to use the Changes is that it works. It is alive and it is useful. Its imagery is primal, profound, and based on nature. Its language goes to the root of all things. If we want access to wisdom that goes beyond our own limited experiences, if we want wisdom that guides us into the future, the Changes is the book not only to study, but also to absorb and internalize so that we too can act as the Changes would have us do.

The Difficulties of Translation

There can be no perfect translation of the Changes. As soon as one settles on a translation for one context, it is wrong when seen from another setting. It’s impossible to encompass all the implications of ancient Chinese in another language. The goal of this book is thus more modest—to find at least one intelligible translation given that it is impossible to provide all the shadings of the original language. We will briefly examine some of the problems of translation here. (For a deeper discussion, see appendix 2.)

The language of the Changes is ancient. Even today’s literate Chinese cannot read it well. Although most words in the Changes are still used today, many definitions have been altered over the last three millennia. Words in their present-day meanings make no sense when read in the Changes. What’s more, some words have so fallen out of use that they now exist nowhere but in the Changes.

From early on, the Changes required masters who specialized in its old language. The written versions were regarded as mere prompts to oral traditions transmitted through competing schools. There were differences of opinion, misunderstandings, and—because Chinese scholarship placed a premium on memorization—mistakes. Even in Confucius’s time (551–479 B.C.E.), the language of the Changes had become obscure. In fact, it was Confucius’s ability to interpret the old texts that made him so valuable a scholar.

Since the Chinese language sprang from many dialects among groups isolated by rivers and mountains, early definitions and word usage was imprecise. Standardization by imperial decree began only in the third century B.C.E., when Qin Shihuang united several separate states to make what became the nation of China. However, the Changes had already been in use—with nonstandardized language—for some eight hundred to fifteen hundred years.

There have been several points in history where the Changes, as well as other ancient books, was endangered. By the end of the Qin dynasty (206 B.C.E) for example, many books and libraries were destroyed by years of war. Decades later, some books were found again (in one case, a cache was discovered inside a wall where a scholar had hidden them) or reconstructed.

Furthermore, there were certainly accidental changes in the texts. First, the books were reproduced by manual transcription until the use of movable type after 1045 C.E. Such a process was vulnerable to scribal error. Second, scribes frequently used homonyms—because of genuine ambiguity, as a shortcut, or because the word might have carried the correct meaning before the standardization of the language. (For more discussion, see appendix 4.)

Adding to this uncertainty are the number of editions we have from different points in history, ranging from the Zhou dynasty (12th–3rd centuries B.C.E.) to as late as the Qing dynasty (15th–20th centuries C.E.). Translators have brought out English versions of each of the surviving editions. These versions differ, sometimes dramatically, and it is difficult to name any single edition as being definitive. So as we undertake the translation of the Changes, we have to ask ourselves, “Which version?”

One answer might be “Use the earliest version,” on the assumption that it is the most “authentic” and “pure.” But does that make all the other commentary of later generations wrong? True, other people added to the Changes, but they did so in clearly separate passages. We have to assume that scholars over the past two thousand years have had a closer vantage point to the meanings of the Changes than we have now, and we should not automatically discount what they have written.

Should we therefore use the latest editions (already several hundred years old)? Those versions are burdened with didactic Confucian language that doesn’t carry as much meaning for us today. At least for the purposes of this book, then, I’ve used the latest versions, but have tried to edit out the feudal concepts that either are irrelevant or seem negative to us. For example, the word fu can mean either “confidence” or “captured war slaves.” I’ve chosen to translate the word as “confidence.” Likewise, Hexagram 54 shows the feudal practice of marrying two sisters to a great chief. I’ve tried instead to frame this in terms of a person forced into an unfortunate and subordinate relationship. (For more discussion, see appendix 1.)

A final complication for translation is the extremely compressed language of the Changes. There are usually no articles, pronouns, conjugations, or indication of past, present, or future tenses to help us determine the context of a given passage. In addition, ancient Chinese used no punctuation, and a passage’s meaning can differ significantly depending on how it is punctuated. We cannot translate the texts strictly. We have to interpret them in a more open way.

Take Hexagram 9, Xiao Chu, for example. How should we translate the word chu? In one translation (Wilhelm/Baynes), chu is translated as “taming power,” while in another (Richard John Lynn) it is rendered as “domestication.” If we research the word, it means a dumb creature, an animal, livestock. It is also a verb, meaning to raise livestock. The Oracle’s advice may not necessarily be to raise livestock, but to tame ourselves and our situation. We clearly do not have a word in English with all the equivalent meanings.

However, there may be other ways to access the meaning. It can be helpful if we relax. If we dream, and let the words and images connect, the hexagram can become more meaningful:


Chu. A domesticated animal. Xiao, meaning little or slight. Not that the animal is small, but that the degree of domestication is superficial. The animal is wild. Our situation is wild, just coming under control. The animal is still straining at the rope, rubbing against the fence. Then the rain is also being held back, just as the animal is barely restrained. The clouds strain against what’s holding them, just as the animal threatens to break loose or rebel against the labor demanded of it.



Now, in the dream of this hexagram comes comprehension. Any question we put to the Changes can go into the swirl of images and give us insight. Somehow, we need to connect with the dream level, where all concepts are carried not in words like domestication, prevalence, and furthering, but in images of vivid color.

It can even be said that the Confucian scholars have drained the Changes of its drama. They insist on interpreting concrete imagery as being allusions to abstract principles. For example, in the case of Hexagram 54, which we mentioned before, they will define the “marrying sister” as the emperor’s minister and shape the wisdom of the Changes into narrow advice for a bureaucrat. What if we instead accept the raw power of the Changes’ language? Consider some of these images from the Changes:


Waiting in a bloody cave.

Get out!

(Hexagram 5, Line 4)




The well is dredged, but no one drinks.

My heart is anguished. Water

could be drawn. If the king understood,

we would instantly receive happiness.

(Hexagram 48, Line 3)




Wild swans gradually reach the shore.

A man journeys but does not return. A wife,

pregnant; does not give birth. Misfortune.

Gain by guarding against raiders.

(Hexagram 53, Line 3)



Early in this project, it became clear that merely translating the Changes would not uncover all that needed to be found. It was then that poetry suggested itself. The poems in this book allow exploration of the Changes’ themes without restriction to the strict interpretation of translation.

Grasping the Whole Through Metaphor

The use of poetry to probe the Changes is appropriate because it is similar to how the Changes conveys its meaning. It is said that each line of the sixty-four hexagrams addresses all possible human situations. That yields only 384 possibilities, and there are surely more situations than that. However, if we look at the fact that any inquiry might yield a pair of hexagrams, and that all readings of the Changes are meant to interact with the questioner, the potential of greater complexity becomes apparent. More important, the Changes is built on a complex system of symbols and metaphors so that each hexagram and each word can suggest a multiplicity of meanings.

Like a human body, where atoms form molecules, which in turn form cells, then form living tissue that obeys the commands of the brain, the smallest parts of the Changes are built on words that are whole metaphors in themselves. These parts are joined with others to form larger metaphors—all while embodying living observations of the world. Those words are further bound into names, trigrams, and hexagrams to form the whole of the Changes.

This is a complicated idea, so some explanation may be in order. As examples, let’s examine the line patterns of the hexagrams themselves, the trigram system, and finally, a hexagram.

Let’s look at the lines first. As has been detailed in the Brief Overview, the most basic graphic expression of the Changes is the solid line, meaning yang [image: image]; and the split line [image: image], meaning yin.

When we see the eight trigrams, we see the various ways in which these lines are combined, and yet we still need to keep the yin and yang elements in mind. When we see the eight possible trigrams, we can see the presence of yin and yang. Interestingly enough, it is the single unlike line that determines the yin or yang character of the trigram.

[image: image]

The yang (meaning, light, heat, and male) hexagrams are heaven, thunder, water, and mountain. The yin (meaning dark, cold, and female) hexagrams are earth, wind, fire, and lake. This in turn leads to family associations—heaven is father, thunder is the eldest son, water is the second son, and mountain is the youngest son. Earth is mother, wind is the eldest daughter, fire is the second daughter, and lake is the youngest daughter. There are many extensions to these metaphors, but for now, it’s enough to suggest how the basic elements of yin or yang extend throughout the book.

For a second approach to tracing the path of metaphors in the Changes, let’s look at the trigrams themselves. We’ve already seen how their yin or yang characteristics have made them metaphors for family relationships. In addition, the trigrams have been made into metaphors for natural phenomena as shown earlier. The trigram of three solid lines, for example, is seen as triple yang. What could be more supremely yang than heaven? Accordingly, the three solid lines are indeed the symbol of heaven, and then other meanings are assigned to it as well—creative force, masculine energy, imperial power, and even fatherhood. These additions expand on the metaphor of heaven. Note that being all yang is not necessarily a good thing. The Heaven hexagram’s sixth line warns against haughtiness.

When the eight trigrams are combined into the two trigram combinations, the overall formation of trigrams forms more layers of metaphor. The Early Heaven formation teaches us of opposites. The Later Heaven formation teaches us of seasons, family relationships, and the cyclical nature of change. We will go into this in greater detail in the book, but for now, it’s enough to show how the basic metaphors of the Changes are combined to yield greater meanings.

As a final example, let’s look at the language itself. Each word in the Changes has a multiplicity of meanings, and the Changes uses the words in all their variations. Thus, one needs to understand the meanings of the words that are being used, and then one needs to see how those meanings are consciously combined and contrasted with one another. We’ve already seen a little of that with our examination of the word chu. Let’s look at one other word, guo.

There are two hexagrams that have this word in their titles. Each of them occupies a strategic location in the sequence of hexagrams—exactly two hexagrams away from the end of the upper and lower sections of the sixty-four hexagrams (the upper section ends at Hexagram 30). Hexagram 28 is Da (big) Guo. Hexagram 62 is Xiao (little) Guo.

The strange thing is that guo means both “to exceed,” and “to cross,” and guo is used in both senses in the hexagrams. The Statement of Hexagram 28 speaks of a sagging ridgepole, so this is da guo in the sense of “big excess.” However, in the sixth line of that hexagram, the Changes speaks of fording a river. Surely this is a conscious play on the idea of guo as “crossing.” When the line reads: “Fording, wading, head submerged. Misfortune, but without fault,” it is combining both crossing and excessiveness into a warning.

When we come to Hexagram 62, Xiao Guo, we find the Statement: “Small matters can be done, but not large matters.” Guo in the sense of crossing works better here—we can make small attempts (like crossings), but we cannot make grand ones. What’s more, the second, fourth, and sixth lines use the word guo both in the sense of crossing (or meeting) and as a warning to guard against excess.

The fact that words are used in more than one meaning—actually almost opposite meanings—is the case with every hexagram. If you’ll recall that the basis of the book is yin and yang, we could even say that the theme of each hexagram has its yin and yang aspects as well. For example, Hexagram 18, Poison, seems to refer to the decay of our ventures, the decline of our fathers’ and mothers’ affairs (and perhaps our fathers and mothers themselves). At the same time, there is also a strong implication that some “poison” is beneficial—as in the case of fermentation. Without fermentation, we would not have wine, some teas, and other foods. Hexagram 27, as another example, refers to nourishing in its title, and so it is clearly concerned with feeding. But then it goes on to examine how the motivations of others are revealed by the movements of their jaws and by what they seek to “fill their mouths.” Even Hexagram 4, Youth, which is the Changes’ direct, first-person rebuke to a foolish youth, still admits that this is a gainful omen and it refers to the joys of a family in Line 3. Again, the metaphors of yin and yang intersect with the language metaphors to create a complex and highly sophisticated web of meanings.

The overall point is simply to demonstrate that the metaphors of the Changes are consciously manipulated as the basis of its philosophy. Invocation of the Changes is said to activate the hexagrams. The hexagrams establish the basis for the commentaries. When the reader is conscious of the layers of metaphor, the intuitive associations that will give insight into the problem at hand become possible. Metaphor becomes the basis for spirituality.

The best metaphors establish their meanings faster than rational thought. That is why metaphor’s cousin, the joke, can fly under our inhibitions and make us laugh before we catch ourselves. Metaphors force us to link disparate images and recognize larger meanings.

Metaphor thus takes advantage of our deep tendencies to make connections. From birth, we are trying to connect events to find meaning in them. If we can accept that, the divinatory aspects of the Changes can be understood. We are all parts of a greater whole, and every event reflects that whole. The Changes reflects the pace of those events just as the pulse reflects the health of a person. The changes of life are self-propelled by the dynamic shifting of yin and yang without the agency of any god or personage to manipulate or control them. The words and images of the Changes are made to reflect the greater whole of the cosmos.

The Shape of Change

The shape of change is a circle. This means that all events in the world move in cycles. The original usage of the Changes as a means of divination reflects a desire to know the future. But trying to know the future through any form of divination is too slow, too artificial, too primitive. There is another way to know the future, and that is to understand the inevitable trajectories of our daily events. Then, we can surely know the future simply by observing the present.

We already do this every day. Here are some obvious examples: If we miss our train, we’re going to miss our appointments. If we go out into a blizzard, we have a greater risk of accident than on a spring day. But what happens when we have to make plans for a career, or decide whom we will marry, or try to set forth a plan to raise our children? What happens if we’re a leader and we have to make decisions for our organization or set forth plans for thousands of followers? In those cases, we have to go from merely seeing how a set of circumstances will affect us to looking at how we can affect circumstances. In other words, it’s not enough to just know how change works on us. We also need to know how we can influence change for the better.

This, then, is what the Changes finally means: it means absorbing the principles of change so that we can not only sense them intuitively, but also make intelligent decisions for the future to yield positive benefits. This is also the best way to understand the Changes’ moral structure. The Changes constantly emphasizes humility, upright character, kindness, and service to others as its core values. After all, manipulating the future is open to the character of the people doing it. Disaster as well as benefit exists in the future. A madman can launch a hundred wars, or a kind person can lift the lives of the wretched. Which future will we have? It won’t come by itself. A good future will come only if it is husbanded by the enlightened.

That is why the Changes constantly addresses itself to a “noble one.” Originally, these words meant a prince or a gentleman, because the Changes were originally used by royalty and the elite, not the general population. But our society doesn’t exist that way anymore. Each of us has to make decisions of enormous weight each day. Now, each of us needs the wisdom of the Changes. We are the noble ones whom the Changes addresses. We are the noble ones who are responsible for the future.

Use the Changes as a tool of divination. Use the Changes to strengthen your moral and ethical conviction, and that will be even better. Use the Changes to understand the basis of all events. Use the Changes to see that the wisdom to shape the future has been tested for thousands of years. Above all, though, use the Changes and your life will be immeasurably improved.

Join us in this journey through the Changes. Follow the circles and return changed. You can read this book in sequential order. You can read it by skipping around in it. You can read it simply by using the coin or yarrow-stalk method of divination. You could even read it backward, from the last circle to the first.

After all, a circle has no front or back. It has no beginning and it has no end. What is most important is that you enter the circle. Once you do that, and once you open yourself, the journey will begin. The Changes will speak to you. When you hear that voice of the Changes directly, you will know that the wisdom of change can shape your life. You need only hear that voice, and afterward you will have no doubts about it. Then, confidence in the future will be yours.





Invocation

Like exiled immortals, we have a memory of a previous paradise, even as we confront the daily frustration of being human. It is as if we are doomed to wander the earth for offending heaven. Perhaps we wrote a couplet that did not please, or perhaps we overindulged in kitchen pleasures.

Being flung back to earth is worse than death: At least death would mean reincarnation and the wonder of new life. No, the opposite of immortality is the pain and turmoil of constant change—of sweating and groaning and squinting in darkness, bereft of divine sight.

In that darkness, the Changes whispers to us with the voice of one who has seen both the sorrows of being human and the joy of heavenly palaces. It is the voice of one who has trudged the mountainsides and flowed into the sunset clouds. The Changes is a spirit reborn in more people each generation, until it is a consciousness rooted in millions of souls. It is a spirit that learns and grows with each act of divination, a spirit who chooses to live neither in heaven nor on earth but who dwells in the human heart. It is from that seat that the Changes speaks from both earthly pain and heavenly clarity.

Talk to us now, voice in the darkness.

More than twenty-five centuries ago, most people heard you. Our ancestors made their own art, poetry, music, and dance, even as they led the country, studied numbers, followed the stars, reared children, farmed, picked medicinal herbs, and acted as their own diviners. It was natural that they communed directly with the spirits. Thousands of years later, you are still here in millions of us, but many ignore you. There are not enough of us to listen for you.

That deafness is our loss, for you are well worth hearing. You are the voice of wisdom and the emotion of memory. You obey your own rules, which are the rules of nature, far beyond the concepts that people have invented. You are blood and semen and milk and sweat as well as sparks shooting from the human spirit.

Your voice sounds through thousands of years, travels thousands of miles, emerges from the pages of your book. Your voice is the collective made into one. Your voice is the sound of a flute played by a solitary wanderer perched on the edge of a cliff with only the ice-colored moon above. Your voice is that sobbing music, made by inhalations that make ribs ache and by exhalations that take faith to let all air out.

You are like water. None of us can live far from some stream. We must drink water to nourish our thoughts, our blood, our flesh. By body alchemy, we change water into the juices we need. When water takes our waste, it also takes traces of us with it, and every drop returns to the great stream.

As water nourishes all beings, you animate our voices. As water leaves each being to return to the great stream, our voices return to you.

You are not a god separate from us. You are not a distant personage to be supplicated. When we approach you, we are not at the mercy of whims and capriciousness. You have the honesty of one whose hands have broken rocks, dug in the soil, and planted trees.

You have wandered, you have run, you have stumbled, you have fallen. Lost, you clawed through the brush. Proud, you plunged ahead only to confront mountains upon mountains. Careless, you eventually walked back to your village, only to find that too much time passed. You understood how important it was to return. Return to your own Tao, you said. How can that be wrong?

You have cried. You have fled from marauding horsemen. You have trekked to wilderness meadows and cleared them for houses. You have made sacrifices to heaven and earth, knelt down before the fire and pulled ox bones from the ash to squint at the cracks for signs. You have bowed to friends who joined you. You have stood with them to till the fields, to lift sticks against bandits, to scythe wheat, rice, and millet. You have gathered silkworms into baskets, and cast bronze vessels to share the bounty of your labor.

You are sharing still, sharing your wisdom, sharing of the millions of souls who have strengthened you. Sharing to help us face our troubles and celebrate our joys.

When people first hear the rumors about your existence, they rush to you. They are moved, sometimes terrified, at your knowing words. Then they may continue to invoke you without ever going deeper into the darkness where you dwell, or they put you aside, unwilling to live with your wisdom.

Still, there are some who want to know you better. There are those who want to enter into the same mysteries you know so well. They study you. They look into your words. Yet your words can too often be as mystifying as the truths they represent. After much effort, we realize that we will not find you by merely translating the old words of those who first recorded your utterances. No translation can accurately convey what you said then. The problem of looking for you in the written word occurred even before the Zhou dynasty was over, when the original language of the Changes became arcane. Even in the time of Confucius, only a handful of people understood your words. Within a few dynasties, merely reading your book became hopeless. Interpreters sprang up, and for thousands of years most people knew you only through someone else’s words. That is why today we must instead find a way to hear you ourselves.

Let us hear the words that bring sighs of release. When you cry out, sob, shout, or laugh, let us feel that inside ourselves. When you flash lightning and dry oceans by your sun, let us behold it. When you tell stories of armies battling for walled cities, kings moving whole countries, farmers harvesting, let us be there too. When you reveal the omens—wild swans flying across the water, rising floods, dragons in the field, a poisoned well, a mare roaming among burial mounds—let the people shudder. We will feel you as surely as we feel our own hearts beat.

We will make our pilgrimage to you. When pilgrims visit a holy place, each pilgrim’s experience is his or hers forever. We journey to experience the Changes as a pilgrim travels to Tai Shan or Mecca, Borobudur or Jerusalem, Ujiyamada or Varanasi. Let us walk your circles of change, absorbing your power and your voice, and let us return, transformed, and fortified to face the change that marks our daily lives.

Talk to us now, voice in the darkness. Show us the way.





CIRCLE ONE

The Origin

[image: image]

[image: image]

The dawn when someone first mapped the changes was so early that we can no longer distinguish legend from fact. Like someone squinting at a desert horizon, shapes flicker and fade, and we fear we are seeing our own wishes more than the robes of a far-off person.

When one figure is pointed out as a king named Fu Xi, we strain to see him. He remains ever-distant. If each year between him and us were a yard, he would stand more than forty-eight hundred yards away.

Some have colored his outline with their own stories. In the most flamboyant folk legend, Fu Xi is the brother of Nu Wa, the woman who created people from river mud. Those early humans lived simply, hunting deer and gathering berries. One day, all was almost destroyed when the gods of fire and water battled for control of the earth. Fire set all the forests ablaze. When the gods’ blows broke a hole in the northwest quadrant of heaven, the heavenly river gushed out, brimming valleys and flooding mountains. Nearly all the early people died. Struggling to save them, Nu Wa repaired heaven by melting stones of five different colors, plugging the hole with glistening jewels.

This woman who birthed our ancestors, who nursed and taught them and who made heaven whole again, was half-woman and half-snake. The legends say Fu Xi was such a being too—a man with a serpent’s body instead of legs. He had a man’s intelligence and skills—in some ancient murals, he’s shown with a try square—yet the serpent’s body points to a more primitive and limbic body. He has eyes to see the stars, hands to measure his world, but a body fully in touch with the earth.

Scholars scoff that Fu Xi is a mirage. They say he seems large because he merely represents a group of people who established early civilization on the banks of the Yellow River. They question whether a single “primitive” person could be the father of advanced wisdom. Yet during that time, cultures already existed in other parts of the world. Cities stood along the Nile River. Cuneiform writing recorded transactions in the land between the Tigris and Euphrates Rivers. Cities in the Indus River valley were rich with copper and bronze vessels.

Perhaps it is possible, then, to give some credence to what the traditionalists believe: Fu Xi was a ruler. He observed the moving stars and changing moon above. He observed the patterns of the earth below, learning the habits of birds and animals, and turning the soil with his hands. He helped create written language, and he knew tallying and calculation. Most important, Fu Xi began the long effort to understand change.

So let us agree that Fu Xi is too far away for us to see him clearly. Let us agree that we are looking through layers of myth, legend, historical fact, and philosophical ideas. If each year was represented by
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Note on the frontispiece: The four words shown are yuan heng li zhen, the central phrase in the I Ching. The phrase can be translated in different ways. Please see appendix 2 for a more complete discussion.
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Prior to the Han dynasty, the I Ching was known as the Zhouyi. The name means “The Changes of the Zhou dynasty,” because the book was one of the primary forms of divination and because it came to be the repository of two of the Zhou dynasty’s early leaders—King Wen and his fourth son, the Duke of Zhou.
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Basic background information: hexagram number,
names of the two constituent trigrams,

s nerpretation of he trgram aymbols,
transiiteration of Chinese name followed by

the contemporary dictionary definition,

and how the hexagram is linked to the

Gverall Secysicn of the sk Iesagrars
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The four pages
devoted to each
hexagram are
read in a wave-
pattern like

the yin-yang
cycles of the
Changes.
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The Lines, attributed to image,
the Duke of Zhou.Since attributed to Confcius
2 hexagram i read from

the bottom, the lines are

shown with the first line Each line shows the line number
on the bottom to the and the yin or yang line:

sixth line at the top. i the heegres corstruttion:
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Commentary on the trigram
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